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Televisual narratives frequently strive to enclose viewers within a culture industry that 

renders them passive and preoccupied.  This dissertation considers the ways in which 

two modes of televisual meaning-making, namely crime dramas and reality television, 

can work against that closure by providing models of feminine possibility and 

occupation.  Viewers can pursue the openness of imaginative occupying by reading 

with the grain of the narratives, which teach viewers first how to understand the stories 

on the screen and then to understand the possibilities for navigating and ultimately 

challenging the power structures that marginalize and disadvantage certain bodies.  

Detailed readings of Murder, She Wrote (CBS, 1984-1996); Person of Interest (CBS, 

2011-2016); The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills (Bravo, 2010- ); Charlie’s Angels 

(ABC, 1976-1981); The Real World (MTV, 1992- ); Law & Order: Special Victims 

Unit (NBC, 1999- ); Perry Mason (CBS, 1957-1966); and How to Get Away With 

Murder (ABC, 2014- ) track the connections that these narratives make across a 

history of television and with other technological and social developments.  

Stereotypically feminine modes of understanding and community-building like 

multitasking, talking or visiting, reflecting, and empathizing or imagining depth 

become the operative actions by which viewers might imagine the possibilities 

available to them and ultimately look beyond the constraints of a cultural machine that 

traditionally disempowers them.  By employing the sorts of simultaneous and 



 

imaginative thinking that helps the characters we see on the screen become successful, 

we can also imagine the spaces of the television industry and of a cultural machine as 

places that we can connect to and through.  The modes of making meaning that stories 

and characters model for the viewer become a methodology for creating, 

understanding, and representing significant depth in television programming. 
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Introduction: Television Viewership as Imagining and Occupying 

In a later episode of Murder, She Wrote (CBS, 1984-1996), JB Fletcher, played by 

Angela Lansbury, pens a mystery story for some Silicon Valley computer 

programmers to turn into a virtual reality game.  The game that appears in “A Virtual 

Murder,” like every other part of Jess’s life, becomes a vehicle for Jess to get involved 

in solving an actual murder mystery because of her talent in creating and solving 

fictional ones.  But in this case, Jess also gets several opportunities to explain the 

technology of the game.  She does so by articulating the relationship between the 

player and the narrative. Instead of concentrating solely on the devices or the coding, 

or rather the mechanical and digital ways in which technology creates and occupies 

space, she thinks about the game in terms of how the player occupies the narrative 

space that it creates.  She describes how the player’s participation in the game works 

to her friend Seth: “this isn’t just for children; it’s partly a game, partly an 

environment.  It’s really quite an experience.”  His exasperated response—

“Technology! Environment! Experience! Oh, Jess, come on!”—represents the 

common dismissal of technology and especially an imagined or real interaction with 

that technology as it’s used for entertainment purposes.  But Seth’s dismissal also 

quickly articulates three modalities of televisual occupation: its mid-century 

popularization irrevocably changed technology, environment, and experience for its 

audiences.1 

                                                
1 “A Virtual Murder,” Murder, She Wrote (CBS, October 31, 1993). 
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For Seth, and for many others, this is something to be dismissed or passively 

accepted.  The television intervened in everyday life and recontextualized public and 

private environments by staging spatial, temporal, and rhetorical occupation of the 

same; viewers who think along the lines that Seth is articulating are preoccupied by 

this occupation.  I will further and formally define and contextualize these occupations 

I refer to shortly, but I want to establish immediately that I describe someone as 

preoccupied here as a method of establishing passivity and prepossession.  Seth is 

preoccupied because he is dismissive and takes no interest in thinking about televisual 

occupation; I use the past participle of the root word occupy because it is passive, but 

also because it is nonfinite (i.e. cannot serve as the root of an independent clause) and 

does not require a subject.  The preoccupied viewer is already (pre-) possessed 

(occupied) spatially, temporally, and rhetorically because of this passivity; while the 

unnecessary grammatical subject in this instance is television, its absence 

demonstrates that, for the preoccupied viewer, subjecthood is rendered unnecessary.  

Thus the preoccupied viewer does not function independently of televisual occupation 

as he is prepossessed by it and rejects critical and exploratory thought that moves 

around, within, or against televisual occupation.  Without his subjecthood, Seth is as 

much an object to which the televisual narrative is delivered as the television set itself.  

His preoccupation and passivity render him as predetermined and planar as the front of 

the television set or remote control. 

That said, and as Jess and Murder, She Wrote demonstrate, the narratives that 

are distributed and broadcast through the televisual appliance are conscious of these 

occupations and their modalities: they model for the viewer methods by which she 
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may occupy in the same ways and refuse to be preoccupied.  Jess pushes back against 

Seth’s dismissal by articulating the role of the player within technology, environment, 

and experience.  By doing this, she’s recognizing the player/viewer’s ability to occupy 

televisual space in return and add depth.  She tells Seth, “now, you wear these 

electronic goggles that are really rather like little TV screens, and then you put on this 

glove, and suddenly you’re in a world that only exists inside a computer.  Except that 

it feels quite real; it’s a bit disorienting, as if you’re visiting this strange, almost alien, 

place.  It’s rather wonderful.”  Her description imagines media as something a player 

(or viewer, or reader) can occupy instead of simply an appliance or device that 

occupies the audience’s living room, time, and mind.  The goggles may rest on the 

face, but the human hand literally fills, engages, and employs the gloves (fig. 1).  In 

her description of the game, Jess 

is expressive and animated: as she 

speaks to Seth and they walk 

together, she gestures, she refuses 

to be interrupted, and she looks at 

Seth only intermittently in favor 

of looking around her 

environment as she imaginatively 

occupies the space created in and through these technologies.  Seth has had enough, it 

seems, when she tells him, “You’re completely surrounded by it, moving through it, 

and yet you’re simply standing there–”  He stops them, unhooks her arm from his, and 

turns her to face him; they are now “simply standing there,” and he asks her if she 

Figure 1: Jessica experiments with the VR goggles 
and gloves.   
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wrote it.  Jess, however, is still occupying that reality and “moving through it:” she 

continues to stare past him as she answers that she wrote the script, and only looks at 

him when she responds that “these young programmers turned it into virtual reality,” 

that they created the technological environment from her narrative, and both structure 

the experience for the player in the goggles and gloves. 

In contrast to the preoccupied viewer’s loss of subjecthood, Jess occupies: she 

understands media to be active, and herself to be an occupying force.  She is the hand 

in the glove.  The viewer who occupies takes possession of the models of occupation 

that television presents.  I use the present indicative of occupy here to indicate that this 

model of viewership is both of those things; the viewer’s physical and mental presence 

demonstrates an important contrast to the occupied in that it is active and ongoing, and 

its factual (as opposed to subjunctive/possible) nature is indicative of television’s own 

occupation or rather affirms the need to occupy in return by confirming television’s 

modalities of spatial, temporal, and rhetorical occupation.  While “Jess occupies” 

contrasts more succinctly with “Seth is preoccupied,” the present participle of occupy 

can also helpfully apply here because it denotes a progressive and/or continuous 

action.  Jess occupying these narratives within the episode I have described and over 

the course of twelve seasons of Murder, She Wrote demonstrates the development of a 

labor of subjecthood, shows the ways in which television turns leisure into labor, and 

provides room for understanding the possibilities of that labor. 

That progression is represented at greater length throughout the two-part pilot, 

wherein Jess is introduced as one of the Refreshment Committee from the PTA—

initially dismissed as “the cookie ladies” by the director of the mystery murder play 
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Jess solves after seeing only the first act—and becomes a published author because her 

nephew submits her manuscript to a publisher without her knowledge.  He tells her 

this as she returns from an early morning jog to her ringing phone, and the exchange 

importantly follows a more extensive montage of Jess participating in leisure 

activities.  She tells her nephew Grady on the phone, “I’m not a writer… I was just 

filling time after your uncle died,” but her book is a hit and the next scene shows Jess 

straddling her bicycle and watching as the local bookstore owner changes his window 

display to advertise JB Fletcher as a number two bestseller.  Here and later, when Jess 

visits the publisher and gets caught up in a murder investigation, the series thoroughly 

establishes itself as being about a woman whose leisure activities become labor 

because of her curiosity and engagement in her environment.  In the moment I have 

mentioned, Jess literally watches her pastime becoming a lucrative career, reminding 

us of spectatorship by staging Jess pausing in a leisure activity—bicycling—to witness 

the result of her labor.  Nearly every episode dramatizes how Jess occupies a narrative 

and becomes JB Fletcher, famous mystery writer and adept detective.  Her method for 

“filling time” becomes her profession largely because she occupies instead of being 

preoccupied, and her curiosity in what’s going on around her and investment in her 

family and friends leads to twelve seasons of episodes wherein Jess is participating in 

dinner parties, vacations, family visits, and some business and creative ventures when 

someone is murdered and she is either asked or feels obligated to lend her assistance.  

The series repeatedly stages this process of how filling time becomes occupying, or 

engagement in leisure activities turns into labor. 
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From as early as the first five minutes of the series, when she stands looking 

down at the dismissive director, the camera over her shoulder and emphasizing her 

height and his shorter stature, she tells him—and the audience—that she’s not simply 

filling time but filling blanks.  “How silly of me,” she tells him, “here I am explaining 

your play to you.  I’m so sorry, come on, girls.”  She and the other cookie ladies leave 

the director to his embarrassment and anger at having been so easily figured out, but 

Jess clearly thinks here and throughout the series that she’s simply filling in blanks 

that have readily available answers developed from the provided clues just as she is, in 

this shot, filling part of the screen.  After all, she explains the play to its director 

because she saw the first act and was able to solve it; she was prompted by the 

narrative to complete it, and as she engaged with the play her response was to perform 

the same mystery-solving labor that it modeled for her.  Her ability to answer when 

others cannot or, in the case of the cookie ladies shaming the dismissive director, the 

fact that she’s better at building narratives stems mostly from the fact that she 

occupies; she is aware of her environment.  So while the director of this play is navel-

gazing or while the (frequently male) police are looking forward or directly at the 

body of a murder victim, Jess is looking up, around, sideways, and outside.  She’s 

allowing the possibilities of the narrative to lead her up trellises, into virtual reality, to 

new countries where she assumes alternate identities, and so on.  She experiences her 

environment and, as we see in the virtual reality episode and others where she learns 

to use a computer or approaches other digital developments, she is not afraid to engage 

technology to do so.   

~~~~~~~~~ 
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I’ve opened with this reading in an effort to immediately demonstrate models 

of the preoccupied viewer (Seth) and the viewer who occupies (Jess) and to avoid the 

closure of establishing televisual occupation that seems rather common in the work of 

some critics who have tracked labor’s relationship to television.  It is also a gesture 

towards the way in which leisure has become labor not only for Jess through her 

writing novels but for me through writing this dissertation.  The terms that Seth uses—

technology, environment, and experience—parallel modes of occupation that I’ve 

mentioned as the modalities of television, both as a physical technology or appliance 

and as a medium.  Televisual occupation manifests when the recreational practice of 

watching transforms into imaginative labor that takes place spatially, temporally, and 

rhetorically.  These two trios of terms do not align perfectly: I do not wish to simply 

say that the technology represents spatial occupation, that a televisual environment 

possesses the viewer’s time, and that our experience of television is as receivers of a 

rhetorical presentation or production.  Rather, the trajectory from tangible to 

existential that we can see in technology, environment, experience corresponds with 

but does not limit a similar trajectory in spatial, temporal, rhetorical; the seemingly 

material (quantifiable, economic) entertainment value of televisual narrative connects 

to the imaginative labor of making or reclaiming meaning.  The technology of 

television does occupy our space, but it has also completely transformed our social 

interactions, conceptions of media and labor, and even how we understand 

subjectivity.  Thus a clear differentiation between the three terms in either of these 

trios belies the complexity of human production of, exposure to, and interaction with 

media.  At the same time, these terms provide a method by which I can theorize how 



 

19 

the viewer who occupies is distinct from the preoccupied viewer and why media 

consumption is not merely a loss of subjecthood and passive resignation to a cultural 

industry that employs and exploits consumers.2 

My close reading of Murder, She Wrote thus far recalls parts of Lynn Spigel’s 

argument in her book Make Room for TV: my interest in occupation as it relates to 

television and televisual narratives is clearly delineated along gender lines, and this 

first articulation of it recalls the concerns of a mid-century audience that identified 

television as a simultaneously feminizing and patriarchal force that risked turning men 

into boobs.3  Spigel writes, “Whereas Western society associates activity with 

maleness, representations of television often attributed this trait to the woman.  

Conversely, the notion of feminine passivity was typically transferred over to the man 

of the house… the cultural ideals that demanded women be shown as productive 

workers in the home also had the peculiar side effect of ‘feminizing’ the father.”4  Seth 

as I have described him becomes a metaphor for a mode of passive viewing that 

recalls Spigel’s descriptions of the politics of male viewing as being both a reminder 

of his need for revitalization because of his labor outside of the home and a process 

                                                
2 To be clear, I am not arguing that liberation comes through consumption; rather, media 
consumption is not necessarily entrapment, and a search for possibility in narrative that is 
conscious of medium-specific correspondents provides us with possible resistance to that 
closure. 
3 As will become clear, one of the challenges that I will be addressing here is negotiating a 
gender dichotomy that associates what is supposed to be feminine—like boobs, a word that 
refers both to idiocy and to a woman’s body—with what is silly or frivolous.  I’m working 
here to reclaim the feminine as a point of strength, and that means reframing terms like this 
one and other linguistic connections even as I employ them, thereby performing yet another 
layer of imaginative occupation. 
4 Lynn Spigel, Make Room for TV : Television and the Family Ideal in Postwar America 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). 96. 
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through which he risks feminization through passivity, consumption, and media 

penetration.5  And while my goal here certainly isn’t to dismiss Seth as a passive, 

feminized male with no metaphorical or other value within my, Jess’s, or the series’ 

narrative, the distinction that I have drawn between the two characters during their 

exchange is very much interested in gender because it is conscious of the ways in 

which feminine modes of viewing and narrative-building are essential to the 

possibility of a viewer occupying instead of being preoccupied.  Jess’s interaction with 

the male director in the pilot affirms this reading: though he is less a spectator because 

he is also the director, Jess quickly proves her superiority by challenging his boring, 

uncomplicated, purple mystery plot that can be easily solved by the end of the first act.  

At the same time, she stands over him (she is taller), moves around him (“Come on, 

girls”), and transcends the confines of the theatre (she walks out, starting her journey 

towards becoming a novelist; at the same time, actress Angela Lansbury is 

transitioning from a career on the stage to a career on the TV screen).  This is certainly 

related to space, and conscious of the ways in which the television appliance forces the 

rearrangement of space in the home as well as the many other metaphorical and literal 

spatialities that are evoked by and on the television screen.   

Spigel’s analysis is interested largely in mid-century representations of 

television in other media; Make Room for TV looks especially at ladies’ home 

magazines as she builds a history of the television’s entry into the home and the social 

and spatial impact that resulted from this domestication of a televisual appliance.  She 

pursues a reading of the ways in which women are expected to labor around and in 

                                                
5 Spigel. 93-4, 61. 
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front of the television, pointing out that “In the modern industrial world, the home was 

figured as a well-run machine” and the housewife therefore “became a lab assistant 

and efficiency expert who knew how to manage modern technology.”6  One of the 

methods of management was spatial rearrangement: “Via such spatial remedies, labor 

would not be affected by the leisure of viewing nor would viewing be denied by 

household chores.  In fact, household labor and television were continually condensed 

into one space designed to accommodate both activities.”7  In other words, beginning 

with the medium’s most practical and physical manifestation—the appliance itself–, 

there’s a televisual imperative not only to make room for TV but also to make time for 

it and incorporate it into the daily productive existence of life that is demanded and 

commanded by capitalist ideologies.  Here I mean to evoke the first two terms in the 

second trio that I introduced—spatial and temporal occupation, with a stronger 

emphasis on the first—as well-recognized sites of colonization at the hands of 

broadcast media and the culture industry.  Spigel helpfully articulates how and where 

this process occurs in the home, drawing attention to the ways in which supposed 

leisure is turned into labor, and especially to how women’s work is elided by 

consumerist fantasies of so-called easy living through the dishwashers and dryers that 

function to isolate the suburban woman within her home, toiling to maintain the 

appropriate level of productivity in front of yet another appliance that would entertain 

the housewife with images of her liberating consumption.  Leisure here looks like—

not just at—labor.  There is a navigation here between the negative and the positive 

                                                
6 Spigel. 22. 
7 Spigel. 89. 
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results of the movements that these products direct us towards, understanding that the 

positive and the negative, the feminine and the productive, labor and the home, etc. are 

not mutually exclusive. 

One of the challenges of performing this analysis is in defining “femininity” or 

even “women” for the context of my argument and my understanding of these 

narratives.  There are the basic problems there: how might I define woman, especially 

when what’s mobilizing my argument is something like a reclaiming of stereotypes 

about women, but also when corporeality is so important to how I understand the 

experience of media and mediation, but bodies do not necessarily define gender 

identities?  To what extent can one reclaim a stereotype?  Is it possible, especially 

once I begin adding theories of negativity (Epicurus’s atomism, which I pick up on in 

chapter four, Adorno’s negative dialectics, which influence my reading in chapter one) 

and the materiality of the film negative to credibly navigate between positive and 

negative, and to even define those terms?  Negative for Adorno is not negative in the 

simple sense of absence—or in the sense that my students mean when they tell me that 

the readings I assign them make them feel pessimistic—but these definitions of 

negative are also important here if I want to credibly understand what about these 

mediations is toxic and how we might positively occupy and move through those 

narratives.8  The atomically negative of clinamen, which conceptually refers to the 

introduction of the unknown into an otherwise fixed system, both introduces another 

complication when understanding what “negative” is and presents a new possibility to 

                                                
8 Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics (New York: Seabury Press, 1973). 
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swerve around and through this problem altogether.9  The slipperiness of terms like 

clinamen, occupatio, negative, and even feminine might present both the problem and 

the solution: they are, in essence, tricksters.  These words and concepts both enclose 

and defy, and their multiplicity opens up greater possibility for expansive imaginings 

and for occupying. 

This is what I’m imagining these narratives to do, and how I’m understanding 

the models they pose to function.  But these models are not always women: I’m 

looking also at men, both gay and (presumably) straight.  I find the flexibility of this 

project possible because of my propensity for slippery, trickster terms and the 

concepts to which they refer, and also due to the way that television and its history 

both engage uneven and/or multiple temporalities of television.  I am building on this 

as I engage the narratives and meaning that structure my understanding here; pursuing 

that sort of vocabulary is a deliberate attempt to avoid enclosure, and to incorporate 

readings like Max Horkheimer’s in Eclipse of Reason that resist straightness, 

positivism, pragmatism.  He writes,  

Concepts have been reduced to summaries of the characteristics that several 
specimens have in common.  By denoting a similarity, concepts eliminate the 
bother of enumerating qualities and thus serve better to organize the material 
of knowledge.  They are thought of as mere abbreviations of the items to which 
they refer.  Any use transcending auxiliary, technical summarization of factual 
data has been eliminated as a last trace of superstition.  Concepts have become 
“streamlined,” rationalized, labor-saving devices.  It is as if thinking itself had 
been reduced to the level of industrial processes, subjected to a close 
schedule—in short, made part and parcel of production.10 
 

                                                
9 Simon Blackburn, “Clinamen,” in The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy (Oxford University 
Press, 2016), 
http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780198735304.001.0001/acref-
9780198735304-e-590. 
10 Max Horkheimer, Eclipse of Reason (New York: Oxford University Press, 1947). 21 
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The tricky nature of the terms that I’m using to mobilize my argument pushes back 

against this by immediately destabilizing the ostensibly definitive terms I’m taking up 

to pose my argument and denying the possibility of a “close[d] schedule” when 

considering a medium for which temporality is both incredibly regimented and 

engagingly open to negotiation.  I’m working, as women like Jess do when they 

transition from having their leisure turned into labor into turning their labor into 

agency and expertise, to maintain humanity and immediate experience as touchstones 

for the mediated narratives that work within the cultural machine to resist reductive 

industrial processes.  My point here is that there is labor—living labor—in this mode 

of meaning-making, and that means that our thinking about it cannot be a parcel of 

production, or something neatly tied up and transported to wherever it will fetch the 

best price. 

All of that said, there is another obvious challenge to the work that I’m 

performing, and that is a question about whether occupying is really worth the effort.  

Is it worth the work to move through and within these spaces and narratives instead of 

merely sitting in front of them?  I hope that my trajectory here will express how that 

movement might benefit and inspire us, and I want to perform that movement and 

simultaneity formally as well.  In other words, I also want to consider another 

connection between the trickster terms that I’m taking up to help guide me through my 

two trajectories of technology-environment-experience and space-time-rhetoric and 

the potential distractions that I’m incorporating into my writing.  One of the gestures 

that I find important to make here is one that refuses the divisiveness of in-chapter 

section headings; this is a performance of the sort of simultaneity that I find repeatedly 
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necessary in understanding these narratives and words, and it is a performance of a 

version of multitasking, but it is also a gesture towards resisting stasis.  There has been 

a division in this chapter, but it is the only mid-chapter division that appears in this 

dissertation; I’ve included it because my opening reading of Murder, She Wrote 

functions, at the start of the introduction, as something of a transition from leisure to 

labor as well as an encapsulation of the project that I’m taking up here: transitioning 

from leisure to labor to agency and expertise.  Beyond the break, I’m constantly and 

more abstractly seeking the continued movement that I locate in characters like Jessica 

Fletcher as she imaginatively handles the narrative that she wrote for the virtual reality 

game.  This continued movement also appears in some of my punctuation, which 

enables my propensity towards long, swerving sentences that draw repeated and 

sometimes looping connections: equations layer meaning; correspondence is 

sometimes stronger than the breaks between topics and weaker than continuous flow. 

In so doing, I find it necessary to also incorporate distraction into what I’m 

writing by thinking about how these things continue: refusing to institute a divide 

between the series that I’m looking at in each chapter that places one in part one and 

the other in part two defeats the purpose of considering the connections, 

conversations, and communities at play here.  I also want to think about what is 

external to these narratives—in other words, what experiences I have had as I 

connected to and conversed with them—in an effort to include something like the truth 

and sincerity of the distraction in my reading.  This is something of a snapshot of my 

practices of consumption and occupying; I recognize that the snapshot also 

significantly dates my work as from a certain setting and time, but as that setting is so 
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strongly influencing my reading, and as it is essential to me here to understand lived 

and mediated experience as they relate to each other, it seems to me that establishing 

my reading within a certain time and environment is a strength instead of a weakness.  

It is also not the only writing to do so, of course: Siegfried Kracauer writes in his 

essay on the “Cult of Distraction,” which is about, among other things, Berlin 

cinemas, that “[t]ruth is threatened only by the naïve affirmation of cultural values that 

have become unreal and by careless misuse of concepts such as personality, 

inwardness, tragedy, and so on—terms that in themselves certainly refer to lofty ideas 

but that have lost much of their scope along with their supporting foundations, due to 

social changes.”  The snapshot, then, is an effort to include scope and consider social 

changes as they manifest in and around the televisual narratives I take up.  I want here 

to bring distraction into my method and use my experience to point to the trickiness of 

concepts, the ways in which they might mean more than one thing at a time, and might 

direct us to more than one conclusion or experience at once. 11  There is a truth to that 

that I find essential to understanding media like the series that I’m looking at and the 

other technologies and platforms to which I will refer. 

Kracauer continues on in his consideration of Berlin cinemas and the 

audience’s propensity for the glamour of movie stars: “Here, in pure externality, the 

audience encounters itself; its own reality is revealed in the fragmented sequence of 

splendid sense impressions.  Were this reality to remain hidden from the viewers, they 

could neither attack nor change it; its disclosure in distraction is therefore of moral 

                                                
11 Distraction here is already playing out in my footnoted commentary, which itself is subject 
to the arguable distractions of citations and their implicit, external gestures. 
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significance.”12  What he calls fragmented I want to take instead as simultaneous, 

picking up on the experience of media that characterizes contemporary consumption: 

many viewers—and I am one of them—never choose to devote our undivided 

attention to the television anymore because we instead stream programs on our laptops 

or work while watching or check our smartphones.  There’s also a simultaneity of the 

internal and the external, which manifests both as imagining our way into what we’re 

seeing outside ourselves and as experiencing relatively private screenings in public 

spaces.  Kracauer is writing already about how the external allows for the internal—

what else is morality if not an internalization of what we see and an anticipation of the 

effects of our actions?—and this carries forward to the TV in the living room as well.  

Thus while Spigel’s work is extremely informative to my own, its localization would 

prove limiting in my reading of television because it is so firmly placed within the 

home and some of what I want to think about is lived experience beyond the threshold 

that also always imagines and performs connections.   

Anna McCarthy’s work in Ambient Television, which looks at the ways in 

which TV shapes public space through its appearance therein, proves similarly helpful 

but is also ultimately limiting because of its ongoing localization within physical 

spaces.  While I want to think about physicality, I want to move beyond it; I therefore 

strike a balance between the different versions of the interior/exterior dichotomy that 

we see appearing in these theorists’ work.  McCarthy’s book challenges a dismissal of 

spaces like airports and waiting rooms as unimportant either as what she calls 

                                                
12 Siegfried Kracauer, The Mass Ornament: Weimer Essays, ed. Thomas Y. Levin 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995). 326. 
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nonspaces or as significant locations for television to do a version—one that is, 

according to McCarthy, stronger and more overt—of the authoritarian work that it 

performs within the home.13  Where Spigel’s work feels quite homebound because of 

its devout interest in its locality, McCarthy’s does a bit more to open up both spatially 

and imaginatively.  She writes, “television technologies are complicated spatial forms, 

at once ‘global’ in their scope and infinitesimally ‘local’ at the point of reception.  If 

TV is on the one hand a site-specific apparatus of spectatorship and on the other hand 

a figure for the modern collapse of space… The screen’s ability to span geographic 

scales and degrees of materiality figures crucially into the analyses of screen places.”14  

The nature of the nonspaces in which McCarthy is interested, namely that they are 

frequently temporary stopping points on a trip, while running errands, or during an 

emergency, results in a reading of television that is more conscious of the role 

imagination plays in these spaces and the way we understand spatiality when we are 

existing within them.   

In other words, McCarthy spends more time reading the television as “a source 

of images from elsewhere, a technology that interacts with the ethereal, unlocatable 

physics of the electromagnetic spectrum, [because] TV does not exist solely on the 

immediate social scale of the place where it is viewed.”  Nonspaces make this fact 

more visible in McCarthy’s work because she is not, as Spigel is, interested in 

localization within the home and a history of the hearth; instead, she latches onto the 

“very simple fact that it is a medium of transmission, of communication across 

                                                
13 Anna McCarthy, Ambient Television : Visual Culture and Public Space (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2001). 11, 7. 
14 McCarthy. 10. 
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distance, [which] means that televisual representation—often charged with an aura of 

temporal immediacy—is seen as linking disparate places” just as the nonplaces in 

which these televisions appear are frequently checkpoints along the route to other 

destinations.15  Those spaces—airports, bus stations, the waiting room at the 

mechanic’s shop—tend to be associated both with waiting and with transit, recalling 

the fact that watching television performs a version of both of these actions already: it 

represents a space in which we are both traveling and waiting, metaphorically moving 

to new spaces and through fictional narratives while also waiting for the passage of 

time as represented by commercial breaks or a change in programming.  We entertain 

in these moments multiple temporalities and obligations, keeping schedules while 

scheduled entertainment keeps us. 

McCarthy’s connection of transit and television evokes for me a consideration 

of whether we might usefully question the status of the verb “watch” in the phrase “we 

watch television.”  As a transitive verb, which one assumes it must be, “watch” 

indicates the television as an object (or as a subject complement, but that is rather too 

anthropomorphic) of the act of watching.  In order for the television to be the direct 

object, it seems to me that it must also follow the definition of television as a set; the 

transitivity of the verb becomes therefore limiting and paradoxically inactive—not 

grammatically, but imaginatively.  The set is set.  The vastness of the medium seems 

resistant to being a direct object, especially in this instance because much of it cannot 

be seen.  (The same can be said of the set, but that invisibility can be solved with a 

screwdriver or a sledgehammer, whereas the invisibility of production and 

                                                
15 McCarthy. 14. 
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broadcasting is, in the case of the former, too broad to counteract because of its 

distance from the TV set and the division of labor that characterizes the production 

process and, in the case of the latter, impossible to correct: we simply cannot see 

wireless transmission.)  Where this consideration finds a sticking point is in my 

attempt to correctly assert that “watch” could be intransitive and still grammatically 

acceptable.  Nevertheless, an intransitive “watch” might refer indirectly 

(intransitively?) to the practice of imagining television as a medium, which requires 

that the watcher imagine producing, filming, broadcasting, receiving, 

commodification, advertising, authorship, acting, etc.  The reason that I’m still 

proposing this reading of transitivity and intransitivity despite its questionable 

grammar is that, like McCarthy’s exploration of television’s relationship to transit, it 

explodes a small-scale understanding of spatiality.  Television is not just the set, 

though as Spigel proves, the set itself represents a history of social and political issues, 

and McCarthy convincingly tracks the set through the public sphere in her analysis.  

But while “watch” as an intransitive verb is not really acceptable in terms of grammar, 

I’ve pursued this line of thinking (and my slippery analysis elsewhere) here because 

there are such correspondingly slippery boundaries between set, medium, narrative, 

broadcast, and production: these things are all distractions, but they also represent the 

truth of how we consume and imagine and occupy televisual narratives.   

Richard Dienst takes up a version of what I am calling slipperiness and 

simultaneity in Still Life in Real Time: “Every attempt to describe television inevitably 

encompasses its mechanism, its economy, and its representational capacities, although 
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one or another component may appear to hold sway over the others.”16   Dienst is 

interested in the ways in which the television apparatus redistributes cultural practice 

by usurping public discourse and valorizing time.  He writes that TV “does not merely 

facilitate consumption of commodities but produces a substance of value all its own: 

socialized culture time… television, as a late capitalist machine, makes possible 

another exchange system in which time is again aggregated and valorized en masse.  

We work at television, participating in the creation of value that appears to us in the 

form of images.”17  My suggestion that “watch” might be an intransitive verb could 

seem, in light of the portion of Dienst’s analysis that I have quoted, to reference only 

the inability of an intransitive verb to take an object.  And this recalls my assertion at 

the beginning of this section that it is quite difficult to read labor in television and 

track the relationship between the two without accepting defeat at the hands of the 

culture industry.  For if “watch” as a transitive verb seems awfully flat, and something 

more akin to looking at a piece of furniture than an imaginative intervention into a 

cultural industry and its methods of production, and an intransitive verb cannot take an 

object, how might we imagine watching to be something other than passivity?   

Dienst finds the possibility for my metaphorical intransitivity in theory, but 

while my analysis of these concepts is informed by and relies on theory, I do not 

believe the viewer who occupies is only saved from the closure of the culture industry 

by theory.  An assertion like Dienst’s here strikes me as esoteric and condescending 

for several reasons, but the most pressing of those is that theory as the only solution 

                                                
16 Richard Dienst, Still Life in Real Time: Theory after Television (Durham, N.C.: Duke 
University Press, 1994). 11-12. 
17 Dienst, xi. 
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begins to suggest that the everyday, non-academic viewer of television programming 

is incapable of critical thought despite the fact that she witnesses metaphorical and 

physical changes to her life at the hands of television: it elides an embedded invitation 

to collective occupation by invoking teleology.  This is, of course, the problem of 

analyzing popular media: while we perform this act using literature and ideas that 

circulate in a relatively small circle, we also perform it because the popular reception 

of these products calls for it.  What is esoteric simultaneously encompasses and 

excludes the popular imagination.  We see that playing out physically as well when 

Spigel writes that the audiences she’s tracking decided that “the unfamiliar technology 

could be domesticated by making the set into a piece of glamorous furniture,” and we 

see evidence there and elsewhere that theory is not the only method for attempting to 

comprehend—and I’m using this word here to mean both understand and 

encompass—the medium.18 

I’m picking up here on something like Alexander Kluge’s and Oskar Negt’s 

dead versus living labor.  Though this is a complicated connection to make—if “[t]he 

relation of living labor to labor already rendered into a product is experienced in life 

spans,” and “[d]ead labor organizes itself in far longer time frames,” then determining 

the relationship between what seems to be the living labor of feminine occupying 

within structures of dead labor—the culture industry and perhaps the machines that 

structure it—might be a task that cannot be undertaken with such a new and changing 

                                                
18 Spigel, Make Room for TV : Television and the Family Ideal in Postwar America. 48.  
Implicit in what I’ve quoted in Spigel is how the industry works to commodify this effort at 
domestication, which is important, but I’m more interested here in the evidence that it does not 
take an intimate familiarity with Heidegger to locate and address these issues. 



 

33 

media (or by a new and changing scholar, and especially not one who is understanding 

this labor partly through a remembrance of childhood experiences).19  At the same 

time, these concepts of dead and living labor, together with Walter Benjamin’s 

understanding of the actor’s performance in front of the camera as potentially 

triumphant, create a theoretical space that I am trying to occupy.  That is to say that, 

by looking at these characters and narratives (for sometimes the characters themselves 

are too regressive, too individual, or too masculinist to stand on their own as 

occupying) as “preserv[ing] humanity in the face of the apparatus”20 by imaginatively 

connecting them to a history of women and queer bodies occupying the various 

telecommunications media that we have appropriated in order to maintain our 

humanity, obstinately pushing against the apparatus that seeks to enclose us, 

organizing against particular configurations that aim to elide our labor in order to 

maintain an oppressive status quo by joining imagined communities and seeking out 

histories of occupying labor, seems important.21  That I am performing this occupying 

by simultaneously using the apparatus of these theoretical structures, which I find both 

helpful and abstruse—abstruse in that they are “hidden” as the Latin root word 

                                                
19 Alexander Kluge and Oskar Negt, History and Obstinacy, ed. Oskar. Negt (Brooklyn, NY: 
Zone Books, 2014). 129. 
20 Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility, and 
Other Writings on Media (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
2008), http://newcatalog.library.cornell.edu/catalog/6301092. 30-1. 
21 Benjamin also describes the work that the actor does as important because it invigorates an 
audience made up of “city dwellers [who labor] throughout the workday in offices and 
factories,” recalling for me the image of a conveyor belt like the one in Modern Times.  The 
belt dictates all movement in the factory, and we might also imagine a visual connection 
between the joined segments of the belt and the joined segments of a televisual schedule that 
appears in publications like TV Guide.   
Benjamin. 31. 
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abstrusus would imply and also difficult to understand and synthesize into practical 

knowledge—while attempting to maintain something like accessibility by connecting 

with my lived experience of actual and imagined connections especially to other 

women and to the machines around us that structure our lives is another conscious, 

significant gesture towards living labor. 

My push against Dienst is one that is attentive to the value of these 

connections.  I maintain my readings of myself and my experience throughout this 

dissertation precisely because I see in those moments that connections and 

understanding occur because I am a body that exists in these spaces, not just a mind.22  

Imagination is essential here, but what we imagine is always connected to the 

corporeality and materiality that those around us also experience.  There is a balance 

here that I want to strike between how we exist and how we imagine; both of those 

things see in the models within the sorts of televisual narratives that I’m taking up the 

possibility for something different.  That is why, even when I’m thinking theoretically 

and imaginatively about these narratives and the possibilities for occupying that are 

playing out on the screen, I am also thinking about the corporeality of the actors and of 

                                                
22 I’d like to connect here back to my background in eighteenth-century studies—beyond the 
connections that might be evident, like my interest in swerving connections performed through 
a somewhat dated approach to punctuation, like the dash-comma combo here—, which I will 
do throughout the dissertation.  The ideal eighteenth-century woman was imagined to be “all 
mind,” as I’ll address a bit more in chapter one.  That imagining of the woman as all mind also 
devalues her body as anything but a vessel or a man’s property, as who and what she is can be 
translated into another medium (letters, for example, or even children, portraits, and so on).  
Thus, while various methods of communication are valuable for women, especially those who 
are physically isolated (more on this in chapter two), women’s bodies are constantly devalued 
partly because of the legacy of the imagined separation between body and mind.  It is 
important to me, therefore, to remember in my writing the physicality of my experience before 
and during the process of writing.   
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myself.  Hairstyles, limps, augmented lips, protruding hip bones, scabbed faces, nose 

jobs, bulkiness, weight fluctuation, the gait of a person’s walk, and the color of a 

person’s skin all affect how we perceive them, thereby also affecting how we imagine 

the ways that they move in and occupy spaces.  The contrast between Harold Finch’s 

limping in Person of Interest (CBS, 2011-2016), Jill Monroe’s sauntering in Charlie’s 

Angels (ABC, 1976-1981), and Annalise Keating’s stilettoed marching in How to Get 

Away with Murder (ABC, 2014- ) connect us to them in different ways, and that 

movement—however much I am relating it to theories of the way bodies fill spaces 

and therefore the ways we imagine occupying spaces—is something that is blatantly 

obvious to any watcher.   

As one final example of this point, I want to gesture towards the recent Senate 

hearing wherein lawmakers questioned Mark Zuckerberg about Facebook’s role in 

recent elections.  When we see Zuckerberg, who is 5’7” tall, on C-SPAN, he appears 

much taller because he is sitting on a four-inch booster in his seat.  The Senators 

questioning him—most of whom don’t seem to have even the tiniest understanding of 

what social media is, let alone how it works—are mostly deferent to Zuckerberg, up to 

and including asking for his own advice on how they should regulate his company.  

Zuckerberg’s advisors, realizing the potentially undercutting implications of a man 

who is under six feet tall speaking for an immense media company while being 

broadcast live on television, clearly understood that they would benefit from making 

his physical stature correspond, in the American imagination, more closely with the 
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power that Facebook holds worldwide.  And they were right: Facebook’s stock 

bumped up during the hearing.23   

Here I’ve given an example of how a man is perceived on television because of 

his corporeality, and how that corporeality connects to both the digital media that he 

oversees and the value of his company.  But it’s also a reading of female bodies 

through male bodies (and/or the reverse): Zuckerberg’s height is assumed to be a 

potential problem because it doesn’t suit an imagining of male virility that contrasts 

female vulnerability.  To return again to Negt and Kluge, “It is evident, however, that 

mediated experience exerts an effect on all practical activity and immediate 

knowledge and perceptions.”  Importantly, they continue in their emphatic (but still 

marginalized) footnote to point towards the sort of work that I am trying to do here, 

and that I’m locating in the sorts of televisual modes of meaning-making that I will 

identify momentarily: it is also evident “that it [mediated experience] can be the 

organizer and regulator of experiential interests only to a limited extent.  Mediated 

experience is for the most part practical only if it is relevant within the rhythm of 

learning of immediate experience.”24  Thus always understanding the connection to 

what they are calling immediate experience is essential, because even in the case that I 

am working towards comprehension within the relatively esoteric understanding of the 

culture industry that the Frankfurt School and the other scholars and theorists that I 

                                                
23 “Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg Senate Hearing on Data Protection,” accessed April 16, 
2018, https://www.c-span.org/video/?443543-1/facebook-ceo-mark-zuckerberg-testifies-data-
protection. 
24 Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge, Public Sphere and Experience : Toward an Analysis of 
the Bourgeois and Proletarian Public Sphere (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1993), http://newcatalog.library.cornell.edu/catalog/2214702. 27. 
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reference here occupy, I am doing so because of immediate experience, which is itself 

not limited to the spheres that writing like this circulates in.25  It is essential to me that 

the vocabulary and jargon that is here helping me understand and occupy a narrative 

of openness and possibility do not also isolate—or, to use the jargon, alienate—me 

and my work from spheres of practical application and physical presence.26   

I’m reading content—narrative—as well as physical practices of viewing and 

technological development because it is so incredibly conscious of the ways in which 

television imposes itself on and commodifies its viewers, and it is partly through 

narrative, particularly in two modes of televisual storytelling, that viewers see the 

ways in which we might transition from transitive to intransitive watching, from being 

preoccupied to occupying.  Murder, She Wrote, as I have briefly described and will 

address in more detail in my first chapter, thoroughly thematizes this process 

throughout the series.  But even just in the moment that I opened with, we see literal 

and figurative gesturing in the narrative to ways in which viewers can refuse a linear, 

heavily directed experience in mediated spaces (fig. 1).  So, while Dienst already 

argues that “we should recall that ‘circulation’ goes beyond simple movement or 

transportation; indeed, television’s movement of images is best considered part of a 

larger production process that only becomes visible onscreen,” I want to expand this to 

think about how what is visible and audible in television gestures towards that 

transportation—or, in McCarthy’s analysis, transit—in a significant and accessible 

                                                
25 While it is important to me to structure my thought this way, I realize that what appears in 
this dissertation is not actually accessible—literally or rhetorically—outside of an academic 
setting.  This is an unresolved issue for me. 
26 Negt and Kluge, Public Sphere and Experience : Toward an Analysis of the Bourgeois and 
Proletarian Public Sphere. 272-5. 
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way.  Dienst also reminds us that “the machine brings ‘the market’ along with it,” and 

we should take this seriously while remembering that academics are not the only ones 

who see the market in the images that are transmitted into television sets. 27 

The two modes of televisual storytelling that I mentioned are those employed 

in reality TV and crime genres.  While I do not mean for my reading of television to 

be generically determined, the viewer who occupies, who discovers and reveals the 

labor of others as it manifests in spaces which are indicated and not filled, is prompted 

more strongly by certain narratives than by others.   These narrative modes correspond 

with what are usually considered crime genres and reality television because they call 

on the viewer to fill narrative gaps within the diegetic storyline in a way that evokes 

the actual construction and production of the diegetic narrative or the series itself, or 

both.  The viewer is engaged by the fact that the characters actively and 

performatively occupy the empty narrative spaces within the episode: in order for 

them to create or follow a narrative, characters search for spaces to fill.  When 

presented with ontological incompleteness, as Jess is when she finds a body, the 

viewer watches the opening gambit of each episode and works alongside, against, or 

around the protagonists in an effort to complete and therefore close the narrative.  

Thus the occupying viewer’s work is primarily in understanding the diegetic narrative, 

or in solving the crime.  And regular viewers of Murder, She Wrote might also 

perform a similar labor regarding the construction of the episode itself: as episodes 

tend to begin with a party or a project that inevitably leads to a murder, the audience 

can also spend the first quarter or third of the episode preoccupied with where and 

                                                
27 Dienst, Still Life in Real Time: Theory after Television. 59. 
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how the murder will take place and how that murder will involve Jess.  We see already 

the movement that is being made towards comprehension, and the way that the 

viewer’s leisure, like Jess’s, gradually transitions into the labor of making meaning.  

These televisual modes also tend to engage a reality television audience for 

much the same reason that a repeat viewer of Murder, She Wrote might speculate 

about when the murder will happen and where.  Reality TV viewers who take the 

premise of “reality” skeptically transition from preoccupied viewership to occupying 

the narrative that they watch because they search for clues as to how and why a 

narrative is constructed.  A Real World (MTV, 1992- ) viewer, for example, occupies 

by seeing beyond the cast members and sections of the house that are freely available 

to them and to the audience’s eye as represented by what the camera films.  Instead, 

the viewer devotes her attention to the labor that occurs off-camera, and to the spaces 

that are not visible within the simplest diegetic narrative, especially in those moments 

where she watches the cast members supposedly not working.  Real World cast 

members might carefully avoid eye contact with cameras, intercede on production’s 

behalf when they interview and engage each other, or carefully avoid drawing 

attention to parts of the house that are not accessible to them or to viewers, but they 

also use monitors in the house to watch each other, eavesdrop on confessionals, and 

use the presence of a camera crew to grant them access to events or help them network 

(in the professional and the social senses of the word).  These modes of televisual 

occupation interest me because they prioritize televisual narratives about creating 

narratives and establishing the self within them.  For this reason, series that would 

normally be considered crime dramas or reality television shows are particularly 
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expressive of these modes of television as an occupying force to which the viewer 

responds with her own act of occupying (or submits through preoccupation).  It is not 

apparent to me that generic divisions like those between sitcoms, crime dramas, 

daytime serials, reality TV, and so on are particularly productive in a medium that 

constantly stages hybrids of those genres, crossovers, and experimental productions 

while simultaneously increasing the ways in which its audience can participate—or at 

least imagine themselves to be participating—with new devices and methods of 

connectivity.  At a minimum, concentrating attention on those generic divisions does 

not provide the same space for critical understanding that I wish to explore. 

What I’m describing here has quite a bit in common with the concept of 

interactivity that is currently popular in both industry and academic jargon, but I have 

resisted using the term in order to concentrate on labor and avoid the problems 

inherent in both the term and the concept.  Darin Barney points out in Prometheus 

Wired that the term itself is misleading:  

interactivity is meant to invoke that sense of participation that is indispensable 
in societies whose self-image is democratic… However, the suggestion that 
human users interact with networked computers entails the worst sort of 
anthropomorphism, in so far is it makes a person of a machine made by people.  
The fact is, even when its use involves ongoing choices by the user, a 
networked computer remains an instrument, and a human being cannot interact 
with an instrument that is inanimate.  Actions require commitment, and 
instruments are committed to ends—intended or otherwise—only by the 
direction of their users.  The use of an instrument to achieve an end should not 
be confused with interacting with that instrument.  One does not interact with 
networked computers and their programs, though it is possible to facilitate 
interaction through them.28 

 

                                                
28 Darin Barney, Prometheus Wired: The Hope for Democracy in the Age of Network 
Technology (Chicago, Ill.: University of Chicago Press, 2000). 164-5. 
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Barney’s analysis here connects interactivity to what I have described above as 

transitive watching; in fact, he suggests that transactions are the true purview of 

networks and devices because “network transactivity—even when mislabeled as 

interactivity—shares more with commodities, commuting, and commerce than it does 

with communication and community.”29  His insistence on recalling that these devices 

are machines made by people and resistance to then making people of machines 

helpfully situates his distinction between interaction and transaction within my 

distinction between transitive and intransitive watching: interactivity frequently 

implies a sort of humanizing freedom from the industrial machine that is not reflected 

in reality. 

As Mark Andrejevic puts it in his book iSpy, “Interactivity is not necessarily a 

two-way street; more often than not, it amounts to the offer of convenience in 

exchange for willing or unwitting submission to increasingly detailed forms of 

information gathering.”30  Interactivity is not the opening into cultural production that 

it is marketed to be precisely because its primary function is in prompting further labor 

on the part of the viewer that can then be quantified and commodified.  While the 

imaginative work of occupying that I find engaging resists the entrapment of 

commodification that leads to closure and defeat, interactivity presents itself as 

liberating consumption through transactions performed with and on devices.  Clear 

examples of how interactivity is window dressing for exploitation of intellectual labor 

abound in fan studies, and present themselves regularly, especially to creatively 

                                                
29 Barney. 165. 
30 Mark Andrejevic, ISpy : Surveillance and Power in the Interactive Era (Lawrence, Kan.: 
University Press of Kansas, 2007). 4. 
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inclined viewers who are tech-literate.  Andrejevic in his book aims “to point out how 

the promises of inclusiveness, participation, and power sharing associated with 

interactive technologies are deployed as alibis for information gathering in the service 

of top-down forms of political and economic control,” and I’m connecting the concept 

to preoccupied or transitive viewers through his work and Barney’s because it is 

technologically contained in the worst way.31  The modes of televisual narrative that I 

have named present examples of figuring a way around inter/transactivity; they 

address the spatial and technological occupations that I’ve already mentioned by 

proposing a version of active occupying that might cue the viewer into imaginative 

occupation that takes them beyond the limits of the television set in significant ways. 

The metaphor of interactivity as window dressing carries us into thinking about 

the screen within a technological context that connects it not only to televisions but to 

computer screens and other, much earlier uses of glass.  Barney reminds us that “[t]he 

transcendence of sensory spatial perceptions was initially a function of the 

development of glass technologies: spectacles in the thirteenth century, mirrors and 

microscopes in the sixteenth, mass-produced clear glass windows and the telescope in 

the seventeenth—all extended humanity’s view beyond what it could see with its own 

eyes alone.”32  Anne Friedberg takes this connection of glass and screens with older 

technologies that affected our conceptualization of space farther by analyzing its 

relationship to the concept of virtuality, by which she means not simply what appears 

digitally or online but rather that which can act without materiality.  Friedberg writes, 

                                                
31 Andrejevic. 213. 
32 Barney, Prometheus Wired: The Hope for Democracy in the Age of Network Technology. 6. 
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“As a viewer of virtual images, the moving-image spectator has a bodily presence in 

material architectural space, yet engages with virtually rendered immaterial space 

framed on the screen.”33  She’s discussing here something like the imaginative 

projection that I have mentioned, though her interest in this moment is more in the 

computer than the television set.  Nevertheless, her work is informative when we are 

considering my comparison of the transitive and intransitive, and looking for the ways 

in which a viewer might occupy: “The frame becomes the threshold—the liminal 

site—of tensions between the immobility of a spectator/viewer/user and the mobility 

of images seen through the mediated ‘windows’ of film, television, and computer 

screens.  But the frame also separates the materiality of spectatorial space from the 

virtual immateriality of spaces seen within its boundaries.”34  Her interest in frames is 

conscious of their limiting properties but also of their relationship to movement: the 

book tracks, among other things, the ways that frames have directed our understanding 

of mobility and different ontological orders that are represented through virtuality, and 

the ways that the computer—with its many windows and frames contained within a 

single screen, and later exploding from one screen onto several as handheld devices 

become more popular and accessible—builds on old-world understandings of our 

unsettled relationship to and with materiality.  She’s essentially thinking about the 

distractions that Kracauer gestures towards, considering the simultaneity that I’m 

trying to capitalize on in my understanding of these modes of televisual narrative.  

Importantly, she asserts that the “virtual image begins to have its own liminal 

                                                
33 Anne Friedberg, The Virtual Window: From Alberti to Microsoft (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press, 2006). 5. 
34 Friedberg. 5-6. 
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materiality, even if it is of a different ontological order,” and it is this liminal 

materiality that Jess is evoking with her description of the game’s environment and 

that I’m pinpointing as an important factor for the occupying viewer.35 

Though there are critics who have identified the ways in which television has 

changed experience partly because of what Friedberg calls liminal materiality—

Raymond Williams is among these critics—many analyses of operative occupations of 

the television industry tend towards flattening instead of expanding imaginative space.  

Williams, in describing his concept of flow, tells us, “the real programme that is 

offered is a sequence or set of alternative sequences of these and other similar events, 

which are then available in a single dimension and in a single operation.”36  

Singularity and flatness are operative in this understanding, which evokes mental 

images of conveyor belts37 or hopscotch, and I’m pushing back against this in my 

championing of content as demonstrative of modes of occupying.  Dienst comments 

that Williams also attempts to find possibility in content, but does so by inconsistently 

isolating it from technology while also practicing a form of technological 

determinism: “Williams isolates ‘content’ in order to exempt it from this unhappy and 

alienated mechanical birth and to hold out the possibility that an intervention at the 

level of television’s programming could reverse the social determinations that 

produced its technology.”38  To return to the metaphor that I suggested in my reading 

of Williams, Dienst is taking exception to the imagining of flatness and sequencing 

                                                
35 Friedberg. 9. 
36 Raymond Williams, Television: Technology and Cultural Form (New York: Schocken 
Books, 1975). 87. 
37 And therefore also recalls my mention of Benjamin and Modern Times. 
38 Dienst, Still Life in Real Time: Theory after Television. 15. 
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that both recalls the mechanics of a conveyor belt and resists the implications of that 

technological connection between television sets and television programming.  He 

continues, “Unfortunately, he [Williams] stubbornly refuses to follow the logic of 

determination to the point of recognizing that the construction of a broadcasting 

system created its own market space, filled with its own kind of goods.”  I’ve already 

mentioned my primary resistance to Dienst’s argument, and it applies in a different 

way here: again, Dienst is creating an intellectual hierarchy that requires that we 

withstand television’s assault on our lives by superseding it, where I want instead to 

think about how we might move through television and its processes.  That said, 

Dienst’s exasperation with Williams does not seem misplaced, and perhaps another 

way of articulating my response to both of these theorists in my analysis is that I aim 

to think about the conveyor belt as part of a factory in which workers appear, and by 

which they are organized, but wherein they become aware of how necessary they are 

for maintenance and production.39  This is not attesting to an ignorance of the methods 

of commodification that are employed through the culture industry or the ways in 

which television consumes us as much as we consume it, but rather a resistance to 

both resignation and condescension, and a search for imaginative and actual 

possibility.   

                                                
39 I will also perform throughout the dissertation a reading of bodies interacting with these 
technologies by thinking about my practices of viewing television in the gym; while this does 
not always connect to the conveyor belt as clearly as the treadmill does, the connection 
between stasis, movement, and labor is still generative.  On certain exercise machines, like the 
elliptical and the arc trainer, the coinciding movement and stasis of aerobic exercise is more 
literally generative, as it is what powers the screens that monitor the user’s progress. 



 

46 

But to return to flow and time, thereby returning to temporal occupation and 

environment: the flow that Williams described, combined with all of the other factors 

that I have been naming, creates a uniquely televisual environment wherein audiences 

can orient themselves according to their propensity for occupying.  Bernard Steigler 

helpfully tracks the connection between time and experience in Technics and Time, 3: 

in less than fifty years, television (in an environment created by radio) has 
absorbed all local calendarities and cardinalities, integrating them into 
programming grids through which it has segmented the public, targeted it by 
establishing time slots and “meeting times,” and established and defined 
program formats (twenty-six minutes, fifty-two minutes, etc.).  The very nature 
of these events and, in point of fact, the very conditions through which they 
become events have been profoundly modified. 

This change has resulted from a process of mass adoption.  The same 
program can be seen by millions of spectators at the same moment; millions of 
consciousnesses can be immersed simultaneously in the same flux of temporal 
objects, subjected to the same effects of verisimilitude and adoption.  The 
broadcast is a product of the industrial manufacture of “live” temporal objects 
(even when they are not “live”) that are designated for a mass consciousness 
and for the synchronization of its flux.40 

 
Stiegler and others address the ways in which television’s liveness—or fantasy or 

claims thereof—have reformed how we understand time, and how, as he describes, the 

“millions of consciousnesses [that] can be immersed simultaneously in the same flux 

of temporal objects” risk a loss of subjectivity.  This is certainly the case for the 

preoccupied viewer, and though I am touting the potential of the content in these two 

narrative modes that I’m pointing to, there are plenty of examples within these 

televisual narratives themselves of subjecthood being lost in the televisual 

environment or local calendarities disappearing into flow.  We see this in criminals (or 

sometimes in righteous protagonists) who lose the ability to distinguish between the 

                                                
40 Bernard Stiegler, Technics and Time, 3 : Cinematic Time and the Question of Malaise 
(Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2011). 121. 
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digital and the analog, or in reality TV reunion episodes where cast members describe 

events in their lives not according to the year in which they occurred but instead 

according to the season on which they aired.   

These examples point to TV’s consciousness of itself, and knowledge that 

televisual time and experience are both connected to concepts of liveness that 

simultaneously threaten the viewer’s subjecthood and provide, if we might return 

momentarily to Friedberg’s terminology, the liminal materiality and ontological order 

of something like a different realm.41  Jeffrey Sconce tracks how broadcast media 

audiences have imagined that realm from the late nineteenth century through the 

twentieth, connecting broadcasting to ghosts and aliens while identifying how this 

broadcast environment reshaped understanding and imagination for its audience.  He 

writes in Haunted Media, “Sound and image without material substance, the 

electronically mediated worlds of telecommunications often evoke the supernatural by 

creating virtual beings that appear to have no physical form.”42  Sconce’s analysis 

oscillates between alienation and aliens, finding the ways in which 

telecommunications created a new world wherein people believed they could 

communicate with the dead or the extraterrestrial, but also a world where faraway 

disasters became immediate and local, where possibility brought with it fantastic 

reality and terrifying immediacy.  The “analogies between electricity, consciousness, 

and information that enable fantastic forms of electronic transmutation, substitution, 

and exchange” that Sconce describes appear in my Murder, She Wrote example as the 

                                                
41 Friedberg, The Virtual Window: From Alberti to Microsoft. 9. 
42 Jeffrey Sconce, Haunted Media: Electronic Presence from Telegraphy to Television 
(Durham [N.C.]: Duke University Press, 2000). 4. 
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gloves that Jess wears as she solves the virtual mystery but also present themselves 

within the transition I am making from the spatial and technological to the temporal 

and experiential.43 

The fantasy of “televisionland” that Sconce, Friedberg, and others evoke in 

their histories of television is one that is contingent upon its audience’s ability to 

imagine time and experience within the frame that the televisual culture industry has 

constructed.  The liminality that Friedberg associates with the literal frame itself, the 

domesticated but still slightly uncanny presence that Sconce finds in 

telecommunications, Kracauer’s distractions, even Dienst’s interest in how the market 

circulates itself through television: all of these understandings of television preexist 

their academic analysis in the content of the medium itself.  Narrative structures that 

prompt the viewer’s labor in order to create ontological completeness are also 

prompting an imagining of this place and time sometimes called televisionland, but 

also called Real World or Cabot Cove (where Jess Fletcher is from, and the setting for 

a fair number of Murder, She Wrote episodes) or any number of other concepts and 

locations.   

To return briefly again to spatiality, this time by way of Walter Benjamin: we 

might think about televisionland as the place where what he describes as the bourgeois 

domestic interior, with its traces of inhabitants evidenced by shells and casings, 

velvets that bear the marks of being in contact with something that is no longer 

present, appears in and through narrative.  Benjamin quotes Adorno writing about 

Kierkegaard—this is itself a sort of demonstrative tracing—in one of the fragments 

                                                
43 Sconce. 7. 
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that make up Arcades: “The contents of the interior are mere decoration, alienated 

from the purposes they represent, deprived of their own use value, engendered solely 

by the isolated dwelling-space… The self is overwhelmed in its own domain by 

commodities and their historical essence.  Their semblance-character is historically-

economically produced by the alienation of things from use-value.”44  This is the 

version of the narrative that appears to the preoccupied viewer: spatiality within 

televisionland (and, likely, wherever it is that the preoccupied viewer sits in order to 

view) is alienated and alienating, overwhelming the viewer with nothingness and 

nowhereness because it is simply decoration and holds no real meaning or power 

beyond that.  In contrast, the spaces of televisionland, and the time and environment 

that it represents “do not remain alien” to the occupying viewer: “[f]oreignness 

transforms itself from alienated things into expression; mute things speak as 

‘symbols.’”45  The occupying viewer understands that the metaphorical spatiality of 

televisionland—which manifests in narrative, and where ontological incompleteness 

provides points of entry for her occupation—is one that has as its model the private 

surroundings of the individual inhabitant.  Here “phantasmagorias of the interior—

which, for the private individual, represents the universe” are “a box in the theatre of 

the world,” a blank and a time that must be filled in order to achieve understanding.  

Benjamin’s description of the detective story as a narrative that “inquires into these 

traces and follows these tracks” of what the inhabitant has “molded into the interior,” 

                                                
44 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, ed. Rolf. Tiedemann (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap 
Press, 1999). 220. 
45 Benjamin. 220. 
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leaving imprints of absent objects and people, articulates the same attitude of 

searching and completion—of filling—that employs the viewer who occupies.46 

In an effort to further structure and animate my readings of these series and 

their relationships to my two trios of terms and my trickster concepts, I’m also taking 

up a technic of employing unifying metaphors.  Those symbols speak in the ways that 

they can and do connect the series that I’m looking at in each chapter; they function as 

points of connection and phantasmagoric projections of imaginable occupation.  

Closed-circuit television, the telephone, the car, and a curving bullet help fill (and 

shape) the blank in which I am building understanding.  Technology, environment, 

and experience, the spatial, temporal, and rhetorical: these all simultaneously are 

represented within and cannot be contained by the television set, so they need the 

strength of metaphorical connection that I can build with metaphors of real objects and 

experiences that are part of our everyday lives.  Connections in this narrative that I’m 

constructing are driving understand, and they’re also the ultimate goal of the 

imaginative occupation that I’m pursuing here as I make meaning from the modes of 

televisuality that structure this labor: I want to foreground, especially towards the end 

of this dissertation, the invitation to collective occupation and/or community-building 

that these narratives issue, the criticality that they inspire that builds on the personal 

while refusing either neutrality of dismissal, and the insistence on attention that resists 

elision based on so-called taste or tastefulness, which are themselves usually codes for 

                                                
46 Benjamin. 19, 20, 221. 
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subscription or submission to masculinist ideologies.  That community-building itself 

also possibly rescues or reclaims leisure from the laboring of meaning-making.47 

It’s apparent that the scholars I’ve cited thus far have helped me shape the 

argument that I’m building here about television’s occupation of the first two terms in 

each of these trios, and to begin to address experience by thinking about how 

Williams’s flatness and Friedberg’s virtuality are both providing helpful but 

insufficient foundations for thinking about this process of modeling.  Furthermore, 

Benjamin’s reading of the bourgeois interior and the reading of absence corresponds 

provocatively with Friedberg’s concept of virtuality and the fact that immateriality 

does not preclude the existence of an ontological order that is accessible to viewers or 

users.  But none of these has explicitly led me to my use of the term rhetorical as the 

end point of the second trajectory that I have named.  In my use of it, rhetorical 

occupation evokes a premodern imagining of enclosure and conflict.  I mean to draw 

from the etymology of the word occupation: the Latin root word occupatio refers to a 

rhetorical figure with a spatial component that connects it to concepts of 

circumscription and anticipation.  Occupation, then, by this definition, is about 

anticipation and defeat; the purpose of anticipating an argument and performing its 

supposed abandonment or marginalization is to cut your opponent’s legs out from 

under him by removing any power he might have had in his own argument, as it is 

then already shown to be inadequate or negligible.   

                                                
47  (For some viewers, at least; it seems unlikely that such a thing is possible for me after so 
many of these connections have been to the literal labor that I perform to pay for my streaming 
service connections and the expansion of my library of theoretical texts.) 
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But the term itself has, as H.A. Kelly outlines rather extensively in his analysis 

of it, “Occupatio as Negative Narration,” a complicated etymology that turns it on 

itself.  Kelly posits that the term is either an accidental or a simplifying bastardization 

of the word occultatio: while the latter is a translation of the Greek word paraleipsis, 

meaning “to leave to one side,” occupatio was more familiar due to uses of the terms 

ante occupatio or praeoccupatio.  These figures anticipated (ante or prae) and 

answered an opponent’s arguments.  As Kelly supposes, occupatio was accepted as a 

suitable (mis)translation because it implies the same ironic, pretended avoidance that 

the paraleipsis performs: the rhetorician is otherwise occupied or preoccupied and 

therefore can’t be bothered to mention whatever it is that he must describe in order to 

demonstrate that he’s not mentioning it.  Furthermore, a sixteenth-century English 

rhetorician supplements the confusion when he conflates even more terms, equating 

paralepsis, which employs the suffix for “a taking,” -lepsis (as opposed to -leipsis, “a 

leaving”), with his also inaccurate occupatia.  Occupatio, like -lepsis, means taking, as 

its use in praeoccupatio indicates (taking first).  Kelly’s etymology of the terms is 

thorough and tracks centuries of confusion and misuse, pointing to instances where 

“linguistic sense” overrules precision in translation and use but also to texts where the 

confusion is itself a deliberate rhetorical figure.   

The ultimate suggestion of the etymology, rather amusingly following yet 

another definition of occupatio as “the refusal to describe or narrate,” is that the term 

occupatio be retired because, as Kelly has narrated, its use and meaning in scholarship 

perpetuates an early mistake.  While I won’t mention that part of Kelly’s solution is to 

return to precise and separate terms to refer to figures for “the prevention of an 
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opponent’s argument” and “the summary mention of a thing while professing to omit 

it,” or that he wishes to take up terms that have no common parlance and therefore 

have “never been misused,” I do intend to do exactly what he argues against.48  That is 

to say that I mean to use occupatio precisely because of its etymological confusion, 

just as I mean to use the term rhetorical both to refer to the traditional practice of 

persuasion that used formalized figures and divisions of form and content and to evoke 

the more contemporary and loose imagining of asking a question to which you already 

know the answer.  As my goal is to explore the ways in which televisual narrative’s 

rhetorical occupation of the viewer’s experience are convoluted, swerving, uneven, 

overlapping, and incorporative, the messy etymology of a term like occupatio makes it 

particularly appropriate.  That the term in some instances means the opposite of what 

it originally proposed to mean makes it an incredibly apt concept here, as it provides a 

linguistic example of the issues of taking or not taking that are already complicating 

our day-to-day interactions with telecommunication media that take from us while we 

take from them, even when what is taken is abstract.   

Television’s rhetorical occupation—the industry’s take—as I am imagining it, 

then, is narrative gestures of anticipating and then either trivializing or incorporating 

(and thereby devaluing) the possibility of responsive occupying.  It is therefore the 

most complex of the modes of occupation that I have outlined: not only is it drawing 

from a rich and extensive history of rhetoric, referring at least tangentially to a 

contemporary understanding of “rhetorical” as a question meant to produce an effect 

                                                
48 H. A. Kelly, “Occupatio as Negative Narration: A Mistake for ‘Occultatio/Praeteritio,’” 
Modern Philology 74, no. 3 (1977): 311–15. 314-5. 
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instead of an answer, and employing essentially every form of the word occupation 

because of its more direct connection to occupatio, but it is also entirely dependent on 

a largely imagined conflict between televisual production and the audience.  Here, 

even more than elsewhere, imagination is the linchpin of possibility, just as it is 

always what is under threat within capitalist production.  Imagination has the potential 

to destroy linear production, to show the conveyor belt for what it is, to suggest that its 

seams might be torn, but also reveal the potential for seizure.  Imaginative and 

physical occupation necessarily complement each other in the efforts to execute—

from both sides—capitalist ideologies.  Virtuality and actuality correspond, as 

Friedberg describes, and their ontological orders are necessarily related, perpetuating 

each other and stimulating either progress or decline. 

My project here is to evince the trajectory from actual to virtual occupation 

(technology, environment, experience; space, time, rhetoric) while also locating within 

that trajectory the spaces where we might imagine possibility.  In order to accomplish 

this, and as I have already begun doing in this introduction most particularly with 

language and grammar, I will explicate the ways in which frameworks of control can 

be manipulated or repurposed in order to find potential in places that intend to be 

enclosed.  Part of my methodology here is, as I have mentioned, using familiar 

structures (and one myth) to help unify my readings in order to place them on the 

same trajectory towards understanding and imagining occupying.  This is a project that 

I am taking up because I see it modeled within the narratives of the genres—or, rather, 

modes of televisual storytelling—that I have already mentioned, and thus I will take 

many of my cues from them by close reading series and episodes, and teasing out the 
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ways in which they have thematized the issues that I have articulated from the start of 

this introduction and that I see to be the constitutive elements of something we might 

call television or televisionland.   

While my narrative is one that follows a trajectory, I want to remain intently 

resistant to a reading that reduces the path from technology to environment to 

experience down to a chronological progression from radio to TV to the internet.  

While there certainly are changes to these concepts and modes of occupation that 

concur with technological development that takes place over the decades between 

television’s midcentury popularization and today, the operative relationship between 

the actual and the virtual that is so essential to my reading, and the intent pursuit of 

ontological completeness that is modeled for viewers in the narratives that I’m taking 

up is not something that is determined by the latest telecommunications developments 

or the decades in which certain series are airing.  Accordingly, each chapter of my 

dissertation will pair a contemporary (and frequently ongoing) series with a series 

from earlier.  I don’t mean to erase the passage of time or elide all of broadcast 

history, but in pairing the “old” with the new and/or ongoing, I mean to think about 

the ways in which the trajectories that I have described and the processes and models 

of occupation that are defining characteristics of televisual storytelling are ongoing, 

and are repeatedly performed for viewers who then respond either with their own 

occupation or are merely preoccupied by these processes.49  

                                                
49 In fact, the history of popular media, and therefore also of television, is one that connects us 
back to not only decades but the centuries before this one; the performance of narrative 
consumption dates at least to the sixteenth century, celebrity culture and an understanding of 
culture as an industry at least to the eighteenth, and versions of something like interactivity 
have arguably existed as long as theatre has. 
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Thus I begin by returning to Murder, She Wrote and also taking up the more 

recent series Person of Interest (CBS, 2011-2016)—and Theodor Adorno’s analysis of 

the culture industry—to more closely consider technology and technological 

development.  This first chapter uses CCTV to conceptualize and explore narrative 

labor and its relationship to television’s technological and spatial occupation.  The two 

series that I take up are very conscious of technologies of storytelling, of television, 

and of new media, and both, though especially the earlier series—Murder, She Wrote-

— and Adorno’s analysis also provocatively connect to a history of writing and 

meaning-making that helps structure the way that we look at and understand the 

culture industry and its products today.  Person of Interest stages the labor of 

narrative-building through more explicitly technological (and violent) means than 

Murder, She Wrote does: the premise of the series is that one of its main characters 

created a comprehensive surveillance system (creatively named the Machine) that 

analyzes audio and video data before recoding and returning it to the protagonists.  In 

the terms I have been establishing here, the Machine locates the space (and time) in 

which the characters must construct a narrative, and the viewer watches as the cast 

performs this labor.   

Person of Interest and Murder, She Wrote outline narratives of how being 

plugged in—and how watching and being watched, as CCTV effectively represents—

affect narrative building and understanding, and they also present an opportunity to 

explore something of a spectrum of occupying by explicitly using broadcast and 

communication technologies while addressing existential issues.  The characters in 

both series do not simply solve the mysteries presented: they question what it means to 
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be human, and how we might imagine or reimagine singularity and multiplicity, 

analog and virtual, real and imagined.  In the process, characters emphasize the ways 

in which televisual narratives rely on supposedly feminine traits of alliance and/or 

multi-tasking.  The diegetic search for possibilities and ontological completeness 

within the environments and experiences of new (and sometimes old) technologies 

indicate to the audience that we should be searching for the same opportunities of 

seeing and recording and understanding as we consume these narratives.  Televisual 

occupation in these series is one that is aware of and particular about watching and 

being watched, and the viewer who occupies must be similarly conscious.   

This femininity and the intervention of the traditionally public into private 

places is most apparent in my second pairing and chapter, which transitions from 

technological and spatial modalities into environmental and temporal ones.  I take up 

Charlie’s Angels and The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills (Bravo, 2010- ) as 

representations of how television tracks and commodifies a narrative of female labor 

that connects technology and space to time and environment in order to employ the 

women who appear in these series and, by extension, the viewer.  In so doing, I take 

the telephone—the speakerbox version from Charlie’s Angels as well as the landlines 

and smartphones of the Real Housewives—to read the ways in which technology is 

both a tool and an obligation for women.  The pairing here is very conscious of 

technologies of occupation that are negotiating public and private environments within 

the diegetic narrative, but also the ways in which connectivity can lead to occupation.   

The speakerbox’s central position on Bosley’s desk and the way it constantly 

demands the attention of those in the room, and even demands that its human receivers 
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come to the room in order to be given a purpose, is a clear reflection of the role of the 

television in the household: it rearranges the environment and schedules of the Angels 

by presenting them with just enough to prompt their labor, which they perform by 

creating an ontologically complete narrative that solves the crime.  Television 

demands that it occupy our time by possessing control of at least part of our 

environment, and then moves to possess progressively more: the speakerbox 

transforms the Angels into satellites, while the televisual environment of the so-called 

stars appearing on The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills (RHOBH) requires their 

constant performative labor in order for them to maintain relevance.  The amount of 

time that the cast members of this show devote to television and its corresponding 

media as well as the amount of time required from audience members who want to 

keep up is enormous, and it shifts how we understand both flow and televisual modes 

of occupation.  The labor that is being performed onscreen in these series 

demonstrates how the technologies of telecommunications and digitization completely 

change our environments, our schedules, and our conception of what constitutes labor: 

entrepreneurship in both of these series is a process of publicizing women’s bodies 

and private lives through technological occupation of spaces that might otherwise be 

private, and quantifying time that might reasonably be spent in leisure or other labor 

by requiring that these women attend to telecommunications devices. 

In the third chapter, I take up a different sort of privatization as I transition into 

analyzing experience and rhetoric along with environment and time.  Here I am more 

conscious of how modes of production, narrative construction, and occupation are 

commodified within the frames of the medium, of networks, and of franchises.  I 
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return in detail to The Real World, which is very conscious of both the medium and of 

the network on which it appears, and pair it with Law & Order: Special Victims Unit 

(NBC, 1999- ).  Both series’ composition and narrative tendencies are dependent on 

network branding, which itself is mapped by an imagining of experiential knowledge 

that the casts, crews, and executives share with the viewers.  My metaphor here is the 

car, which provides a reading of reflection that coincides with observation, stasis that 

coincides with movement, and silence that coincides with noise.  Both series take up 

narratives that (adequately or not) follow marginalized or belittled demographics, 

thereby providing an important touchstone for audience members who are frequently 

engaging in these narratives because of their identity.  This labor of distinguishing the 

self from others is performed within each franchise and then commodified through it: 

many viewers perform the same distinction when they engage with the show and 

watch that intervention within the narrative so that they might reproduce it.  Emotional 

labor drives the viewer towards occupying, rewarding experience with experience, 

thereby performing rhetorical occupation that both undercuts and affirms the viewer 

who occupies. 

My final chapter explores this experience and rhetorical occupation more 

exclusively.  Because the preceding chapter is as interested in networks and 

franchising as it is in narratives, the fourth chapter returns largely to narratives as 

modes of televisual occupation that offer models for viewing.  The two series that I 

explore, Perry Mason (CBS, 1957-1966) and How to Get Away with Murder, are 

explicitly and repeatedly invested in understanding how narrative arc works and how 

it can be manipulated.  I therefore take up the “single-bullet” theory of JFK’s 
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assassination—or, put differently, the swerving I have already mentioned that 

Epicurus refers to as clinamen—to help me swerve through the methods of these 

series’ protagonists.  Both Perry Mason’s and Annalise Keating’s strength as lawyers 

is in their commitment to investigating (and sometimes committing) crimes during 

their clients’ trials in an effort to build a narrative that will acquit.  They occupy: they 

perform occupatio when they bamboozle and embarrass witnesses and opposing 

council by taking them to the side of what turns out to be the most important piece of 

evidence in the argument.   

An occupying viewer of Perry Mason attempts to assist or anticipate Perry in 

his machinations.  She, perhaps, acts like a secondary character (instead of, like the 

preoccupied viewer, a juror), and the characters that surround Perry within the series 

are underdeveloped enough that the viewer might literally imagine herself occupying 

one of their roles.  A similarly inclined viewer of How to Get Away with Murder 

(HTGAWM) takes her cues from the flashback and flashforward sequences appearing 

between and around the court cases, which visually demonstrate a version of rhetorical 

occupation that might subsume a preoccupied viewer but also provide the occupying 

viewer with the opportunities to piece together the crimes that are being gradually 

exposed at multiple levels of the narrative.  HTGAWM itself perhaps occupies a 

narrative like Perry Mason’s by using its methodology to stage a crime drama that 

swerves sharply into a political statement: it very explicitly takes up contemporary 

political issues and makes a point of demonstrating how it intends to and does change 

representation in popular media.  The series presents a unique opportunity for my 

analysis of televisual occupation as something that models to the viewer how she 



 

61 

might occupy because it is an entertaining narrative that picks up on many of the 

established methods of crime television while also strongly delivering a political 

message that transcends its own narratives.  This rhetorical gesture is one that models 

for the viewer how she might similarly occupy a capitalist environment—i.e. the 

culture industry, where she is more consumer than producer but still has some of the 

means of production at her disposal—in a politically active and subversive fashion.   

Ultimately, and as is apparent through the trajectories that I’m both building 

and tracking, I want to consider the implications of connections and communities as 

imagined through characters and people who tend to be elided by a protective and 

exclusionary culture industry.  The combination of history and experience resists 

emptiness, simplicity, and dismissal to understand televisual narrative and TV history.  

It occupies in a fashion that is conscious of—but hopefully, despite it being a dated 

snapshot, with greater permanence—the Occupy movement’s physical assumption of 

the Wall Street narrative of 2011.  Technological progress, as my swerving 

consideration of its products will hopefully illuminate, can be a tool for community-

building and meaning-making instead of just a limitation that simplifies or truncates.  

Thus the unevenness that my own inclinations produce because of my personal 

experience help connect to existing models of narration and temporality, finally 

leading to an understanding of television that moves critically with the grain of 

narratives and characters to demand space for the occupations and resistance that 

they’re already performing. 
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Surveilling Space and Building Narrative: How Watching in Murder, She 

Wrote and Person of Interest Becomes Occupying 

Ten years and eleven days after the Twin Towers fell, Person of Interest (POI; 

2011-2016) premiered on CBS.  The opening voice-over announced to viewers, “You 

are being watched.  The government has a secret system: a machine that spies on you 

every hour of every day.”  The voiceover plays over a spliced, stylized montage of 

surveillance footage of New York City, where we watch from the Machine’s 

perspective as it identifies and quantifies human subjects and their 

(inter/trans)actions.  The voiceover continues building an expository narrative: “I 

know because I built it; I designed the machine to detect acts of terror, but it sees 

everything… You’ll never find us, but victim or perpetrator, if your number’s up, 

we’ll find you.”  The speaker is Harold Finch (Michael Emerson), a billionaire genius 

whose response to the attacks on 9/11 was to build the Machine.  The super computer 

uses and analyzes existing surveillance structures that give it access to all of the sights 

and sounds of the city, even those belonging to private citizens.50   

This opening narrative establishes the series, at least in its first season, as a 

crime drama.  It also connects the series to a history of science fiction programming; 

while there are no aliens appearing in POI, its opening statement to the audience 

recalls the narrative that frames episodes of science fiction anthology The Outer Limits 

(ABC, 1963-1965).  In The Outer Limits, the machine is the television: “Do not 

attempt to adjust the picture.  We are controlling transmission.  We will control the 

horizontal; we will control the vertical… For the next hour, sit quietly and we will 

                                                
50 Person of Interest (CBS, 2011-2016). 
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control all that you see and hear.  You are about to participate in a great adventure.”51  

In the first season of POI, the Machine, which provides the protagonists with the 

Social Security number of one or more people who will be involved in a violent crime, 

either as its victim or its perpetrator, functions largely as a plot device that sets a tone 

in the series in much the same way that the opening sequence of The Outer Limits 

does.  There the control is demonstrated through a visualization of how the 

oscilloscope works on the horizontal and vertical, literally evoking the way that the 

cathode ray oscilloscope responds to signals instead of operating independently of 

electrical input; in POI, the control is placed not in the television itself but in the 

cameras and microphones that surround all of us all the time.  The protagonists (and 

villains) in POI participate in their grand adventure because of the data, which they do 

not control but instead interpret, that is delivered to them through the various 

connections and broadcasts and electrical pulses that connect the Machine to pay 

phones, CCTV (closed-circuit television) systems, radio signals, and databases. 

The mere possibility of such an omniscient watcher being the vehicle for a 

narrative instead of its immediate, explicit focus testifies to the normalization of 

technological watching that has been completely standardized for the post 9/11 

audience watching CBS, but, as I will expand upon shortly using Joshua Meyrowitz’s 

work, we can see in its connections to series like The Outer Limits that the Machine is 

performing tasks that have already been normalized by preceding narratives of 

developing technologies and networks.52  The first episode of Person of Interest isn’t 

                                                
51 Leslie Stevens, The Outer Limits (ABC, 1963-1965). 
52 Joshua Meyrowitz, “We Liked to Watch: Television as Progenitor of the Surveillance 
SocietyThe ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science - Joshua 
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actually all that interested in the mechanics or implications of the Machine: the 

Machine is a tool, something to fear, but also something relatively mundane.  One of 

the Machine’s chief tasks is to identify what is “relevant” (i.e. terrorism) and what is 

“irrelevant” (i.e. non-terrorist crimes like murder).  We do not need to be told as we 

watch both that we’re irrelevant and that we’re still potentially being observed all the 

time from all angles and frequencies.  But, at least at the start, this might be a good 

thing: with the Machine, Finch can find John Reese (Jim Caviezel), ex-CIA operative, 

and they can save lives.  And we’re also given the possibility that the Machine can be 

at least temporarily foiled, as neither Finch nor Reese are fully knowable at the start of 

the series, for each other, for the audience, and for the Machine itself.53  

As it continued, POI transitioned out of its more procedural approach to crime 

narratives and into something more closely resembling a science fiction serial 

intended to condition its audience to be skeptical and investigatory in their uses of 

technologies and submissions to quantification and data collection.  Anecdotes about 

how those working on the series were perhaps positively affected by the revelation of 

this technological machinery, like the one about when Kevin Chapman, who plays 

Lionel Fusco, a dirty cop turned good guy for the entire series, “used what the show 

taught him about the near-omnipresence of closed-circuit cameras to track down the 

culprit” who damaged his car in a parking lot, are greatly overshadowed by the fears 

that the series instills.  More members of its cast and production team curtailed their 

                                                
Meyrowitz, 2009,” The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 
accessed December 20, 2017, 
http://journals.sagepub.com.proxy.library.cornell.edu/doi/abs/10.1177/0002716209339576. 
53 “Pilot,” Person of Interest (CBS, September 22, 2011). 
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use of the internet and cell phones after being immersed in its narrative about 

technological omnipresence than hunted down vandals.54  Especially beginning in the 

middle of the second season of the series, much of what is written on the series is very 

attentive to its connection to and evocation of the fear and stripping back of civil 

liberties in favor of increased, constant surveillance.  But while my exposition of the 

opening statement that POI makes picks up on its explicit connections both to earlier 

science fiction TV and to 9/11 and resulting interest in surveillance, my project here 

is actually to not only align but significantly connect post-9/11 fear to an existing 

understanding of the technologies and spaces that television—and that 

narratives themselves—occupy.  If we track backwards from series like POI and its 

contemporaries (e.g. 24, Homeland, Taken), we can quickly see how other American 

television programming is similarly invested in conceptions of watching and being 

watched, even when they’re not clearly about technology and control.    

Joshua Meyrowitz points out in his article “We Liked to Watch: Television as 

Progenitor of the Surveillance Society” that TV has conditioned its viewers to be 

distant watchers and to therefore take less notice when they are watched in turn.  He 

writes, “Since almost all of us have been avid TV watchers at least at some time in our 

lives, we understand many of the impulses of all watchers, including the watchers who 

watch us.”  One of the many ways that we see this playing out in POI is when Finch 

speaks to the Machine, congratulating it for learning and clearly pleased by its 

progress.  One poignant revelation of both Finch’s fatherly affection and the 

                                                
54 Melanie McFarland, “How ‘Person’ Held Onto Our ‘Interest,’” Variety; New York, N. Y., 
May 31, 2016. 
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Machine’s reach is the scene in which he asks the Machine to tell him how many 

fingers he’s holding up as he stands in a bakery without any surveillance cameras; the 

Machine replies accurately, and Finch delightedly realizes that the Machine had seen 

the reflection of his fingers on a pastry dome, which it accessed by looking through 

the webcam on a patron’s laptop, to collect and analyze data.55  Finch is almost giddy 

and always loving in scenes like this throughout the series, despite the fact that he 

clearly understands the risks that the Machine poses and the costs that creating it 

has exacted from him and others.  But as Meyrowitz explains, because we have 

become so used to watching, we find value in being watched ourselves.  For Finch this 

plays out as delight that the Machine is learning to watch.  “Both through our own 

digital displays online and through others’ monitoring of us in many settings, we may 

see ourselves as being ‘televated’— elevated in status by the act of being televised or 

otherwise mediated.”56  The personal relationship that Finch builds with the Machine 

in the process of creating and refining its functions seems to be something like 

“televation.”  

Here, the relationships that I want to build and make apparent are those 

between meaning-making through narrative and surveillance/watching.  There is 

something essentially spatial about watching: in order to see each other, we must 

either change our position or create a space wherein the object of our gaze will be 

captured regardless of our own position.  While I am obviously interested here in the 

technologies of the television and surveillance cameras, I will take up Murder, She 

                                                
55 “The Contingency,” Person of Interest (CBS, September 27, 2012). 
56 Meyrowitz, “We Liked to Watch.” 36-7. 
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Wrote (MSW) and POI in an effort to understand the ways in which the spaces of 

televisual occupation were established long before the technology of the TV arrived in 

American living rooms.57  While MSW may not seem to be connected to surveillance 

in the same way POI is, as the latter constantly inserts montages of surveillance video 

in order to give its viewers an impression of the Machine’s perspective, its literary 

connections and modes of building narrative are always already connected to a 

theatrical and regulatory history of watching.  MSW stars a stage actress—Angela 

Lansbury—and begins in its pilot with both the murder mystery and the protagonist in 

a theatre; this immediately connects it not only to the inseparability and simultaneity 

of watching and being watched that Meyrowitz discusses but also to a long history of 

theatre that institutes this connection.  The television does not, in fact, establish this 

simultaneity, but instead records, broadcasts, and digitizes it.  The connection itself is 

long established and easily placed within theatres at least as early as the sixteenth 

century.  Early modern theatre-goers of rank would sit next to the stage in order to be 

seen seeing; the Globe’s reconstructed boxes show us that “televation” there played 

out as nobles lording over the stage and the groundlings below, recognizing that the 

theatre was as valuable or more valuable as a place to perform themselves than it was 

a place to watch others perform. 

In the eighteenth century, this version of televation becomes more clearly 

gendered as the cult of sensibility dictates that women of rank—or really any woman 

who isn’t a prostitute—hide her reactions to theatrical performances by wearing a 

mask to the theatre.  Watching then becomes a performance of blankness, of non-

                                                
57 Murder, She Wrote (CBS, 1984-1996). 
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reaction, of hiding the face in order to maintain the façade of delicacy when 

confronted with the sights and sounds of bawdy revelry or staged combat.  Women 

performed their sensibilities by hiding their visceral reactions, creating a public face 

that maintained innocence by refusing performance.  Theatre in later centuries 

continues to be a place to perform the self, gradually becoming even more of a 

performance of elitism, liberality, and aesthetic accomplishment.  Vice President Mike 

Pence’s 2016 attendance of Hamilton provides a very recent example of the 

performance of attending theatre: Pence’s attendance made national news when the 

cast addressed him afterwards, supposedly causing him to halt as he was leaving at the 

end of the show (something that Pence has not done, or been said to have done, during 

his performative walk-outs of sporting events.58  The performativity of an unpopular, 

extremely conservative (if we’re describing him generously) Vice President attending 

a pro-immigration musical about the founding fathers that recasts those white figures 

as people of color is already striking, but the performance of his supposed openness—

performed though it is (masked) in the hallway outside the auditorium instead of on 

the stage as the elite performances of culture and aesthetics were in earlier centuries—

is a clear continuation of our understanding of performative narratives as things to see 

but also to be seen seeing. 59   

                                                
58 Furthermore, we might consider Pence’s performance of either sensibility or sensitivity—
neither of which he seems to genuinely possess—to be about as genuine as an eighteenth-
century noblewoman’s delicately blanked response to scenes like the one in William 
Wycherley’s The Country Wife where characters use suggestively shaped pieces of china to 
refer to their adulterous affairs with the subtly named Mr. Horner. 
59 Christopher Mele and Patrick Healy, “‘Hamilton’ Had Some Unscripted Lines for Pence. 
Trump Wasn’t Happy. - The New York Times,” accessed March 18, 2018, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/19/us/mike-pence-hamilton.html. 
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I’ll read an exemplary episode of MSW momentarily in support of this claim 

and as an effort to expand into technological developments like the television and 

VCR, but I want to make it clear that my intention here is to use these 

series’ absorption of the methods of surveillance as a connection between them and 

the history of meaning-making that especially bolsters MSW as a legitimate, quality 

narrative.  There is also a significant connection here between technology and space: 

the technology of the television that dictates how we understand its narratives is one 

that is distilling the essence of the theatre—the place where narratives were performed 

before they were brought to us in our living rooms—into a smaller, more portable 

space.  Meyrowitz points to the “public’s typical equanimity in the face of 

increasingly pervasive surveillance: the public is familiar and comfortable with 

surveillance activity after participating in a form of it themselves. Over the decades of 

the television era, hundreds of millions of people have engaged in anonymously 

watching others closely, yet from afar.”60  In MSW, we see this playing out as a 

conflation of watching and occupying, of seeing and creating; that then carries forward 

into POI and similarly saturated post-9/11 texts that imagine space as always watched, 

and technology as always watching.  This also manifests in MSW partly because of the 

protagonist’s age (and the age of many of the viewers).  Myrna A. Hant writes in 

“Feminism Comes of Age on Television” that Lansbury’s Jessica Fletcher is an 

empowered older woman, using her wits to regain agency.  But, while Hant points out 

that MSW shows an older woman regaining her agency by using her wits, it’s clear 

that Jess is also still mobilized by some if not most of the stereotypes that Hant 

                                                
60 Meyrowitz, “We Liked to Watch.” 47. 
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condemns: “Prime time television shows for more than 50 years have presented a 

typically consistent portrayal of older people, especially women, as ridiculous, 

interfering, obsessed with the family, and incapable of functioning outside the 

home.”61  While the last of these doesn’t apply to globe-trotting J.B. Fletcher, her 

interfering is what lands her in most situations, though it’s portrayed mostly as 

friendliness and sometimes nosiness instead of seeming overbearing.   

Karen Riggs writes in “The Case of the Mysterious Ritual” that older ladies 

perform a ritualized consumption of series like MSW and Perry Mason (CBS, 1957-

1966), pointing out that one of the appeals of the former is in seeing an older woman 

who has, like many older women do, “flourish[ed] compared to men as [she] pl[ies 

her] familiar role in atmospheres that ritualize gendered tasks.”62  In other words, one 

of the appeals of Jessica Fletcher is how she continuously, but still charmingly, 

expands her private sphere to include anyone and everyone she might meet.  The 

hominess (and hominess in this context seems like its own sort of spatiality) and 

grandmotherliness of Lansbury’s and therefore Fletcher’s mannerisms make her seem 

incredibly approachable.  Taxi drivers, politicians, neighbors, doctors, museum 

directors, and petty criminals are all fast friends with Jessica, providing familiarity for 

an older audience and younger audience (Jess is the sort of older lady who always has 

a tissue, and always offers it if you sniffle, both as a small kindness and as a small 

admonition).   I am trying to be careful here to not structure a hierarchy of age that puts 

                                                
61 Myrna A. Hant, “Feminism Comes of Age on Television: The Portrayals of Empowered 
Older Women from Murder She Wrote to Damages,” Taboo; New York 14, no. 1 (Spring 
2014): 5–19. 5. 
62 Karen E. Riggs, “The Case of the Mysterious Ritual: Murder Dramas and Older Women 
Viewers.,” Critical Studies in Mass Communication 13, no. 4 (December 1996): 309–23. 310. 
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older generations at the bottom, but I also want to accept the realities of the 

demographic as it is imagined and as research would represent it.  I’ll later mention 

my grandmother as an occupied MSW viewer, and Riggs’s description of ritualized 

viewing also strikes me as preoccupied more than occupying.  I don’t want, in making 

these observations, to assume that this is simply how older people watch television, 

and particularly this series.  Riggs also writes that “enabling feelings [of older women 

in response to watching Murder, She Wrote] resonate with the findings of other 

feminist media research, which has found that disempowered people—and that often 

means females—can find pleasurable resistance in television texts.”63 

I want here to also connect watching and being watched, especially using the 

technological devices that make capturing and transmitting images and sounds for 

broadcast media like radio and then television, to memory.  The series that I’m taking 

up in this chapter both function based on their ability to draw from the audience’s 

memory while also proposing a model—or models—of prosthetic memory.  

Recording technologies like writing and recording are at the core of both series’ 

narratives.  We see this throughout, but it’s especially clear in their opening 

sequences.  MSW shows us Jessica Fletcher typing away at her typewriter and, in later 

seasons, her word processor; POI shows us a montage of surveillance footage, 

including shots of the protagonists being digitally identified when they appear on 

CCTV camera footage.  The connection between recording, between memory, and the 

protagonists who will occupy the stories presented in each episode is immediately 

presented as the purpose and requirement of meaning-making.  Fletcher occupies by 
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writing, by making meaning: so should we.  Reese, Finch, Shaw, Root, Carter, and 

Fusco make sense of data by occupying the real spaces that it represents, by 

actualizing and qualifying what has been simplistically quantified: so should we.  The 

series together collapse divides between “real” spaces and the data contained within 

computers and networks by bringing together histories of communication, of 

watching, of understanding the world around us.  They show us the potential inherent 

in transitioning between the imagined spaces within technologies and the real spaces 

that our bodies exist in, even sometimes connecting bodies and technologies through 

literal prostheses64 and regularly evoking an idea of prosthetic memory that functions 

to preserve meaning through technologies of recording like Fletcher’s writing or 

Finch’s Machine. 

 In his essay “The Schema of Mass Culture,” Theodor Adorno explores why 

and how distinctions between art, mass culture, and empirical experience collapse.  

Part of this exploration is Adorno’s assertion that “[a]ll mass culture is fundamentally 

adaptation,” and that, as a result, none of it can be original or objective.65  The essay, 

like much of Adorno’s writing, imagines the culture industry as a parental figure 

forcing upon its audience “dubious gift[s] with the expressions of lip-smacking delight 

that they wish to elicit.”66  We see something (grand)parental in the series that I’m 

pointing to as well: Jessica might not have any children of her own, but she raised her 

                                                
64 I’m referring here to the cochlear implant that appears in POI and that I will discuss a bit 
more later, but also to Angela Lansbury’s left hip, which was replaced during the MSW run.   
“Angela Lansbury Rests Following Hip Surgery,” The Toronto Star, May 25, 1994. 
65 Theodor W. Adorno, The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture, ed. J. M. 
Bernstein (London: Routledge, 2001). 67. 
66 Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections on a Damaged Life (London: Verso, 
2005). 202. 
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nephew, teaches high school, and is immediately marked as motherly in appearance 

and habit.  In the first few minutes of the pilot, she is dismissed by the director of the 

play I’ve mentioned as one of the “cookie ladies” who are actually the PTA members 

coordinating snacks for the play’s opening night.67  Finch plays mother to the 

Machine, and he and Reese track their potential perps or victims with something like 

modified cookies: I refer here to the packet of data that is sent to a browser when that 

browser accesses a server, and then notifies the server every time the same browser 

accesses the server again; Finch and Reese track their targets’ access to the Machine 

but also the points at which they intersect with data collection, watching over the 

residents of New York City with the benevolent concern of parents (albeit heavily-

armed ones, in Reese’s case).  Even the Machine’s reading of bodies was through? 

around? the cookies on display in the bakery where it watched Harold through his 

reflection in a pastry dome.68 

But the history of watching and being watched that I’m locating especially in 

MSW, of occupying the spaces that we observe by inserting ourselves into the 

narrative of watching by becoming both subjects and objects within the narrative, 

provides a trail of crumbs that brings us both back to early modern theatre and to 

Adorno’s analysis of mass culture and communication.  His reading tends more 

towards condemnation of these cultural products than mine does, but his interest in 

layering and self-reflexivity provides an opening for my imagining of the ways in 

which these televisual narratives encourage and structure occupation.  This is 

                                                
67 “The Murder of Sherlock Holmes,” Murder, She Wrote (CBS, September 30, 1984). 
68 “The Contingency.” 
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something that it importantly builds not only by creating connective technologies but 

also by reimagining and reworking the connections performed in earlier forms of 

cultural products and using earlier technologies.  Mass culture does not author 

anything new so much as it authors again or anew: “Inasmuch as any and every 

product refers back to what has already been preformed, the mechanism of adjustment 

towards which business interest drives it anyway is imposed upon it once again.  

Whatever is to pass muster must already have been handled, manipulated and 

approved by hundreds of thousands of people before anyone can enjoy it.”69  It is 

always self-reflexive because it always refers back to materials that came before it, 

and repeatedly uses the same methods.70  It is this self-reflexivity that allows the 

layered structure in these cultural products to provide the technologies and spaces in 

which we might meaningfully imagine occupation and (t)elevation. 

 Adorno’s metaphors are tangible and even corporeal: the metaphor of adults 

feeding their children recalls the acts of feeding, eating, and even copulation and 

child-bearing (itself a version of adaptation in that children, genetically if not 

otherwise, always “refer back to what has been preformed”); the product that refers 

back to what is preformed evokes a mirror and, with it, a watchful (human) form that 

can recognize reflection; the handling and manipulation of the cultural product 

literally recalls hands in its language as we imagine a more physical passing of 

materials from hand to hand before anything can “pass muster.”71  In many ways, 

Adorno’s readings of the culture industry are thus a reading of bodies, and especially 

                                                
69 Adorno, The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture. 67. 
70 Adorno. 79. 
71 Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections on a Damaged Life. 202. 
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hands: the culture industry hands food into the cage that holds its audience and 

demands that we, like Hansel, stick out our fingers so she can feel if we are fat yet.  

Once we are fat, we are all the more incorporable into these cycles of consumption 

that Adorno is tracing.72  The metaphors of bodies here are something that I will carry 

forward to think about mummification, preservation, and memory, but I want to also 

tie these metaphors to my reading of occupying versus occupied.  The viewer who can 

be compared to a child being fattened by the culture industry witch fairly clearly 

represents the occupied (male) viewer; Gretel, who is willing to shove the witch into 

the fire, might be the occupying one who is ready to intervene in the narrative that 

attempts to trap her and her brother.  The corporeal and the visible are always 

connected, even in the phrase “pass muster:” pass recalls the hands, and muster, from 

the Latin for to show (monstrare), evokes the eyes and watching even as it recalls 

bodily performance and physical combat by evoking its connections to gathering (a 

show of) courage or preparing troops for battle.  That sort of mustering is most 

                                                
72 To Adorno, because of the closure that the culture industry performs, this metaphor of 
fatness is as expressive of that closure as thinness is.  He reads a plucky but starving sitcom 
heroine in “How to Look at Television” as “a shrewd method of promoting adjustment to 
humiliating conditions by presenting them as objectively comical and by giving a picture of a 
person who experiences even her own inadequate position as an object of fun apparently free 
of any resentment.”  This heroine perhaps plays the Gretel to a fattened Hansel. 
Adorno, The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture. 167. 
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particularly apparent in POI, and its final episode recalls 

the parental roles of Finch and Reese as well as 

potentially enforces the series’ queering of “familial” 

relationships (on which I will expand momentarily) as 

Reese dies in a hail of bullets, saving Finch while the 

Machine attempts to save them both.  Physicality—acts 

of mustering—are always prescripted or at least 

scripted.73  In this instance, the script is data, and the 

visual evocation of it is the satellite whose shape recalls the layout of the scene where 

Reese lays dying on a rooftop in Manhattan (fig. 2 and 3). 

 The physicality of watching is also manifested in the act of writing.  Adorno 

describes the reception of beautiful young female characters, whether heroines or 

villains:  

The new context into which these pre-prepared images enter as so many letters 
is always that of the command.  The viewer is required constantly to translate 
the images back into writing.  The exercise of obedience inheres in the fact of 
translation itself as soon as it takes place automatically.  The more the film-
goer, the hit song enthusiast, the reader of detective and magazine stories 
anticipates the outcome, the solution, the structure and so on, the more his 

                                                
73 “Return 0,” Person of Interest (CBS, June 21, 2016). 

Figure 2 (left): Reese 
surrounded by Samaritan 
agents, taking fire so that 
Finch can escape. 
Figure 3 (above): the satellite 
image that immediately 
follows this shot of Reese, 
both evoking the formation 
of the agents and the 
connection between Reese 
and the Machine.  The two 
images together also connect 
back to the Machine’s 
reference to Reese as “the 
big guy,” obviously carrying 
religious connotations both 
because of the phrase’s 
colloquial use as a reference 
to a Christian god and 
because Jim Caviezel, who 
plays Reese, is a devout 
Catholic who also played 
Jesus in The Passion of the 
Christ (2004) (“Return 0”). 



 

77 

attention is displaced towards the question of how the nugatory result is 
achieved, to the rebus-like details involved, and in this searching process of 
displacement the hieroglyphic meaning suddenly reveals itself.74 
 

All bodies in mass culture are written, and “the secret doctrine which is communicated 

here is the message of capital.”75  This is a message that can be decoded by its 

audience—it is possible for us to read the hieroglyphic meaning—but Adorno argues 

that when we are in direct contact with mass culture, we do not decode it.  Instead, our 

individuality gives way under the pressures of mass culture and that giving way is 

imagined as a liberating release and not as the submission to mass culture that it 

actually is.  In other words, we “become a collective through the adaptation to an over-

mastering arbitrary power.”76  But, importantly, we are aware of this and thus anxious 

over it; so while “if indeed the advances of technology largely determine the fate of 

society, then the technicized forms of modern consciousness are also heralds of that 

fate,” Adorno’s imagining of this culture industry and our interaction with it is not 

defeatist.  Technological advances “transform culture into a total lie, but this untruth 

confesses the truth about the socio-economic base with which it has now become 

identical,” and we are able—if we are willing—to wake from this “nightmare which 

only threatens to become actual as long as men believe in it.”77 

 It is tempting here to pick up on the gender dichotomy that enabled me to 

differentiate between Seth and Jessica in my introduction to this dissertation and 

transition from men believing to women occupying.  If I make this gesture towards 
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occupation, then perhaps the solution is not to be men merely preoccupied with the 

hieroglyphics and fully occupied by interfacing with the media, but instead to 

recognize and find significant—as we watch—the places where we see the feminine 

translation of meaning as something that is found not when we follow the typical 

commands but when we work our way around them, when we translate them into our 

own hieroglyphic messages of collectivity and community as bodies that can and do 

connect through emotional ties.  This is particularly necessary in an environment like 

the one that we’re currently in, where CCTV and handheld or portable devices make 

us always watchers and watched; it is essential, then, that we be able to think and 

translate while watching because we’re occupying the diegetic and nondiegetic 

narratives, the televisual meaning as well as the spatial and personal meaning that we 

experience simultaneously.  Feminine—and technological, multi-screen—multitasking 

models for us the methods of making meaning and understanding while existing in 

spaces that inundate us with prescriptive, oppressive, and limiting narratives.   

But I want to strongly connect this long Adorno quotation to the series that I’m 

taking up by thinking specifically about how writing is incorporated into their 

narratives.  The diegetic writing in POI manifests as coding: translation there is 

between the hieroglyphics of the Machinic data that Finch, Reese, Root, and Shaw 

receive and the realities of how they navigate the physical world with the Machine 

only as informant instead of as commander.  The reading that the human protagonists 

of the series do is a necessary and empowering counterpoint to the reading that the 

Machine does as it quantifies its audio/visual input and then crunches numbers.  This 

connection is literally bound in that the team, in early seasons, works out of a library: 
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they translate the Machine’s code using book titles to find Social Security numbers in 

the call numbers.  The series is actually almost obsessed with books, marking Finch as 

a reader by positioning him within libraries, and reiterating the power of knowledge 

through reading by staging one of the crises of control over the Machine in the New 

York Public Library.  As a result, part of the Machine’s and the team’s reading of its 

subjects is literally lining up books in order to begin a narrative with these printed and 

bound models of meaning-making.  Furthermore, we watch the Machine read us—and 

we’re eventually introduced to the Machine’s evil twin, Samaritan, to see an explicitly 

malicious machinic reading against which the narrative is always already pushing 

against and around.  The Machine is always insufficient, too vague, undiscriminating, 

amoral; nothing that Finch does to baby the Machine will ultimately fix that, so there 

is always a necessary human element that makes this technology exist in spaces in a 

vulnerable but capable way that we can see and connect to.  In the final episode of the 

series, where Reese dies and Finch, Sameen Shaw (Sarah Shahi), and Fusco just make 

it out alive, the series narrative manifests the Machine as a human—as a woman—in 

order to make its vulnerability in this moment accessible and significant.  The 

Machine’s failure is human as it doesn’t “pass muster:” its eyes fail, it can no longer 

watch or be watched as the connection to the cameras glitches (fig. 4) and the 

imagined manifestation of the Machine as the late Root (Amy Acker) disappears.78 

                                                
78 “Return 0,” 0. 
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In connecting this Adorno quotation to MSW, I want to take up a later 

episode called “The Murder Channel.”  The first half of the episode, like 

many MSW episodes, follows Jessica Fletcher as she goes about her life: she hosts a 

museum Nominating Committee meeting (wherein she suggests a female alternative to 

the moneyed man suggested by another member), waits for her cable guy to stop 

in, goes shopping, runs into several old friends who will—of course—later prove to be 

involved in a murder, gets her bracelet clasp repaired, goes to a birthday party, 

etc.79  In each of these activities she meets someone who will perpetrate or be affected 

by the future crime.  Regular viewers of the series, like Finch and Reese when the 

Machine gives them a Social Security 

number, know that each person Jess 

runs across will probably be involved 

despite not knowing whether they will 

turn out to be victim or 

perpetrator.  They also know that there 

will be a murder; this is rather obvious from the title, but also from the series’ formula.  

But unlike the passive, occupied audience who simply awaits the arrival of the corpse 

like some sort of mortician, the occupying viewer not only speculates about how the 

episode is written but about writing itself.  Thus they achieve not only the decoding of 

hieroglyphic meaning that Adorno mentions, but they also strive for a critical 

assessment of how and why narratives are built in the spaces that they appear in.  

Episodes like “Lines of Excellence,” which follows Jessica as she stumbles onto a 

                                                
79 “The Murder Channel,” Murder, She Wrote (CBS, November 6, 1994). 

Figure 4: Finch looks into the Machine’s camera-
eye as it fails, its systems crashing and Finch, its 
father figure, losing his form (“Return 0”). 
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murder during her transition from a typewriter to a word processor, thematize the 

technology and the technics of her authorship at the center of understanding what’s 

going on in the world around her.80  I’m using the term word processor here not only 

because it refers to a different sort of computer than the one on which I’m composing 

this dissertation but also because I want the term to evoke what Fletcher’s authorship 

and detective work are modeling for the viewer: the processing of words, the 

translation of hieroglyphs, the simultaneous understanding of technology, imagination, 

and the spaces they can occupy. 

The episode, like both “The Murder Channel” and the rest of the series, builds 

not only networks of criminals, friends, and allies with whom Jess will repeatedly 

interact as she repeatedly stumbles onto murders while going about life as a semi-

retired best-selling author, but it establishes every space as one that prioritizes 

watching.  The series was so notorious for this that reviews jokingly called Jess 

Fletcher an “indefatigable snoop… and wherever she turns up, so do the corpses”81 

and “a harbinger of death: the grim reaper in gingham, Anubis in pearls.  Everywhere 

she goes, somebody turns up cold and lifeless.  Yet, we’re always happy to see her.”82    

I’ll return to these descriptions momentarily, as I especially want to connect Anubis 

and hieroglyphs to mummification and prosthetic memory, but I want to build on the 

                                                
80 “Lines of Excellence,” Murder, She Wrote (CBS, November 3, 1991). 
81 Andrea Higbie, “A Long Reliable Formula For Revealing the Perp: ‘Murder, She Wrote: 
South by Southwest’ CBS, Tomorrow Night at 9,” New York Times, 1997, sec. Arts Ideas. 
B16. 
82 Emma Teitel, “What Would Jessica Fletcher Wear?,” Maclean’s; Toronto, January 13, 
2014. 70. 
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surveillance episode “The Murder Channel” in establishing MSW’s understanding of 

watching and therefore its methodology for structuring occupation. 

The viewer spends roughly half of her time watching MSW trying to figure out 

where and when the crime will take place: will it be the cable guy? (he accidentally 

precipitates a crime), or will it be the grocer? (her daughter is an accomplice), or is it 

the birthday girl? (she’s eventually kidnapped).  The episode provides us with 

criminals and cops, with red herrings and allies, while closing in on the murder: the 

jeweler’s wife, afraid of getting nothing in a divorce, is murdered when a member of 

the group of cons and jewelers she assembles to rob her husband decides he wants the 

entire take.  Importantly for my understanding of these series as teaching watching by 

presenting watchers watching and being watched, and even watching watchers, the 

crime is first found out and then begins to reveal itself to Jess because of a nonsensical 

cable glitch that allows one apartment dweller to watch what is happening in the living 

room of another.  The birthday girl, Susan, is dating Jess’s cable guy, Rob; when 

Jessica suggests to Rob (who cannot fix the picture on Jess’s television) that he give 

Susan something unique instead of expensive for her birthday, he decides to bootleg 

cable into Susan’s apartment.  The problem with this is that Kitty, the grocer’s 

daughter, has been using the apartment that Rob bootlegs from as a meeting place to 

plan the diamond heist.  An ex-con with a grudge against Kitty’s boyfriend has placed 

a camera inside a speaker in Kitty’s mother’s apartment, though we don’t see this until 

more than halfway through the episode.  Instead what we see is Kitty’s boyfriend’s old 

partner with the grudge running someone down with a car in order to open up a space 

in the gang of thieves (Susan is, of course, a medical resident and sees this hit-and-run 
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victim when he comes into the ER), and then inserting a video tape into a VCR in the 

same room that Rob goes into to bootleg cable for Susan.  Jess figures this connection 

out not because it makes any sort of sense that a camera in a speaker in someone’s 

apartment would connect to a VCR in a shared utility room—and record only the most 

interesting goings on so that the tape never needs to be changed—, the cable 

connection to the apartment the camera is in, an unseen microphone, and the cable that 

Rob has bootlegged to Susan’s apartment, where they assume that the surveillance is 

“one of those cheapo cable access channels,” but because she’s a buttinski busybody 

who apparently knows everyone and somehow manages, in her down time from 

globetrotting and writing bestselling novels, to figure out how all of her tenuous 

connections fit together in a diamond heist caper and resulting murder.  Not only does 

Jess solve the attempted heist because of her nosiness at Susan’s birthday party and 

inability to stop watching the TV until Rob turns it off, but she realizes that the 

diamond cutter killed the jeweler’s wife because he had olive oil on his shoes at the 

crime scene and she was making a salad at home.83  

I’ve presented the plot of this episode in such a watchfully dense paragraph in 

an effort to recreate both the absurdity and never-ending connections that mobilize the 

episode and partially conflate the nonsense of the accidental surveillance and resulting 

watching with the typical literary and murder mystery devices that the series relies on 

to further its narratives.  That is to say, we can see in this episode and elsewhere that 

watching people and “reading” the actions of others are commonplace enough to be 

lumped in with the other accepted facts of the series that require some suspension of 

                                                
83 “The Murder Channel.” 
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disbelief.  This is especially true in a series that is frequently about literal reading 

because the detective is an English teacher and author.  My own reading of this series 

was typically conducted on a treadmill at the YMCA, where I would alternate between 

running while watching and watching while standing on the rails to write my notes 

without stumbling.  This process was one that constantly struck me as performative (as 

is my reading of myself at the gym here), marking me in a college town as either a 

weirdo or a student or both.84  The requirement there for multitasking was one that I 

did not see replicated by many other gym patrons, and that drew the attention of 

fellow exercisers as I searched for pens in my hair or sometimes couldn’t resist talking 

to my tablet as though I were actually able to participate in the narrative of a series 

that ended about twenty years before I was watching it from a treadmill.  As Adorno 

indicates when he refers to decoding the hieroglyphics, and picking up on my claims 

about feminine and technological models of multitasking, part of the analysis that 

allows me to imagine spaces and technologies and their capitalist structures that 

produce these narratives and characters—as well as my narrative and character, as part 

of what defined me on that treadmill was the fee in order to occupy that space, what I 

spent on a tablet and clothing and shoes, the flexibility of my schedule to spend my 

weekday mornings running in place while Anubis in pearls visited death on various 

vacation spots, the need to take notes about reruns, and so on—is that I was able to 

analyze that space, those screens, the reading and writing that I was doing while I was 

                                                
84 As an aside: the only other patron whom I saw upstaging my weirdness was another reader.  
The difference between us was that he would occupy two treadmills by spreading his reading 
materials down the conveyor belt of the adjacent machine in order to better select which 
newspaper section or magazine he would read next.  A different—but equally entitled—
version of manspreading, and a contrasting occupation of space to mine. 
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doing it.  The capacity for occupying stems not only from the capacity to imagine, or 

from the model that the televisual narrative provides, but also from the translation of 

that narrative and capacity to decode more immediate spaces and technologies as well 

as those that are transmitted to us. 

Adorno sees and writes the connection between detective stories and these 

practices, and I want to pursue the genre of the murder mystery here in order to 

expand on how we read what we see, and how that reading is layered to look at 

diegetic and nondiegetic clues.  Heta Pyrhönen describes how detective fiction works 

in her book Mayhem and Murder: 

The specificity of detective fiction derives from the fact that theming is always 
represented as involving a triadic relationship among the author, the detective, 
and the reader.  The theming by a detective figure is both directed and 
controlled by the author.  After all, it is the author who draws up the crime 
problem, determines its correct solution, and sets a given detective to establish 
it.  The manner in which a detective-reader puts together a coherent solution is 
directly dependent on the author: all of the detective-reader’s readerly 
activities are severely restricted.  Therefore, there is an intimate link between 
the characteristics of this figure and the kinds of crime stories he or she is good 
at putting together.85 
 

                                                
85 Heta Pyrhönen, Mayhem and Murder: Narrative And Moral Problems in the Detective Story 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999). 94. 
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This reading of detective fiction sets the genre up to always 

already be about reading (and) relationships: just as the 

author, detective, and reader are all moving through the 

narrative placed in relation to each other, so does the 

relationship of the protagonist to the viewer and to other 

characters structure the narrative.  This is what makes it 

possible for viewers to accept that Jess knows almost 

everyone and someone is murdered at some point everywhere 

she goes.  Similarly, and to bring us back both to Meyrowitz 

and the ridiculousness of the cable TV bootlegging and 

spying, when we buy that the author/detective and viewer can 

build an imagined relationship through the narrative, we can 

also believe it’s possible to surveil your neighbors because of 

some flub with the cable lines (and imagine some sort of 

literal connection between the camera and the VCR).   

And most importantly, if we understand there to be a 

triadic relationship in detective fiction, seeing characters like 

Jess and Finch also allows us to see the possibility that all 

three of these identities—the author, the detective, and the 

reader—can exist within one character.  The characters in the 

two series model for us the possibility of a sort of trinity; we 

Figure 5 (top): Murder, She Wrote: Gin and Daggers, the first spinoff novel, published in 1989; 
Figure 6 (middle): Murder, She Wrote: Murder in Moscow, published in 1998; Figure 7 (bottom): 
Murder, She Wrote: Provence—To Die For, published in 2002.  Each cover recycles the same 
photo of Lansbury, despite being published in three different decades. 
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can detect meaning, read and interpret it, and make meaning all at once.  Though Jess 

is not writing the murders that she, as the grim reaper in gingham, is stumbling upon, 

it is still clear to viewers that the intimate relationship between reading and writing is 

what enables Jess’s detecting abilities; that multitasking is essentially something 

feminine in her case.  Of course, even Jess’s fictional status is challenged to a certain 

extent: the series of Murder, She Wrote detective novels that is ever-expanding (with 

Murder, She Wrote: Manuscript for Murder set to come out in November of 2018) 

purports to be written by Jessica Fletcher herself (and a series of coauthors).  

Interestingly, the forty-three novels in the series are published under the name J.B. 

Fletcher, but the actual novels that Penguin publishes credit her as Jessica; this is 

presumably intended to make an intimate connection between the character and the 

reader, seeing as there is no such author as J.B. or Jessica Fletcher, and all forty-eight 

spin-off covers feature a photograph of Angela Lansbury’s face in front of an image 

that somehow represents the content of the novel.  This naming mix-up is one that we 

see in both series, and it’s an issue of (in)formality: Jess is Jess when you’re her 

friend, J.B. when you’re her reader, and Jessica when Penguin is involved.  Similarly, 

Harold Finch is Finch when he’s distant, Harold when he’s slightly more familiar, and 

Harry to Root, who is able to (de)code like he is and therefore can read Harold like the 

other characters—except, perhaps, the Machine, who eventually assumes Root’s voice 

and demeanor—can’t.86  But to return to Jessica Fletcher’s novels: most of these use 

the same image, sometimes editing her outfit to suit the novel’s setting (figs. 5-7).  

                                                
86 In return, Harold calls Root “Ms. Groves,” insisting on being both polite and personal 
instead of using her hacker handle as her name. 
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The most important thing is not the novel itself, but the connection with its fake 

author, whose name and image are presented in the same friendly, smiling fashion that 

the mysteries in each episode are.  This is a social call, not a police interview. 

Harold’s status as reader/author/detective is not closely associated with 

feminine characteristics of occupying like Jess’s is: instead of being nosy and making 

friends with everyone from bellhops to politicians, he’s reclusive; he doesn’t cook; 

he’s not a widow, but has instead made the woman he pines after believe she is in an 

effort to protect her.  However, he and his business partner, John Reese, form 

something of a couple, and they also represent something like a gendered binary.  I am 

cautious about analyzing Harold Finch as “the woman” in some sort of queered 

pairing, as I do not want to impose a heteronormative binary that ultimately 

disadvantages both halves of the pairing,87 but it is worth noting that Harold, who 

contrasts tall, muscular, violent, scary Reese by being small, caring, quiet, and 

physically handicapped, and who goes by a series of friendlier names than John 

Reese’s default to his last name (unless he needs to be anonymous, in which case 

“John” is quite convenient), occupies a narrative space that we might consider 

feminine.  Both Finch and Reese speak softly, but Finch doesn’t carry a big stick—and 

if he did, we can safely assume that it would be a cane.  I want to also springboard into 

the ways that POI uses this couple and another—Root and Shaw, the two badass 

women who join the series in the second season and spend their time literally kicking 

ass and taking names—to present meaning as something that requires literal and 

metaphorical connection, and that requires empathy, friendship, and compassion as 

                                                
87 as “boobs” does 
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well as teamwork and sacrifice.  All of these characteristics are, for better or for 

worse, associated with women.  Thus while Harold is not like Jess, and while I am 

resisting both his entrapment and my own in some tediously limited sense of coupling 

that insists on a masc/femme dynamic, POI’s narrative is, from its start, pushing back 

against a gender binary in interesting ways that also creates new narrative meaning 

through ostensibly feminine or feminized performances of meaning-making and 

occupying.88  Before I expand more on this, however, I want to return to Pyröhnen’s 

readings of murder mysteries to help build a foundation for understanding these series. 

Pyröhnen’s triadic relationship appears in a slightly different way in POI, 

which is more invested in teamwork than MSW: instead of locating the 

                                                
88 Assessing Harold as feminine is difficult but still a beneficial gesture for my readings.  I 
want to be clear that when I am thinking about the possible queering in this series I am not 
claiming that there is actual, profound representation of queerness: Finch and Reese do not 
have a romantic or sexual relationship, and Root dies before she and Shaw can have anything 
resembling an actual relationship.  (Perhaps there is something essentially queer about two 
queer women remaining friends because they’re unable to smoothly transition from friendship 
into a romantic relationship, but this strikes me as me reading onto the series’ actual 
intention.)  The series clearly pushes against the “maleness” of computer coding, and codes 
Finch as possessing stereotypically feminine softness as well as a masculine ruthlessness, as 
demonstrated by the fact that he created the Machine and hires Reese to be his weapon.   

I am also cautious about claiming that violence might represent queerness; this is not 
an attempt to replicate arguments like Cara Daggett’s in “Drone Disorientations: How 
‘Unmanned’ Weapons Queer the Experience of Killing in War.”  While her reading of the 
distance between the operator and the drone might provide insight into how Harold frequently 
works from behind his console to assist his prosthetic gun(wo)men, and her reading of how 
distance does not preclude emotional reactions to far-flung acts of violence might enrich my 
reading, the reading of state-sanctioned violence as queer because it potentially questions 
militaristic masculinity is questionable enough that Daggett’s work shall remain in this 
footnote.  Furthermore, violence in close quarters is marked as queer in POI, at least for these 
women: Root is first taken with Shaw after watching her ruthlessly shoot down enemy 
combatants with a pistol in each hand, and Shaw shoots Root early in the series (“God 
Mode”).  Their individual proclivities for violence are also encoded as the reason the queer 
relationship never really plays out; Shaw at one point tells Root, “You’re hot, you’re good 
with a gun: those are two qualities I greatly admire.  But you and me together would be like a 
four-alarm fire at an oil refinery” (“If-Then-Else”). 
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author/detective/reader relationship in the protagonist and therefore in the reader who 

occupies the narrative as I did in MSW, I want to look at the visual manifestation of 

the triad (trinity? triangle?) as it appears in POI.  Later seasons of the series base the 

narrative around what is essentially a battle between good and evil as played out in 

surveillance systems.  Finch’s benevolent, anthropomorphized Machine is pitted 

against its evil replacement, Samaritan.  Importantly, especially considering my early 

analysis of Darin Barney’s understanding of interactivity as articulated in Prometheus 

Wired, both surveillance systems take on the characteristics of their creators or 

operators.  The Machine is clever, elusive, and essentially good; Samaritan is 

aggressive, misleading, and manifests everything that its name implies about the 

dangers of these technological developments that we might imagine to be good by 

masquerading as a tool but actually operating to maintain a status quo that strictly 

punishes those who might try to change or threaten that standard.  Barney writes,  

networks are well suited to facilitate transactions, which are defined as 
exchanges performed across a connective medium, and which require little 
else for their completion besides connected parties and a reliable medium.  A 
transaction is not as demanding as an interaction, and networks do appear 
ready to mediate the former by enabling the movement, carriage, and exchange 
of binary digits, none of which is enough to support the latter… at this point 
network transactivity—even when mislabeled as interactivity—shares more 
with commodities, commuting, and commerce than it does with 
communication and community.89 
 

Person of Interest creates a contrast between interactivity and transactivity by 

anthropomorphizing the Machine while Samaritan is transactive, despite the fact that 

its name refers to the Bible story where a man is helped by a supposed enemy (and 

                                                
89 Barney, Prometheus Wired: The Hope for Democracy in the Age of Network Technology. 
165. 
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possibly makes a connection to Jim Caviezel’s faith) while the Machine clearly refers 

to, well, a machine.  The inverse relationship between the machines and the acts of 

humanity importantly creates something like a simultaneous dichotomy and the 

collapse of the same; if Samaritan has nothing but directives while being named after a 

legendary act of human kindness, and the Machine is named simplistically as 

something that is anything but human while building intimate (if unlikely, and 

problematic) relationships with its agents, then there is a clear message here that it is 

not possible for a machine to be human, even if we want to imagine it that way.  Not 

only that, but we see in Samaritan—the supposed helpmeet or rescuer—the incredible 

danger of understanding comprehensive surveillance and the quantification of 

humanity as anything other than threatening. 

The series expands this narrative by fleshing out Samaritan’s story: 

Samaritan’s original creator, Arthur 

Claypool, was Finch’s friend and 

treated his surveillance system in 

much the same way that Finch treats 

the Machine.  Because of this 

anthropomorphization of Samaritan, 

however, Claypool refuses to abort it 

before it falls into the hands of 

ruthless villain and shadow-dwelling businessman John Greer (John Nolan).  Here we 

see that, as Barney writes in Prometheus Wired, “anthropomorphism, in so far is it 

Figure 8: Harold Finch setting up the Machine.  
Viewers look at Finch both through the Machine’s 
eye—the webcam—and later from an angle that 
puts the narrative above both Harold and the 
Machine (from “Prophets”). 
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makes a person of a machine made by people,” is deadly.90  Claypool’s mind 

deteriorates during and after this conflict and theft, his wife betrays him, and he 

presumably dies at some point off-screen and outside of the Machine’s narratives and 

its agents.  Though we see some of Finch’s personal crises as he builds and trains the 

Machine, Samaritan becomes the vehicle for the extreme danger of understanding 

machines as people to play out.  Finch tells his business partner, Nathan Ingraham, 

about the Machine on its first day: “I’m testing the core code, the higher functions, to 

ensure that the system we’re creating will have the right value set” (fig. 8).  Ingram 

marvels over “morality in a machine,” and Harold asserts, “We can’t introduce real 

data until we’re sure that the program won’t abuse it… This system will have 

unprecedented capabilities along with possibly unprecedented consequences.  If we 

don’t govern carefully, we risk disaster.”91   While this understanding of the Machine 

is obviously slippery if I’m trying to map Barney’s understanding of 

anthropomorphism, interactivity, and transactivity, it still demonstrates awareness that 

a surveillance system might seem innocuous, but the power for control behind such 

surveillance systems is still clearly very much a tool that can be seized by powerful 

institutions interested not in the general rights and protections of citizens but in 

maintaining power and wealth.   

Ingram, before musing about morality, asks Finch why he’s teaching the 

Machine to do fifth grade math word problems; Finch defends his decision, especially 

after the problem reveals malicious code and the fact that the Machine has lied to 

                                                
90 Barney, 164-5. 
91 “Prophets,” Person of Interest (CBS, October 21, 2014). 
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Finch about the code’s source.  Ingram later tries to use his admin password but the 

Machine won’t allow him; it has “imprinted” on Finch, whom Ingram then scoffingly 

calls Mommy.  The Machine’s saga in this episode and throughout the series is that of 

a child with first a father it doesn’t connect with—Ingram—, a stepfather whose role is 

strictly disciplinary—Reese—, and a rebellious streak.  As much as Finch asserts that 

“AI are only born with objectives,” we still see his fatherly (motherly?) pride as the 

Machine learns and succeeds, and other characters like Root adamantly gender the 

Machine as female, further humanizing it and her relationship with it.92  

While it is difficult to read the intimate connections here while also 

maintaining that anthropomorphism is dangerous, it’s also important to recognize the 

way that POI, like many crime dramas, is building a family of detectives.  Their 

method, however, resists stereotypical male/female pairings like we see in the Law & 

Order spinoffs, many of the buddy-cop pairings that appear on TV recently, and so on.  

It’s also important that, while the Machine adopts Root’s voice and potentially her 

form towards the end of the series, the final sequence shows Shaw connecting with 

Machine in the traditional, obviously non-human way: the Machine, as it did with 

Finch early in the series, calls Shaw on a nearby payphone as she’s walking the dog; 

whatever the Machine tells her on the phone—presumably another code that will 

reveal a Social Security number—doesn’t require a response, and Shaw’s connections 

to the Machine are through listening to the phone and looking at an overhead CCTV 

camera.  There is nothing here to indicate that, at the finish when the team is largely 

                                                
92 “Prophets.” 
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dissolved and Samaritan is finally overcome, the Machine maintains a human-like 

relationship with its agents.   

That said, the series still operates partly because it is a narrative of forming a 

family.  Early in the series Finch and Reese adopt a dog—after Finch brings his child 

from an earlier relationship, the Machine, into their lives—, adopt a couple of 

traumatized and violent younger women (Root and Shaw), and rein them all in with a 

steady parental hand.  The familial relationships here build important connections 

between the members of the Machine’s team, though it would be misguided of us to 

understand the ways that this series is providing space for occupation only through its 

construction of a modified family.  Furthermore, the Machine’s early potential for 

amorality and even possibly evil provides a counterpoint to Samaritan’s early potential 

for good, as represented in its original creator.  But, following Greer’s seizure of 

Samaritan’s code and therefore its purpose, Samaritan furthers itself by simply 

replacing or eliminating those who do not suit its prescribed understanding.  

Nevertheless, the series makes it clear throughout and especially in its final moments 

that the alternative to Samaritan is not creating AI that the characters might then treat 

as human; instead it (perhaps questionably) encourages a return to understanding AI as 

transactional, separate, watching and needing to be watched, occupying and needing a 

similarly occupying response from its human correspondents.  Technology, in other 

words, is domesticated by giving it its own space, and establishing that space as 

separate from the human ones.  
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 Importantly for my connection 

between POI, Pyröhnen, and MSW, 

Samaritan also identifies the threats 

posed to it by labeling them with 

triangles.  General threats to Samaritan 

and agents with alliances to the Machine and 

everything it represents—Root, Shaw, Reese, 

and Finch—, are identified as threats or as 

“enemy combatants” and shown on 

Samaritan’s screens within a circle and a 

triangle (fig. 9).  Deviants are identified within 

crosshairs, recalling a rifle scope (fig. 10).  

Shots that are indicated to be from Samaritan’s 

database are constantly marked with fisheye 

effects or reminders of the lens (fig. 9); in 

contrast, the Machine identifies people with a square, framing them as images more 

than as threats (fig. 11), and doesn’t bear markings like the ripples of the lens to 

remind viewers of just how intrusive this surveillance is.  Though there’s an obvious 

argument that could be made here that the box indicates even more complexity than 

the triangle because it has four sides,93 or a connection that might be made between the 

                                                
93 Perhaps it is worth noting here that the triangles are equilateral, which also means that they 
would form a square only if four of them were combined.  I don’t want to get too obsessed 
about geometric metaphors, but they provide provocative connections here that evoke both the 
individual power of the triadic agent, threatening the malicious supercomputer by performing 

Figure 9 (above): Samaritan identifies 
Reese as a PRIMARY THREAT.  
Figure 10 (below): Samaritan labels 
pedestrians as DEVIANT (both from 
“Prophecy”). 
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four primary agents of the Machine, I want to 

instead consider how this triangle ID helpfully 

connects POI to what I’m talking about in 

MSW.  The author/detective/reader relationship 

plays out as much in the team in POI as it does 

in Jess Fletcher: each member contributes to 

writing code, reading data, interpreting the Machine, and/or interpreting the people to 

whom the Machine is referring throughout the series.  They pool their specialties in 

order to form, as I have mentioned, something like a family that works together to 

solve the crimes that the Machine presents them with.  As I’ve also mentioned, they 

even get a family dog in season two; Bear helps them make even more intimate 

connections with each other and play out the odd couple pairings that make the series’ 

banter work.  Finch and Reese bicker some about how to raise the dog after Reese 

brings him home from a crime scene; at the end of the series, with Root and Reese 

dead and Finch returning to the woman he loves, Shaw and Bear continue working 

with the Machine: Harold returns to his family while Shaw, with the help of the dog 

and the Machine, builds something of a prosthetic partner to replace the woman she 

loved, even though the Machine no longer uses Root’s voice.94 

                                                
as reader, detective, and author, and the possibility for greater connectivity and stability as a 
group. 
94 POI engages throughout with some provocative questions about technology and prosthesis: 
Root has a cochlear implant that allows her to interface with the Machine without another 
device nearby, the team is constantly speaking through devices that magnify their voices or 
allow for voices to be transmitted over great distances, and the Machine ultimately adopts the 
voice and demeanor of their dead comrade, thereby reversing the prosthetic relationship that 
we accept as useful to also include an implicit warning about the danger of such casual 
acceptance.   

Figure 10: The Machine identifies a 
smiling Finch as ADMIN (“The 
Prophecy)” 
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In this same final episode, the Machine, when it still uses Root’s mannerisms, 

voice, and even sometimes appears as actress Amy Acker to show us that some 

members of the team are imagining her 

presence (fig. 12), conveys Root’s 

sentiments to Shaw, trying to 

compensate for her loss.  It tells her, 

“You [Shaw] always thought there was 

something wrong with you because you 

don’t feel things the way that others do.  

But she [Root] always thought that that was what made you beautiful.  She wanted 

you to know that if you were a shape, you were a straight line.  An arrow.”95  The 

forcefulness of an arrow, a clear reference to early weapons and force, which 

corresponds with Shaw’s aggression, can also finally summarize for us the 

weaponization of the triadic relationship that so threatens Samaritan.  Samaritan’s 

representation of the Machine’s agents as triadic, then, connects how we might 

imagine these characters and therefore our own reading and occupation of the series 

and identifies the ways in which this connection of skills and tasks might threaten an 

overbearing and inherently corrupt status quo.  The arrow is direct, is straight, but also 

pierces. 

If we see Finch and Reese, and later Root and Shaw, looking at the data that 

the Machine delivers to them and applying it to real-life interactions as they struggle 

to decide who is perpetrator and who is victim, then we might also be able to see in the 

                                                
95 “Return 0.” 

Figure 12: Acker appears as Root as the 
Machine, comforting Reese in his final moments 
as he martyrs himself for Finch (“Return 0”). 
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data that the program itself is delivering to us something of a data dump that we can 

sort through in order to understand interactions with real humans in real life.  The 

battle between good and evil that we watch in the Machine and Samaritan is really 

between the human characteristics that are located within their operators; Finch’s 

kindness and genuine empathy, while sometimes dangerous, are shown to be far more 

important than John Greer’s mercenary quest for power that leaves him killing allies 

and enemies alike as he works to cover his tracks.  Greer seizes Samaritan from 

Claypool because Claypool loses his memory due to the tumor in his skull; while this 

is certainly not a neat analogy, we might understand this as something of a warning to 

viewers to not forget that for every device or service that seems democratic and 

helpful, there are terrifying consequences that might be fairly easily seized by power 

mongers.  In POI, knowledge is power and therefore the collection of data is 

dangerous because it might fall into the wrong hands. 

MSW understands data collection differently, but it’s still dependent on 

watching and occupying as methods of building narratives that benefit groups who are 

frequently marginalized and disenfranchised.  It builds on the tradition of detective 

fiction to which Pyrhönen referred in the earlier quotation that explicates how 

detective fiction is relative, and on a tradition of female storytelling: not only are we 

taught this triadic relationship as we watch Anubis in pearls visit corpses in the 

morgue, we also constantly see Jess reading books, scenes, people, and situations; we 

watch her build narratives by curating information and capitalizing on things that we 

associate with women: familial relationships, friendly pleasantries that turn into 

relationships, chattiness, and nosiness.  She translates from hieroglyphs into recipes—
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literally: Lansbury capitalized on her notoriety as Fletcher by putting out cookbooks 

and an exercise video.  In Murder from an Academic Angle, Pyrhönen writes about the 

feminist subgenre of detective fiction, claiming that “the feminist subgenre is that it 

teaches its readers to read as women.  This teaching is achieved not only by the 

thematic explorations but also by using women detectives as points of focalization, 

that is, by looking on the world from a feminist perspective.”  While I do not want to 

claim here that either of these series is a feminist text in a straightforward fashion, the 

‘80s lady ambience of MSW, Finch, and badass bitch female characters of POI create 

space for understandings of narrative through and because of women and femininity.  

Pyrhönen points out that “feminist detective narratives may raise the consciousness of 

their readers, making them eventually ‘resistant readers’ who refuse to adopt a 

position within any kind of narrative that denigrates and undercuts women,” and this is 

a claim that I am exploring within these two series that are not directly feminist—at 

least not in the way we might look for in 2018—but are both building on a history of 

female detecting and reading and queering the detective narrative conventions just 

enough to create space for occupation.96  Accordingly, these two series, as I have 

mentioned, also provide me with a starting point for reading the literary, technological, 

and communicative history that take us from the early days of the culture industry—

the first circulation of stories as a commodity in the eighteenth century—to the sort of 

post 9/11 world that we see as an object of paranoid speculation in spy/crime 

programs like POI. 

                                                
96 Heta Pyrhönen, Murder from an Academic Angle: An Introduction to the Study of the 
Detective Narrative (Columbia, SC, USA: Camden House, 1994). 113. 
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To return to Meyrowitz momentarily: he tells us that ”[t]elevision watching has 

altered the balance of what different types of people know about each other and 

relative to each other, blurred the dividing line between public and private behaviors, 

and weakened the link between physical location and access to social experience.”97  

We certainly see this playing out in the Murder, She Wrote episode that I have 

described, where Susan, Jess, and Rob watching Kitty and the gang is never 

questioned but instead functions as one of the many weak connections between space 

and experience that mobilize Jess’s crime-solving and the viewer’s enjoyment of the 

episode.98  And we accept the weakness of these connections because the series, taking 

its cues from existing murder mystery stories like Agatha Christie’s, has already set us 

up to do so.  Our understanding of literary fiction and drama but also of literary ladies 

and women writing both mobilizes MSW’s narratives—after all, Angela Lansbury 

appeared on film and the stage before she took the job playing J.B. Fletcher, part-time 

English teacher and literary savant, and she lingers in some sort of Dorian Gray 

existence that keeps Jessica Fletcher frozen in time as a leading lady while Lansbury 

herself ages into obscurity, appearing only to complain about people remaking movies 

she appeared in99 or making careless and/or malicious statements about how women 

                                                
97 Meyrowitz, “We Liked to Watch.” 45-6. 
98 “The Murder Channel.” 
99 It’s worth noting here that this trend of condemning the new appears rather unabashedly in 
the final episode of MSW, “Death by Demographics.”  The title itself isn’t very subtle, but the 
narrative follows a radio DJ from a classical music show as he’s forced into 
relevance/working with a rock DJ.  The DJ and Jessica take more than one opportunity to 
lament the tastelessness of the modern age and their fading popularity.  As a finale, especially 
to a series that stars an actress who was exhausted by the demands of filming for television to 
the point that episodes were planned where Fletcher would frame the narrative instead of 
actually appearing in it, it’s fairly heavy-handed. 
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“must sometimes take blame” for being sexually harassed—and legitimates them as 

narratives that play out as high-quality, more sophisticated televisual offerings that 

caters to the older viewers who sat watching 60 Minutes and then MSW during the 

Sunday night CBS lineup.100  

We might see in my earlier, dense summary of the “Murder Channel” episode 

that the connections are weak and rather absurd, that the literal cable connections 

between these apartments are simply improbable to the point of being nearly 

implausible, but we also see J.B. Fletcher toodling about her life, solving crimes and 

making salads as she already has for eleven seasons at that point.   Jessica’s 

casual puttering and crime-solving make it plausible that a person might actually know 

everyone and everything about them: episode after episode shows her stumbling into 

an acquaintance who may later be witness to some sort of heinous crime (tastefully 

described and never really shown, of course, unlike CBS’s more recent offerings 

like POI), and then piecing together the narrative of the crime ostensibly because she 

knows everything and everyone.  In reality, however, viewers only need the amount of 

information provided over the course of the episode to solve the crime.  We have all of 

the clues that Jess has, so this makes a clear—if tenuous—connection between her 

capacity to solve the crime because of her busybodying and our watching.  After all, 

there is something about her busybodying that is essentially about learning to watch, 

making Emma Teitel’s “Anubis in pearls” comment in her Maclean’s article perhaps 

more apt than she intended: Anubis is the Ancient Egyptian god of mummification, 

                                                
100 Nicola Methven, “Angela Lansbury Says Women ‘must Sometimes Take the Blame’ for 
Sexual Harassment,” mirror, November 28, 2017, http://www.mirror.co.uk/3am/celebrity-
news/angela-lansbury-says-women-must-11599195. 
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but was also believed to watch over the dead.101  In other words, Adorno with his 

hieroglyphics and Teitel with her Egyptian mythology are both extending my timeline 

of what we can connect with even further.102  While I am not going to pursue a reading 

of television and Ancient Egypt, I am definitely interested here in watching, 

translating/decoding, and momentarily, at least, in mummification.   

By this I mean not that I am interested in literal mummification, but that there 

is something about both of these series, and especially about Murder, She Wrote, that 

recalls the sorts of preservation and circulation that the VCR in “The Murder Channel” 

represents that is inherent in the preservation and circulation of MSW and POI.  This 

connection is certainly one that requires imaginative understanding of the VHS and 

the mummy—I find it provocative, for example, to think about how both the 

unwinding of the tape and the unwinding of the linen reveal secrets that would 

otherwise remain entombed.  But that connection to preservation also helps to make 

the series more tenable, domesticating, as Lynn Spigel writes that certain brands of 

television and other appliances do in the 50s by changing technologies into furniture, 

something that might seem prolifically overwhelming.103  In MSW, murder is 

everywhere Jessica Fletcher might appear; in POI, murder can be anywhere and 

victims and perpetrators are sometimes indistinguishable—and sometimes even the 

same person (e.g. season two’s episode where a husband and wife are each both, as 

they each hired hitmen to kill the other).104  My consideration of technology and space 

                                                
101 Teitel, “What Would Jessica Fletcher Wear?” 
102 Adorno, The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture. 
103 Spigel, Make Room for TV : Television and the Family Ideal in Postwar America. 
104 “’Til Death,” Person of Interest (CBS, November 29, 2012). 
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here and how these narratives make meaning that then leads us to occupying narratives 

and spaces is dependent upon the fact that these technologies are creating spaces and 

providing provocative connections with other spaces and other people.  Jess may be a 

widow, but she is clearly creating relationships throughout the series (to the point that 

we wonder, as the New York Times’s Andrea Higbie did, how she could possibly have 

time to actually write novels or solve murders), and we see in POI that the orphans 

that make up the Machine’s team have worked to create a family of their own, 

cultivating connections in a fashion that we typically associate with women, even 

though here they appear in the typically masculine world of coding and knee-capping 

mobsters.105  My point here, however, is that these imagined connections that are built 

partly around technologies are ones that we’re already being encouraged to make not 

only by the narratives that these series tell but also by the method of their delivery and 

the history of their broadcasting. 

Both series began on the same broadcast network, CBS, and have recently 

appeared on Netflix—POI is still available there.  But, more importantly, MSW 

“marked the first time a top-ten network series had bypassed broadcast syndication 

completely in favor of cable” when it went straight from CBS to USA (as reruns, for 

six years) in 1988, for which USA paid thirty million dollars.106  Derek Kompare 

writes in Rerun Nation that reruns like Murder, She Wrote, which was not only the 

first top-ten network series to go straight to cable reruns but was also one of the most 

                                                
105 Higbie, “A Long Reliable Formula For Revealing the Perp.” B16. 
106 Derek Kompare, Rerun Nation: How Repeats Invented American Television (Abingdon, 
Oxon, UNITED STATES: Taylor and Francis, 2004). 179. 
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expensive series to produce per episode during its original run,107 provided “familiar, 

popular programming… [that served to] shape and bolster cable networks’ 

identities.”108  This allowed cable networks, like USA in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s, 

to “further differentiate themselves from their competition with well-chosen series 

boutiques.”109  Cable reruns, then, are serving to both establish and preserve the 

identity of cable networks in the eighties; USA maintains, to this day, a brand identity 

that capitalizes on its reputation of staging crime-show reruns during the weekdays 

and presents something of a bloody alternative to the Lifetime Movie Network if 

you’re home sick from work.  Something about MSW, and perhaps even about CBS 

and USA, is always already recalling age and death; the series depends on a fairly 

frozen imagining of what a murder mystery should be, and what its star should/does 

look like, and what its sets should look like.  The CBS network caters to an older 

audience—evidenced not only by its programming then but also by its decision more 

recently to remain separate from the other networks whose new episodes appear on 

Hulu the day after they air, and require that viewers instead visit CBS’s site and buy 

yet another streaming membership (which also gives them access to series like Perry 

Mason) in order to view their series.  And USA, because of its branding as the murder-

show-rerun network, because television marathons are frequently understood as the 

passive activity that you engage in while eating chicken soup and skipping work, and 

because its “live” programming mostly targets a conservative, working class 

                                                
107 “‘M.A.N.T.I.S.’ and ‘Murder She Wrote’ Are Most Expensive Black, White Prime-Time 
Programs to Produce,” Jet, December 19, 1994, Academic OneFile. 
108 Kompare, Rerun Nation. 178-9. 
109 Kompare. 179. 
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demographic (i.e. “Monday Night Raw” and other WWE offerings), seems to 

represent a certain sort of stasis, or a state of being (pre)occupied. 

Henry Jenkins writes in Convergence Culture about how media, age, and 

recording also converge:  

Yet, history teaches us that old media never die—and they don’t even 
necessarily fade away.  What dies are simply the tools we use to access media 
content—the 8-track, the Beta tape.  These are what media scholars call 
delivery technologies…  Delivery technologies become obsolete and get 
replaced; media, on the other hand, evolve.  Recorded sound is the medium.  
CDs, MP3 files, and 8-track cassettes are delivery technologies.110 
 

MSW is definitely providing us with an example of this: it moves immediately from 

broadcast to cable, but it’s also available (or at least has been) on VHS, DVD, and 

streaming.  Here the old media literally never changes—just as Jessica’s hair and stiff 

smile on the cover of the Penguin novels don’t—while the delivery technologies 

definitely do.  One feature that I think also becomes apparent here is that, in keeping 

with 80s feminism and politics, MSW is dependent on individuality to find agency.  

This is something that doesn’t appear in POI to the same extent, as they’re more 

interested in teamwork and building improvised families.  Lee Horsley writes about 

this feature of female-authored detective novels, and I think it applies to MSW as well: 

In contrast to victim- or transgressor-centred narratives, what the detective 
series has to offer its readers is obviously a subject-position with which they 
can identify, a marginal position (because not part of established power 
relationships and ruling hierarchies) but none the less one that is enabling.  The 
great attraction of the hard-boiled model is the very direct, self-confident voice 
in which the narrator speaks, and the competence with which opposition is 
ultimately overcome.  There is an opening out of the possibilities for an 
individual ability to effect change.  In spite of the greater importance of 

                                                
110 Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide (New York: New 
York University Press, 2006). 13. 



 

106 

communities in female-authored detective fiction, this stress on individual 
agency often seems to carry all else before it.111 
 

This individuality of the female detective and her personal agent, then, carries 

outwards into the technologies and spaces around her; Lansbury’s image is literally 

preserved, never aging after 1989 (figs. 5-7), just as Fletcher’s individual 

empowerment as an older woman is preserved through the reruns and novels and TV 

movies that followed the last episode airing on CBS.   

I’m tying Jessica to surveillance partly through the concepts that I’ve already 

mentioned, but I want to reiterate the ways in which the television is always watching 

even before interactivity—or at least an imagining of it as something more than 

changing the channel or volume—becomes a more likely possibility.  Serra Tinic 

writes in “(En)Visioning the Televisual Audience” that “we are in fact seeing 

television—as a consumerist medium—fulfilling its industry logic as a marketing 

platform... accentuating its capacity to accomplish unprecedented levels of 

surveillance of the domestic sphere with the goal of rendering audiences visible to 

advertising interests in ways that were previously impossible.”112  She reminds us here 

that, because of its commercial nature, the television is always watching and 

quantifying those watching; we must imagine beyond its spaces in order to see beyond 

the stasis of Jessica’s styling or conservative programming or preoccupied practices of 

passivity.  In other words, while the typical USA offerings are rife with reminders of 

paratexts (I mean both the MSW novels and the endless additional purchases of pay 

                                                
111 Lee Horsley, Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
265. 
112 Richard V. Ericson and Kevin D. Haggerty, eds., The New Politics of Surveillance and 
Visibility (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006). 310. 
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per view programming, jean jackets, figurines, etc. built into the melodramatic 

narratives of WWE “fights”), MSW is still providing a model of imagining beyond this 

cultural machine that is obsessed with endless consumption and therefore passivity.  

The staged nature of WWE rivalries breeds a sort of passivity, and the stasis of a series 

like MSW might seem to do the same; instead, however, it is teaching through its 

protagonist the practice of reading while seeing, of reading hieroglyphs as they appear 

instead of merely being overwhelmed or preoccupied by them. 

Perhaps not coincidentally considering Jess’s role as Anubis, my first memory 

of Murder, She Wrote is also closely associated with my grandmother dying.  By the 

time I first saw it on her TV—which I was not really allowed to watch—, it was the 

late ‘90s and MSW was a staple on the A&E cable network in all-day marathons; Bee, 

the niece of a Skidmore theatre professor, lifelong devotee of the opera, and very 

active member of the New York City Players Club founded by Edwin Booth, would 

sit or lay in her living room and watch J.B. Fletcher solve crimes.  As Bee became 

progressively less active, drank progressively more wine, and ultimately waited for her 

cancer to metastasize enough to kill her, she alternated between opera and Jess, 

finding just enough literary imagination in each to satisfy her preference for the 

classics and the sort of culture that makes you seem “cultured.”  I do not, in this 

description of her watching, mean to consider Bee as an occupying viewer; instead, I 

am detailing this practice of watching that she performed as a method for me to 

become an occupying viewer.  In other words, in watching Bee watching Jess, and in 

imaginatively now watching myself watch Bee watch Jess, I’ve learned to extend 

narratives beyond the screen and imagine their depth both within the meaning of the 
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series and within my own process of meaning-making using both media and 

experience.   

For me as an adult, then, MSW is essentially always dead, because my 

grandmother is, and because someone who appears in the first half of each episode 

will be; this perhaps allows me to appreciate the process of waiting for the actual 

corpse to appear in the episode more, but it also creates for me an intimate connection 

between the narratives built around Jess busybodying and media deterioration and 

continuation.  My grandmother was called Bee not because it was a shortening of her 

name, but because she was a busybody and someone eventually changed that to 

busybee and then just Bee—it’s easy to understand why she liked Jessica Fletcher.  

But beyond that, it also connects me to a certain sort of legacy; I’ve inherited many of 

Bee’s books and interests, and her Skidmore theatre professor aunt’s name, but more 

importantly I’ve been able to connect with a series that I didn’t actually watch until 

well into my twenties partly because of how it circulated during and after its time on 

air.  Its off-network syndication is both important within the history of television, as 

Kompare has argued in the book from which I have quoted, and has made it enduring 

as a cultural (and personal) touchstone.113  Bee watching Murder, She Wrote is part of 

                                                
113 The transience of television that seems to conflict with my interest here in pairing a 
contemporary series with one of a past decade denies that transiency just as MSW’s cable 
syndication does; these narratives, while they might appeal to some demographics more than 
others, never really go out of style.  That is one reason that I can connect Jess to a history of 
literary exchange and to Anubis.  It’s also part of the reason that BuzzFeed publishes blog 
posts about Angela Lansbury, who still maintains a version of the haircut that appears on the 
MSW novel covers (though mercifully without bangs), and so on.  To be clear, my interest and 
repeated evocation of Jessica’s hairstyle is meant not to imply that it has literally remained 
untouched for decades, but that, in conjunction with the stasis of her image on the cover of the 
Penguin novels, the salon blowout that clearly resembles the sort of wash and set that ladies 
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what led me to watch the series—and the series became the imagining of this analysis, 

the example of occupying that structures my reading, and the starting point for seeing 

how women (even when caught up in ‘80s individualism and flat feminism) might 

navigate the culture industry successfully and become something other than objects or 

dupes.  

For me, then, watching MSW is like visiting my grandmother.  But this 

obviously doesn’t translate to other viewers; the feeling of unwrapping a mummy, 

unwinding a tape, or performing some sort of autopsy on the series—especially 

considering that it is a series mobilized by corpses and a harbinger of death—

translates better than the hieroglyphics of my experience pretending not to watch TV 

at my grandmother’s house to a broader audience.  Furthermore, Jess plays something 

like a grandmotherly figure that still importantly models behavior for her viewers that 

recalls a literary history and builds a media history of women who have more freedom 

and meaning as detectives, authors, and readers.  We can occupy because she 

occupies.  We can outthink authority figures because she does, and we know that the 

spaces that we’re navigating around, through, and with these new technologies are 

available to our occupation when and if we mimic the models provided for us by J.B. 

Fletchers and the literary predecessors who shaped her.  I want to transition now back 

to Adorno to think about how he read the culture industry, and especially the ways that 

we can connect it to television because of eighteenth-century literature’s history of 

circulation as a product.  This possibility for escaping the culture industry’s 

                                                
would (and do) get to last them the entire week fascinates me because of its consistency and 
repetition.  
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overpowering control—which Adorno expresses through the metaphor of “[t]he neon 

signs which hang over our cities and outshine the natural light of the night with their 

own,” signs that “are controlled from earth” and thus can still be extinguished—is one 

on which the eighteenth-century writers that Adorno mentions in his essay “How to 

Look at Television” depends.114   

He argues that the modern archetype for popular culture was established by the 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century development of a middle-class society.  To 

defend this claim he cites Ian Watt, who cites Defoe and Richardson as marking a 

transition into authorship, production, and distribution that was conscious of literature 

as having a market.115  Importantly, these are authors who were politically concerned 

with reform and also known for their accomplishments in establishing the novel as a 

new genre that drew from more familiar forms.116  Their works were some in which, 

determined to expose ignorance and the ways in which social norms and cultural 

products, when unquestioned, might “outshine the natural” in much the same way 

Adorno mentions, actions and writing are emphatically related and intertwined.  

Writing is political, moral, social action.  Characters in their novels were authors, 

readers, and detectives: epistolary novels required that the characters constitute 

themselves through the written word while novels like Robinson Crusoe achieve 

realism through the combination of first-hand accounts and literal accounting (how 

British).  Richardson’s epistolary novels are so intent upon this equation of writing 

                                                
114 Adorno, The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture. 96. 
115 Adorno. 160. 
116 I’m referring here to Richardson’s use of letters and Defoe’s of journaling, charts, 
bookkeeping, etc. to establish the believability of their narratives and present them in a new 
but still accessible way. 
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with action that his heroines and heroes are “all mind” because they are obsessively 

preoccupied with constructing themselves for their diegetic audiences through their 

writing while Richardson is simultaneously creating them through his writing for his 

audiences.117  Bodies and letters are so closely interrelated that the violation of a 

character’s privacy in letters always precedes—and is an essential component of—a 

rape (attempt), and the circulation of letters is the clear model for the movement of 

bodies through social situations.118   

We see here an early model for the authoring, detecting, and reading that 

creates the triadic agents of MSW and POI: characters in epistolary novels like this one 

provide a model for a literary legacy that prefaces serials like The Woman in White in 

the nineteenth century but also later imaginings of murder mysteries and these 

televisual narratives to which I refer.  Letter-writers understand their world, the 

meaning of what’s around them, based on what they read and how they read between 

the lines; similarly, their characters and actions are constituted, within the narrative, by 

what accounts of their own actions they give in the letters that they write.  We see the 

conflation between reading, writing, and being here; and it’s also clearly important 

who is reading what where and when.  There is an essential element of detecting in 

reading, as an account is never completely thorough and there must be some 

                                                
117 Samuel Richardson, Clarissa, or, The History of a Young Lady, ed. Angus. Ross 
(Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1985). 555, 1348. 
118 Furthermore, Richardson ultimately nearly crippled himself from the volume and intensity 
of his writing; his obsessive letter-writing and the extreme length of his novels led to physical 
ailments and pain in his upper body.  Here, as in the start of my reading of Adorno, my 
reading of myself at the gym, and my connection to my grandmother, media is intimately 
connected to and can make or break bodies (as my work for my exams leading to repeated 
injuries can attest). 
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complementary work to understand what’s being said within its own context and 

within the reader’s.  Thus, like Jess Fletcher, letter-readers must be able to see around 

the narratives presented to them via this medium; we can see how this and the 

theatrical history of being watched while watching that there’s a longstanding 

framework for feminine understandings like Jess’s and the others that I will locate and 

analyze throughout this dissertation.  We must also recognize that a significant part of 

this framework is commodified: there is never true separation from the capitalist 

motivations of these texts until readers learn to occupy them, to read above, through, 

and around them. 

As both Richardson and Defoe were also tradesmen, the production and 

circulation of their written works was understandably connected, as Adorno 

summarizes from Watt, to “production that consciously created, served, and finally 

controlled a ‘market.’”119  I want to carry this forward to a more explicit consideration 

of my first two terms, which I’m taking up in this chapter: technology and spatial 

occupation.  In so doing, I want to challenge how Adorno is thinking about the market 

in order to understand a history of meaning-making—a history that MSW is clearly 

building on with its literary references—that does not exist independently of readers, 

and that never truly separates reading and writing.  Adorno argues that Defoe and 

Richardson “had to speculate, to follow hunches; and therewith, a certain latitude to 

develop deviations remained” to them that does not to the contemporary authors and 

producers of the culture industry.  “Such deviations have nowadays been reduced to a 

                                                
119 Adorno, The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture. 160. 



 

113 

kind of multiple choice between very few alternatives.”120  While Adorno is writing 

about an earlier and much more limited (in terms of content, viewing methods, 

platforms, points of access, and so on) version of television than I am taking up, and 

that leads to an understandable difference in how he can and does read television 

compared to what is more the norm thirty and then nearly sixty years later, his reading 

of these authors strikes me as missing an essential factor in their development and 

understanding of popular culture as a market.  While Adorno claims that Defoe and 

Richardson were speculating about their audiences, and to a certain extent this is true, 

that assumes a level of isolation that simply didn’t exist and that contradicts these 

authors’ valuable role as tradesmen imagining a literary market.   

Richardson, for example, understood his market through his experience of 

literary circulation as a printer, but he was also in constant contact with many of his 

(especially female) readers.  He spent considerable time dictating in letters the 

interpretation of his epistolary novels in order to assert control over his readers that 

would prevent them from falling prey, as his character Clarissa incidentally does, to 

“dangerous but too commonly received notion[s].”121  This is a behavior that we might 

see mirrored in POI through Root’s and Shaw’s relationship with each other: though 

there is never actual fulfillment in their romantic subplot, creators kept baiting viewers 

partly because the ship (an abbreviation of “relationship” that refers to imagined 

pairings between characters that typically remain in paratexts instead of becoming part 

of the canonical narrative) was so popular.  Viewers loved Root flirting with Shaw, 
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and they even imagined that the Machine also shipped the two (there’s another 

complicated relationship here between humans and machines that doubles and even 

triples within the shipper’s imagination); as a result, the relationship was partially and 

unsatisfactorily incorporated into the body of the original narrative.   

Because of this inaccuracy in understanding the original cultural industry to 

which he refers and the clear correspondence between then and now, Adorno’s use of 

Defoe and Richardson as marking a conscious transition into imagining cultural 

production as part of a market remains underdeveloped (though perhaps more because 

he is invested in an older version of television, not the actual circulation of those 

novels or the sorts of televisual narratives that I am now taking up).  It seems to me 

important to Adorno’s understanding of his contemporary culture industry as a place 

in which narratives, characters, and viewers are circumscribed that this cultural 

narrative of parallel, interdependent, overlapping, and sometimes assertive 

counterauthorship is one that originated at the same time and with the same authors 

that he, through Watt, marks as an originary source for the archetypes of his 

contemporary popular culture.  We see in these cultural products hints, if not fully 

developed versions, of the same triadic relationship that I’m considering as the 

complex identity of the occupying reader.  The reader is still also writing, seeing in the 

works that she reads things that require challenge; even if, as was usually the case, that 

challenge is not what I would consider an occupying one when reading the series that 

I’m taking up, the fact that there is a direct exchange with the author and printer about 

the narrative/product is incredibly significant as a frame.  This is especially true when 

I’m reading a series that performs its literariness through its protagonist and narrative 
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frames, and another series where shipping actually leads to first the actresses and then 

the showrunners adopting the narrative.122 

That these eighteenth-century authors’ works are responded to as Adorno says 

the beautiful young actress is, in other words that they are translated into more writing 

that then mimics the original process of authorship and circulation by entering into 

conversations with each other and with the author/actor/producer himself, provides a 

point of entry for optimism despite the fact that many of the letters written about and 

around these novels demonstrated that the readers were occupied by instead of 

occupying the narrative in the way that I am arguing Jessica and the Machine’s agents 

model for their viewers to do, and the fact that Adorno would read that translation into 

writing as a submission to the text’s command.123  Early letter-writers’ entry into 

conversation with the text and its author are attempts to assert control: like television 

series, Richardson’s works as part of a literary market were released in volumes, not 

as a whole, and their serial publication allowed these readers to understand themselves 

as able to intervene in their construction and production.  Adorno’s use of metaphors 

of circumscription and consumption and imagining of acts of writing in conjunction 

with his assertion of the eighteenth century as a point at which we can begin 

understanding popular culture as belonging to a market gestures towards a long-

standing possibility for tangential and parallel readings and writings of culture that are 

hopefully more democratically accessible.  Paratexts here become an agent of 

                                                
122 the TV Addict, Sarah Shahi and Amy Acker Talk PERSON OF INTEREST Season 4, 
accessed February 1, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CtDBmbC2I-Y. 
123 Adorno, The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture. 95. 
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possibility, of imagination, and of occupying; that occupying, like the Root/Shaw ship, 

might not quite work out, but the gesture remains significant. 

Thus the writing that the industry expects us to do—the writing that Adorno 

calls an “exercise of obedience”—may be that but may also be an act of resistance.  

Not all viewers respond by being preoccupied.  Possibilities for occupying and reading 

differently become embedded or inscripted into texts produced within the culture 

industry: we see this in the way that Jess and Reese and Finch are all working with and 

around the technologies and structures of meaning-making that we see in these series.  

That return to the industrial text is not an admission of defeat or understanding of 

viewer authorship and critical response as already undercut by or circumscribed in the 

cultural product.  It is instead a consideration of how these cultural products provide 

the sources and resources for imagining interpretation and expansion within their 

narratives.  As Adorno notes, eighteenth-century popular culture was “moving toward 

an emancipation from the absolutistic and semi-feudal tradition… [towards] stressing 

autonomy of the individual as being capable of making his own decisions.”124  This 

obviously cannot be imagined wholly as a good thing—Adorno’s reading of “the 

spurious personalization of objective issues” and the pervasive neoliberalism of many 

of the most celebrated contemporary TV shows, some of which I am analyzing in this 

dissertation, now attest to that—but its empowering role for a reader who accesses and 

occupies these triadic cycles of meaning-making to which I am referring is essential.125  

I want to maintain that the team working on POI makes a stronger statement about the 
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possibility for occupying by recalling the same histories of communication and 

connection that MSW usually builds on, but in a fashion that demonstrates greater 

consciousness, diversity, and beneficial interdependence. 

As with the shipping, however, this is not entirely successful.  One of the series 

protagonists, Detective Joss Carter (played by Taraji P. Henson), gave viewers a 

model of what seems like the closest a person can get to being purely good.  Carter 

was a black single mother who loved and protected her son, accepting Reese and 

Finch as intervention only because they successfully prevented and/or stopped crime.  

As the series’ only black character with a primary role, she was too good for that 

world—as demonstrated when she’s killed off—and that made her something of a flat 

representation of a woman of color.  That’s not to say that there was nothing 

significant about Carter or Henson’s portrayal of her: Karen Romanko writes in 

Television’s Female Spies and Crimefighters, “Joss Carter’s tragic demise was 

completely in character for a woman willing to sacrifice everything for what she 

believed in, and, yet, her death left a major void in this series, which needed a pure 

role model, had one, and then gave her up in a hail of bullets.”126  In a series with 

something of an antihero leading this makeshift family, Carter’s separateness because 

of her goodness and then her death bear more weight than they would have in another 

narrative, especially considering her race.  This is not a complex representation of 

blackness that allows for and/or encourages something transgressive that ultimately 

makes her part of this cobbled- and hobbled-together family.  I will write extensively 

                                                
126 Karen A. Romanko, Television’s Female Spies and Crimefighters: 600 Characters and 
Shows, 1950s to the Present (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland & Company, Inc., 
Publishers, 2016). 47-8. 
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in chapter four about how black femininity becomes an essential part of a crime drama 

narrative, thereby building an even more complex and intersectional understanding of 

occupying, but that is not what is on offer here through the character of Joss Carter.  

She is beside the point, in many ways, and Henson’s exit from the series to instead 

play Cookie Lyon (a name that helps me gesture back to me reading of computer 

cookies and crumbs) on Empire makes quite a bit of sense. 

Though I am finding fault in Carter and also in MSW’s insistence on 

independence as agency, I don’t want to write MSW off as somehow completely 

exclusionary, especially when I have been arguing that one of its greatest strengths is 

the way that Jess moves between and 

among communities, makes allies, and 

interacts with others.  One of the episodes 

that demonstrates how MSW creates 

communities that are human connections 

instead of just the cable connections that 

I’ve already mentioned is the season 

seven episode “Who Killed J.B. 

Fletcher?”127  In it, a group of older ladies who love Jessica’s novels, started a J.B. 

Fletcher Literary Appreciation Society, and have all made fake IDs identifying them 

as Fletcher get caught up in an actual murder while investigating a fixed dog show; 

when this is reported as the murder of J.B. Fletcher, Jessica travels to Texas to set 

things to rights.  It’s worth noting that, when Jess needs to convince town officials that 

                                                
127 “Who Killed J.B. Fletcher?,” Murder, She Wrote (CBS, February 10, 1991). 

Figure 13: Jessica shoveling popcorn in her 
mouth as she avidly listens to a suspect whom 
she’s “questioning” after gaining entry to their 
home by capitalizing on their hospitality to a 
sweet old lady (“Who Killed J.B. Fletcher?”). 
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J.B. Fletcher is not, in fact, dead, she does it by posing next to one of her author’s 

photos on the dust jacket of a novel—that same photo is posted on the wall of the 

ladies’ Society, immortalizing Fletcher in black and white—by the end of the episode, 

the woman who died pretending to be J.B. Fletcher appears next to Jess’s photo in her 

own black-and-white immortalization.  This draws a fairly literal parallel between 

Jessica as author and death, placing her next to a woman who literally died trying to 

build a narrative around fixing dog shows by acting as and then identifying as J.B. 

Fletcher.  When Jess arrives in Texas, she inserts herself into the community, 

monitoring the J.B. Fletcher Literary Appreciation Society and the residents of the 

town.  The ladies all work together to solve the crime, with some of them poring over 

local newspapers, another acquiring a password for the insurance company’s files in 

an effort to determine motive, and Jessica herself playing the nosy but concerned old 

lady in order to stage conversations with suspects and witnesses (fig. 13).   

I mentioned in a footnote above that one of the resurgences this series has 

experienced is a use of Lansbury’s various silly reactions as expressions of emotion or 

fascination on internet-based text conversations.  One that I find particularly 

fascinating—especially considering my interest in Fletcher’s preservation, and 

considering this episode about J.B. Fletcher being both dead and solving a crime—is a 

gif of Jessica shoving fistfuls of popcorn into her mouth while overacting her interest 

in the story she’s hearing.128  That part of an episode about Jess working with a group 

                                                
128 Declan Cashin, “Angela Lansbury Has The Perfect Reaction For Everything That Will 
Happen To You Today,” accessed March 21, 2018, 
https://www.buzzfeed.com/declancashin/angelas-
sasses?utm_term=.faqr3mRwM#.bblV7y1Ba. 
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of ladies to solve their friend’s murder on a series that clearly builds on viewers’ 

existing knowledge of literature and murder mysteries has become a reaction gif that 

functions by building on the recipient’s/reader’s existing knowledge of gifs, memes, 

either of those as reactions, and the general usages of that one attests to this series’—

and Jessica’s hair—as something of a constant because of its status as a cultural 

constant.  There’s a fascinating and important connection to different types of 

knowledge and memory that I’m tracing here, but it’s equally important that this 

knowledge and memory—and their recreation through conversation—are multi-

media(ted).  In other words, this is another version of multitasking: not only is 

someone who is sending a text message with a reaction gif reading and understanding 

text, but they’re expressing themselves through a looped set of images that performs 

their watchfulness by providing a watcher for the original writer to see watching.  

Fletcher stuffing popcorn in her mouth is a prosthetic audience, a tool to make further 

connections by engaging different forms of mediation as expressive and occupying 

tools that further the narrative by prompting more information, the continuation of the 

story, or a separate conversation about how watching works.129 

I want to close this chapter by considering prosthetic memory more 

thoroughly.  I’ve been mentioning it throughout, assuming that the name itself is 

sufficient for my reader to understand how the term functions and what value it might 

hold here.  Alison Landsberg’s book, Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of 

American Remembrance in the Age of Mass Culture, takes up questions about how 

                                                
129 I’d like to note here that the loopiness of the gif is also a valuable model for me in thinking 
about the work I’m doing, the history I’m building, and the connections I’m making that 
continually and mutually prompt each other. 
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“modern technologies of mass culture, such as film, with their ability to transport 

individuals through time and space, function as technologies of memory,” how 

prosthetic memories challenge the distinction between collective and individual 

memory.130  She’s interested especially in the prosthetic memories of a diasporic 

Jewish community following the Holocaust, but the questions she’s asking are 

evocative for my readings of technology, space, and occupying as well, especially 

when those readings are structured by, among other things, the Frankfurt School.  In 

particular, her reading of “[p]rosthetic memories [as] transportable and therefore 

[something that can] challenge more traditional forms of memory that are premised on 

claims of authenticity, ‘heritage,’ and ownership” helps push my reading of the 

simultaneous stasis of reruns and recordings as well as their capacity to explode 

singular understandings, build communities, create internalized connections like those 

that we see in the intimate familial connections in POI but even in the capacity to read 

reaction gifs accurately.131  The prosthetic memory that she talks about appears most 

recently in my analysis in the Fletcher gif: the looping, recreated memory of Fletcher 

prompting a story by overperforming her interest recall both that narrative—if the 

recipient is familiar—and the relationship between sender and recipient that 

functionally challenges “ownership” of the story by giving the gif-sender something 

like the agency to inspire its continuation.  The act of writing that the recipient 

performs, then, is one that the gif and its sender imaginatively occupy, creating 

important connections and complex dynamics of authorship that also bring us back to 
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Adorno’s understanding of writing that I have partially rejected in favor of prioritizing 

composition as a potential sign of occupation. 

Landsberg also gives us a route back to Meyrowitz by pointing out the ways in 

which mass culture and the prosthetic memory that it produces cross boundaries and 

provide access to memories and experiences that the viewer cannot literally share.  But 

this does not erode those boundaries: she writes, “prosthetic memories do not erase 

differences or construct common origins.  People who acquire these memories are led 

to feel a connection to the past but, all the while, to remember their position in the 

contemporary moment.”132  Thus my reading of my reading of MSW in comparison 

with my grandmother’s places and tries to understand her experience of watching, and 

connects me to her memories, but doesn’t collapse mine into hers.  Instead it connects 

me to spaces and narratives that may capitalize on but do not become lost in memory.  

Memory and its prosthetic preservation comes up in POI’s finale as well, in a similarly 

obvious gesture to the audience (though a less admonitory one): the Machine narrates 

what it has discovered to be the meaning of human life, speaking from a reel to reel 

tape recorder in the hidden, empty subway station that houses the Machine,  

it’s over. But let me tell you who we were.  Let me tell you who we are.  
Someone once asked me if I had learned anything from it all.  So, let me tell 
you what I learned.  I learned everyone dies alone, but if you meant something 
to someone, if you helped someone, or loved someone, if even a single person 
remembers you, then maybe you never really died.  And maybe this isn’t the 
end at all.133 
 

Though the series is oriented around the technologies and spaces of a post-9/11 

Manhattan, we see here that it is still essentially human.  This is a slippery moment, 
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coming, as it does, from the Machine’s human manifestation in the voice of Root on 

technologies that it has far surpassed (and that harken back to my imagined connection 

between the plastic tape of the VHS and the linen wrappings of the mummy), but it’s 

also a moment that provides depth and connection in a meaningful way.  The older 

technologies—trains, tapes, telephones—that occupy this space with the surveillance 

supercomputer connects memory with these various technologies that humans have 

used to build prosthetic memories and form communities.  They are also technologies 

that have changed how we can and do understand time and experience, allowing them 

to be located in a variety of places at different times and with different purposes, 

always translating into narratives that provide us with models for circumventing 

technological and capitalist enclosures. 
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“I have it dialed in:” The Speakerbox, Smartphones, and Subversion in Charlie’s 

Angels and The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills 

In a season seven episode of The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills (RHOBH) 

called “Pantygate,” daytime serial star Lisa Rinna goes to work for a shopping 

channel.  She travels from Beverly Hills, California to West Chester, Pennsylvania in 

order to film a twenty-four-hour “Today’s Special Value” segment for QVC, the 

Quality Value Convenience cable shopping network that shows live programming 

advertising products mostly targeted at women.  Even in this short description we see 

already where on my trajectories of technology, environment, experience and 

spatiality, temporality, rhetoric this series (and this chapter) will fall: QVC and 

RHOBH both provide a structure for how Rinna occupies her space and time, and what 

her relationship to technology, like the phones and cameras that structure the narrative 

of QVC’s never-ending infomercials, and her environment will be.  When Rinna 

arrives in West Chester, she’s driven to a Sheraton—the camera cuts to a close-up of 

the hotel’s sign—and checks in before heading to the studio.  As we watch her 

scrubbing down everything she’ll likely handle in the hotel room with sanitary wipes, 

the audio from an interview segment with Rinna plays over the footage: “I have it 

dialed in,” she says, referring to her routine for filming with QVC as the audience 

watches her sanitizing a landline phone.  She’ll go on air eight times over the course of 

twenty-four hours, soliciting, among other things, viewers who will “dial in” and buy 

sweaters, coats, and other clothing items from her line.  There isn’t time for more than 

three hours of sleep so, as she says, her “hustle has just begun;” while she might have 
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things dialed in, she’s definitely not phoning it in (i.e. making the minimum effort 

necessary).134   

The evocation of the telephone in this segment, both literally and 

metaphorically, provides a provocative starting point for my analysis in this chapter.  

We can, as I will describe in greater detail below, immediately pick up a similarly 

telephonic tone in the first minute or so of Charlie’s Angels (1976-1981), the pilot of 

which begins with the opening sequence and then a sequence that shows the Angels 

each answering a nearby telephone.  This telephonic connection is one that I want to 

use to structure an understanding of labor in these two series, but also one that will 

provide a parallel for how we can see in these series both a history of telephonic 

development—and what that development has meant for women as operators, mothers 

on call, angels of the house, ladies who lunch, sleuths, actresses, entrepreneuses, and 

business magnates—and a transition in television from broadcasting to narrowcasting.  

Though the initial description that I have given of Rinna points to her landline phone, 

most of my interest in phones on RHOBH (2010- ) will be in much more 

technologically advanced devices.  Each of the Housewives carries at least one 

smartphone and uses that phone to make connections and direct the narrative, just as 

the Angels and Charlie are similarly structuring their televisual narrative by calling on 

each other, albeit with corded, analog phones.  But the obvious differences between a 

smartphone and an office phone with a connected speakerbox and the technological 

progress we see reflected in that difference is one that also recalls the televisual 

transition from the big three and broadcast television with relatively minimal 
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competition on other channels to the explosion of cable networks and new media 

options for entertainment (streaming services, YouTube, etc.).   

A landline phone in the seventies, like the programming schedule and bulky 

television sets, restricts media(ted) movement.  Viewers can see the screen or talk on 

the corded phone from a limited number of positions within the home, and many of 

them are further restricted in their telephone use by local loop telephone circuits—

party lines—that force them to share access to the telephone line with their neighbors.  

In this way and through the rigidity set by broadcast television, which adheres to the 

regular schedule that inspires Raymond Williams’s concept of flow, Americans in the 

seventies are still quite significantly tethered to the tele-schedule set for them by 

outside forces.135  And though the 1970s see the development of technologies that 

allow a further break from these temporal and physical structures, with the gradual 

phasing out of the party line and the popularization of Betamax and the VHS tape, 

these technologies of media movement are still young enough and/or expensive 

enough to not play a significant role either in the structure and diegetic narrative of 

Charlie’s Angels or in the lives of most of its viewers.  (They’re still young in some 

places; you can call my parents’ number from their landline and get a recorded 

message about the party line to this day.)  Critical analyses of the series, which, as I 

will detail below frequently rely on the scholar’s personal experience of watching 

Charlie’s Angels as a girl, repeatedly mention asking to stay up late or begging to turn 

the TV on at the right time in order to catch an episode of the program.  This reiterates 

for us the rigidity of the television schedule as well as the other telecommunications 
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technologies in most of the homes where the Angels might have appeared on the 

living room TV set.  That is not to say that Charlie dials out from a party line (in fact, 

he even seems to have phones on his yacht and every other place we see his hand or 

the back of his head), but the realities of the party line and the ways in which 

telephones changed the lives of women by both obligating them to reply to calls for 

help that otherwise would not have reached them and provided them with the ability to 

more easily connect with friends and confidantes gives us important insight into how 

the Charlie’s Angels narrative—and how Charlie’s Angels—are working.136 

Similarly, the smartphones that the housewives of Beverly Hills use to 

communicate with each other and with other parties serve not only as points of 

connection but as points of contention.  Smartphones in today’s world allow 

continuous access to the internet, which might seem like a democratic and 

revolutionary development if we mind only the ways in which it puts us on the line 

with an endless stream of information.  What we must remember, of course, is that 

smartphones operate based on a system of data collection and tracking that is 

constantly gathering information about our habits and locations; as many scholars and 

media voices have pointed out, the exchange of access to Google to look up the 

answer to a question while you’re out to dinner for access to your call history, text 

messages, romantic life, emails, social media, fitness tracker, Candy Crush obsession, 

                                                
136 I will also detail how this connectivity and femininity color the ways that scholars address 
this series and how they understand it.  Along with mentions of staying up late or turning the 
TV on in time, there are also references to going to friends’ houses to catch the program.  
Furthermore, the scholarship on Charlie’s Angels seems to fall into two categories: women 
who are connecting with other women as part of a remembrance of their girlhood 
understandings of the series and men who are disconnected from that experience and therefore 
from that understanding of the series. 



 

128 

fantasy football team, camera, and even, with the introduction of features like “Hey, 

Siri!” that call for a response from your iPhone without you even having to touch it, 

every sound made in the vicinity of a phone, is clearly imbalanced.  We see here as we 

do in the other technological (and narrative) developments I have thus far discussed a 

combination of positive and negative effects, both always already at the cost of the 

consumer.  By this I mean that, even if the consumer deems the sacrifice of all of her 

data to be a fair exchange for constant access to her work emails, Snapchat, or being 

able to call her mother, the fact remains that she is literally paying for the device and 

its service at regular intervals.137 Furthermore, the constant updating of devices and 

services renders an iPhone model (or, perhaps more spectacularly if we’re looking at 

the rise and fall of technologies, any Blackberry device) essentially useless in far less 

time than we’re seeing the disappearance of the corded telephone.138   

                                                
137 It is also worth noting that smartphones play a different role for women than they usually 
do for men not just because of how our obligations are imagined and socially constructed to be 
distinct from a man’s but also because smartphones have become a lifeline for women who are 
in dangerous situations in public spaces.  Tracking apps are both objects of fear because of 
how they accommodate stalking and other predatory behaviors and safety measures because 
they allow women to broadcast their locations to friends when we are in dangerous situations 
or simply alone in public spaces.  Apps like Watch Over Me and SafeTrek access a woman’s 
location to track her as she walks alone; the latter requires the user to keep her finger inside a 
circle on the smartphone screen and will automatically call 911 if she releases her hold 
without immediately entering a pin number.  There are also plenty of apps that track 
menstruation, ovulation, and pregnancy. 
138 There is a provocative connection here between the metaphorical term used to describe 
outmoded or non-functioning devices—bricks—and the literal materials used to build homes.  
While that connection drops if we try to equate a bricked phone with the literal bricks that 
build walls, as the former implies collapse or termination while the latter represents 
construction, we might still interestingly imagine the ways in which working women use their 
phones, which they cycle through at regular intervals because of the quickly forced 
obsolescence of mobile devices, to build their lives and support themselves and their families.  
Their devices become foundational, then, in the same way that literal bricks do. 
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As with the technologies I have already been addressing, especially in my use 

of Lynn Spigel’s and Jeffrey Sconce’s analysis of telegraphs, telephones, and 

televisions, the stereotypically feminine behaviors implicitly connected to these 

devices have a long history of being dismissed as frivolous.  Claude S. Fischer writes 

in America Calling: A Social History of the Telephone to 1940 that “for a generation 

or more there was a mismatch between the ways people actually used the telephone 

and how industry men imagined it would or should be used” because the industry men 

imagined their product to be used for efficient business—for women, this meant 

shopping for household goods and then getting back to cooking or cleaning—instead 

of for supposedly frivolous things like socializing and organizing community activities 

that usually revolved around women.139  But as the construction and necessary 

conditions of telephones became more comfortable for the user, the gradual transition 

from party to individual lines began, and operators, who sometimes eavesdropped on 

calls, were phased out in favor of automatic dialing, customers spent gradually more 

time telephonically “visiting” with each other instead of simply making practical or 

business calls.140  The industry eventually responded to this by endorsing instead of 

resisting the sociality of the telephone, changing their rates from a flat fee to charges 

per minute or per call and also portraying their product as something customers could 

use to visit in spirit and voice if not in person.141  

                                                
139 Claude S. Fischer, America Calling: A Social History of the Telephone to 1940 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1992). 82. 
140 Fischer. 82, 51-2, 48. 
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While we see in this transition the industry’s response to women refusing to 

kowtow to male expectations of their technological use, we should also keep in mind 

that the telephone continues to structure women’s lives and obligations even as it 

makes them easier.  As Fischer puts it, “having a telephone made them vulnerable to 

requests for help—to advise, comfort, organize, and so on.  The workload of the 

confidant may indeed have expanded.  For the calling women, however, the 

enhancement of the ability to request aid may have been a boon.  Using the telephone 

probably facilitated the social work that men and women alike, be it fair or not, 

expected women to do.”142  Fischer clarifies that there is insufficient proof that women 

actually spent more of their time attending to these sorts of tasks because of the 

telephone, but he importantly also recognizes that many felt that communal, social, 

and emotional obligations were taking up more of their time.  He phrases it thus: 

“Some argue that women, by using the telephone to carry out their duties as families’ 

social secretaries, have entrenched themselves all the more deeply in that time-

consuming role,” drawing attention with his use of the word “secretaries” to the ways 

in which this imagining connects the telephone to a history and a future of feminine 

communicative labor.143  I refer here to a much longer trajectory from letter-writing (at 

a desk called the secretary) in the eighteenth century to secretarial assistance that we 

tend to assume to be female even today, when both familial and professional updates 

are imagined to be the task of women as they implicitly or explicitly involve 

emotional labor.  So we see that the telephone, which served as something of a lifeline 
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for women who were isolated to rural homesteads without any easy transportation, as 

the women to whom Fischer refers are typically not, at least when they first start using 

a telephone, owners or users of automobiles, also serves as something of an enforcer.  

Its ringing is a reminder of forces outside the home and the burdens that women are 

being called upon to take up, and both the vulnerability that women feel when we are 

in possession of these devices and the feminized imagining of the devices themselves 

carry forward through a complex history of telephonic development.  

 Larissa Hjorth performs, in her reading of iPhones, a similar analysis of how 

obligation manifests through smartphones.  She writes, 

On the one hand, the iPhone allowed working mothers to be always available 
to work demands, especially in terms of the constant e-mails.  On the other 
hand, this work—in addition to domestic work—meant that many women were 
feeling particularly stressed and pressured.  Although this phenomenon isn’t 
particular to the iPhone, it was the iPhone that, along with simultaneous 
decreasing mobile internet costs, has highlighted the increasing demands 
placed upon women.  As a well-designed miniature symbolic media “caravan,” 
the iPhone helps to further make malleable the work-home boundaries as work 
becomes increasingly casual and private and intimacy and home become 
increasingly mobile.144 
 

While it’s not entirely clear to me here or elsewhere in her piece what Hjorth intends 

to refer to with her “caravan” metaphor, it evokes for an American reader the Dodge 

Caravan, a common minivan model that is easily and consistently associated with 

middle class motherhood, which renders it distinctly uncool because it is always 

already associated with capri pants, overflowing purses, practical haircuts, and 

suburbia.  In addition, because Hjorth is also interested in the Japanese forerunners for 

                                                
144 Larissa. Hjorth, Jean Burgess, and Ingrid Richardson, eds., Studying Mobile Media: 
Cultural Technologies, Mobile Communication, and the IPhone (New York, NY: Routledge, 
2012). 207. 
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iPhone technology and mentions in the section from which I have quoted the ways in 

which the iPhone represents a Western version of mobility that emphasizes 

personalization and possibility, there is some evocation of a different sort of American 

figure in her use of the caravan metaphor.145  This gesture towards pioneering and 

discovery as well as westward expansion might reiterate the falsely democratic and 

liberating imagining of technology that simplistically connects it to discovery and 

acquisition without also considering the complexities of how such expansion damages 

preexisting structures or perpetuates oppressive frameworks. 

David Morley, in his piece “What’s ‘Home’ Got To Do with It?  Contradictory 

Dynamics in the Domestication of Technology and the Dislocation of Domesticity” 

follows a critique of “interactivity” that resembles Darin Barney’s with this reminder: 

“The distribution of these new technologies frequently mirrors established structures 

of power, and flows of internet traffic tend to follow the routes laid down by previous 

forms of communication.”146  While it might be easy to become distracted by how the 

internet replaces much of what we used telephones for, Morley’s reminder paired with 

Fischer’s analysis of how the telephone and telegraph “are functionally similar; 

technical developments sometimes applied to both… Even the language of the 

telephone revealed its ancestry; telephone calls were for many years labelled as 

messages” builds for us a connection back to the same Victorian ideals that Lynn 

Spigel recalls in Make Room for TV by harkening back to the Victorian home as she 

                                                
145 Hjorth, Burgess, and Richardson. 207. 
146 David Morley, “What’s ‘Home’ Got to Do with It?: Contradictory Dynamics in the 
Domestication of Technology and the Dislocation of Domesticity,” European Journal of 
Cultural Studies 6, no. 4 (November 1, 2003): 435–58, 
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traces how the home has changed—or not—since the advent of television forced a 

reimagining of space.147  Linguistically, we still see telegraphy and even the postal 

system in our text messages, voice mails, and emails, all accessible with a few taps on 

an iPhone screen (and even playable, in the case of voice mail, over a built in 

speakerphone that bypasses the box that Charlie speaks through when he has the 

Angels on the line).  That text messaging itself is recalling the very wired 

transmissions that electrically transmitted coded communications reinforces my 

insistence on these pairings of television series and the messiness of connections 

across time and space: even the most advanced technology now is constantly 

reminding its users of its communicative ancestors with its descriptive rhetoric and 

how it tries to construct the space within which consumers imagine products.  When 

we look at gender instead of merely at technology, it becomes clear that that 

construction does not always hold, just as the industry insistence on telephone use as 

being businesslike instead of social ultimately gives way to a complete reimagining 

and restructuring of the industry.  However we also see there the commodification, 

then, of these subversions, and we don’t see that those subversions and insistently 

feminine and even girlish uses of the technologies are popularly reimagined without 

the misogynistic stigmas like the one that I’ve mentioned surrounding the minivan. 

As a further contemporary and telephonic example of this: in the September 

12, 2017 Apple event introducing the iPhoneX, Apple’s Senior Vice President of 

Software Engineering, Craig Federighi, stands on stage and demonstrates one of its 

new features, the animoji.  This feature uses facial recognition technology to animate 
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emojis according to the user’s expressions and movement; the user then captures a still 

of the animoji and inserts it into their text messaging conversations as a sticker or 

records a message that they can then send via text message.  Federighi, whose iPhone 

is directed at his face but connected to a massive screen visible to the audience, 

switches to the poop animoji (💩) and says, “If you were by chance wondering what 

humanity would do when given access to the most advanced facial tracking 

technology available, you now have your answer!”  The audience laughs as the poop 

emoji recreates Cook’s expressions as he stands to the side of the screen, facing not 

outwards but to the side and speaking not to the audience but into the screen of his 

phone.  Instead, the poop emoji presents the “most advanced tracking technology 

available” on his behalf, mimicking Federighi as he flaps his jaw and then grins.  He 

then sends a slightly more dignified animoji (a fox) to Tim Cook, Apple’s CEO, who 

responds with an alien saying, “Take me to your leader!  Wait a minute… I am your 

leader!”148  Apple presents this feature as part of the keynote that introduces their 

newest device, the iPhoneX, thereby implying that this is an essential selling point of a 

device that costs consumers $999 before taxes and fees.  The cartoonish shit that 

Federighi performs for the audience also connect us back to the reading of the popcorn 

gif that I mentioned in chapter one.  While there is a performative silliness here in the 

“original” (the poop emoji, corresponding with Jessica’s overperformance of her 

interest), the performance of the replication animates it in a way that demonstrates 
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how mediation can become agency, and how occupying these media is modeled within 

the technologies and narratives themselves. 

The MacRumors website lumps this animoji development in with other 

“magical” developments of past iPhone generations, but one user (in seeming 

anticipation of my analysis of where these technologies meet, he calls himself 

“convergent”) dismisses it as silly: “I finally see why Tim says Apple is making the 

world a better place... animated poop emojis… got it. :rolleyes:.”149  convergent 

continued, ending with a familiar dismissal of technology intended for fun and 

socializing as girlish: “I think the novelty of this would wear off pretty quickly with all 

but pre-teen girls.”150  Technology!  Environment!  Experience!  Come on!  Using the 

“revolutionary” 3D technology to read a face and make a poop emoji laugh is beneath 

the regard of convergent just as the fun of solving virtual reality crimes through the 

convergence of mystery novels and virtual reality gaming was beneath Seth.  Within a 

day of iPhoneX’s release, another internet user decided to capitalize on the fun instead 

of dismiss it: a Twitter account for Animoji Karaoke was circulating videos that paired 

the Animoji feature with first music videos and then a fight on Jersey Shore.  The fight 

represents cast member Jenni “JWoww” Farley as a bunny rabbit screaming at a 

monkey and kitty (Angelina Pivarnick and Sammi Giancola respectively), “I came to 

you as a woman and told you about your man… This pussy’s up in your fucking face 

                                                
149 convergent’s choice here to type out “:rolleyes:” instead of use the emoji that (cutely) does 
the same— 🙄 —is a transparent performance of his superiority and masculinity.  It connects 
him back to an older version of digital communication that is (also cutely, by which I mean 
falsely) coded male because of its closer connection to a masculine origin story of computers. 
150 Juli Clover, “Apple Introduces ‘Animoji’ as IPhone X Exclusive Feature,” accessed 
November 17, 2017, https://www.macrumors.com/2017/09/12/animoji-iphone-x-exclusive-
feature/. 
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right now!”151  Both the way in which convergent summarily dismisses the silly 

talking poop emoji as fodder for tween girls and the immediate popularity of Animoji 

Karaoke, whose first tweet was ten seconds of the alien animoji as Whitney Houston 

belting out “I Will Always Love You” that has been retweeted more than twenty 

thousand times, show how phone technologies that are interpreted as frivolous are also 

immediately associated with the feminine.  My connection to the feminine with the 

Jersey Shore fight tweet is really based not on its content—though JWoww is clearly 

defining herself in the argument as a woman who is in the right protecting a woman 

who is first wronged and then in the wrong, bunny JWoww asking kitty Sammi if 

she’s grown some balls is not particularly ladylike—but on the quick devaluation of 

reality TV that relegates it to the world of silly nonsense that’s frequently intended for 

empty-headed women who sit at home all day or girls who collect stickers and put 

fuzzy pink cases on their iPhones.152 

The dismissal of the feminine and girlish is something that we see throughout 

the series that I take up in this chapter, but especially in Charlie’s Angels.  The series 

narrative largely depends on phones: its first episode, and every other that follows, 

begins with Charlie’s voice telling the same “Once upon a time there were three little 

girls…” fairy tale.  He narrates how the Angels went from being police academy 

superstars to wasted talent within the patriarchal confines of the police force to 

fabulous private detectives working for him, the reclusive—and unseen—millionaire 

Charles Townsend.  This standard opening sequence finishes with a freeze frame of 

                                                
151 Animoji Karaoke, “Jersey Shore Pic.Twitter.Com/8NuJQt7YuM,” Tweet, @AnimojiVids 
(blog), November 8, 2017, https://twitter.com/AnimojiVids/status/928053093186510848. 
152 Jersey Shore (MTV, 2009-2012). 
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the Angels walking out of the LAPD before cutting in this first episode, called simply 

“Charlie’s Angels,” to each of the Angels getting a phone call that disrupts their 

leisure activities.  Sabrina (Kate Jackson) jumps a horse over a fence before cantering 

over to answer a ringing phone, Jill (Farrah Fawcett) pauses her tennis practice to jog 

braless to a phone, and a bikini-clad Kelly (Jaclyn Smith) climbs out of her backyard 

swimming pool, tousling her hair as she goes to pick up her phone.  Each of the 

women answers with a simple “Hello?” before smiling brilliantly in response to 

Charlie’s voice as he says, “It’s Charlie, Angel.  Time to go to work.”  Note how this 

recalls (or, I suppose, foreshadows) the first episode of Murder, She Wrote, where Jess 

returns from her morning jog through Cabot Cove to a ringing phone, and when she 

has answered her nephew essentially informs her of her new profession as mystery 

author.153  But unlike the Angels, Jess expresses a range of emotion (one of these 

expressions becomes another popular reaction gif) as she carries the phone and its 

cradle through her house, busily starting her day.  In contrast, the exposition of the 

Angels’ backstory effectively sets up their subservient relationship to Charlie: his 

voice is the one telling their stories, which he frames as a fairy tale and himself as 

their benefactor/savior, and he doesn’t even distinguish between them when he calls 

them to work.  Though he later addresses them individually and by name during their 

conversations with the speakerbox in the Townsend Investigations office, their first 

presentation to the viewers is as interchangeable bonnes vivantes for whom the 

prospect of going to work is fun, flirty, and fabulous.   

                                                
153 “The Murder of Sherlock Holmes.” 
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Their first words on the show are “Hello,” with the exception of Sabrina, who 

first thanks a groom for taking her horse’s reins, leaving their dazzling smiles and 

slinky bodies to do most of the talking.  Once in the office, the Angels hardly get to 

break away from stereotypes of beautiful women in their first conversation with each 

other: Kelly laments her inability to properly balance a checkbook, Sabrina makes and 

serves a smoothie, and Jill worries that Sabrina is “trying to get [her] fat” with the 

concoction.  Once the men—John Bosley, the Angels’ sexless, bumbling foil and boss, 

and Scott Woodville, Bosley’s boss and the only one in the bunch who’s actually met 

Charlie—enter, Jill cutely laments that “to work for a man you’ve never laid eyes on 

seems so impersonal.”  She responds to Woodville’s suggestive “You’d like to make it 

personal?” with “I can’t tell you how many hours I’ve spent lying in bed, trying to put 

a face—and a body—on that voice,” all the while fondling the glass she holds and 

prettily swishing her hair.  The first few minutes of this episode make it clear why 

Charlie’s Angels provoked a contemporaneous backlash from feminists and maintains 

an ongoing critique of its sexualized, simplistic representation of women.  Sabrina, 

who was characterized as the smart Angel and is generally more buttoned-up, as it 

were, teases Jill about falling in love with Charlie; while Jill denies it, Fawcett’s 

simpering demeanor renders her words ineffectual, ostensibly showing the Angels to 

be sexy girls whose intelligence does not outweigh their coyness and whose sensuality 

will always come to the fore.154 

 As most analyses or remembrances of Charlie’s Angels eventually recount, the 

series is “credited as initiating ‘jiggle TV’” due to “the Angels’ not wearing bras and 

                                                
154 “Charlie’s Angels,” Charlie’s Angels (ABC, March 21, 1976). 
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‘plots that caused the Angels to trot.’”155  The description I have just quoted comes 

from Vincent Terrace’s Television Series of the 1970s: Essential Facts and Quirky 

Details, where the section on Charlie’s Angels reads like a compilation of spank bank 

material from Terrace’s younger years.  He notes that Fawcett played “[t]he only 

Angel to create a sensation when, in the episode ‘Angels in Chains,’ her mostly 

unbuttoned blouse opened to reveal part of her right breast and nipple,” and includes 

in season-five Angel Julie Rogers’s (Tanya Roberts) description a list of faults: 

“impulsive; acts without thinking; feels her beauty can accomplish a goal.”156  

Terrace’s is the only reference to the episode “Angels in Chains” that I read that either 

referred to Farrah’s nipple or didn’t refer to the fact that this episode’s narrative 

villainizes the warden by coding her as a stereotypically imagined butch lesbian, 

thereby deferring any accusations that the Angels, as happily single ladies who have 

found in their gal pals a close-knit family, might be lesbians themselves.157  (Here we 

find another connection to Jess, whose widowhood is constantly invoked to ward off 

speculation about her sexuality, and to the failed shipping in Person of Interest.)  I’ll 

read the episode myself momentarily, but I want to finish with Terrace first.  Instead 

of seeing anything meaningful, Terrace recreates in his encyclopedic listing of the 

“quirky details” of the series the skeeviest interpretation of the series that a viewer 

might have had without outright stating that his interest in the show started and ended 

with leering at the bodies of the women who starred in it.   

                                                
155 Vincent Terrace, Television Series of the 1970s: Essential Facts and Quirky Details 
(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2017). 40. 
156 Terrace. 41, 43. 
157 “Angels in Chains,” Charlie’s Angels (ABC, October 20, 1976). 
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Terrace’s lists of what characterizes each Angel—he doesn’t even pretend to 

list details about male characters, even regulars like Bosley and Woodville—are 

blatantly misogynistic not despite but because Terrace considers himself to be listing 

the facts of the series.  His summary of the program is, “The girls are not really 

angels,” which one might assume the reader already knows.  “They lie, steal, and 

cheat to accomplish their goals,” he includes both as way of explaining why he’s 

pointed out the obvious and as exposition for his misogyny.  “The Angels have one 

wish—to see Charlie.”158  There is literally no mention in his description of the series 

of the fact that the Angels are private investigators; he describes Charlie as having and 

making the money, even mentions Charlie’s briefly referenced service in World War 

II, discusses Bosley’s distaste for paperwork, and inaccurately asserts that Bosley has 

seen Charlie (clearly Terrace was too preoccupied to pay close attention to male 

characters, especially the sexless, middle-aged sort).  The Angels, however, are 

forever speculating about Charlie: even the episode where Kelly was shot is, in 

Terrace’s estimation, reduced down to the moment she’s sure she saw Charlie’s 

blurred outline when someone came to check on her in the hospital.159  Most 

significantly for my reading, however, the information that Terrace does give on 

Charlie is actually detailed information about the telephone setup in the Townsend 

Investigations office: “Charlie contacts the Angels via a Bell System 4A Speaker 

Phone (555-9626 is his direct contact number; 213-555-0267 is the business phone 

number).”160  The numbers that he’s giving here correspond with the points in Jill’s 
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and Julie’s descriptions where he lists their measurements, “33½B-23-34 (also given 

as 35-24-35)” and “37-24-35” respectively.161  In other words, here as in RHOBH, 

women are bodies while men are offscreen, making the calls. 

My interest in “Angels in Chains” isn’t one that focuses on Jill’s peekaboo 

nipple, and I’m also not going to pursue an extensive comparison of the Angels and 

the wardens.  This is not because I find their juxtaposition unprovocative, but rather 

because almost all of the analyses that I’ve read of the series that are invested in 

feminine and feminist readings of it have already performed that.  Instead I want to 

think about the telephonic and other connections that women are making in this 

episode: it begins with the crime and then the usual phone call with Charlie, though 

this one poses the conversation between the Angels and client while Charlie listens in 

but does not speak until the client has left the room.  The client, Christine Hunter, 

came to the Townsend Agency because she lost the connection with her sister, who 

was unjustly imprisoned: after Christine’s letters to Elizabeth started coming back in 

the mail, marked “Return to Sender,” Christine figured it was time to start involving 

the authorities.  When that amounted to nothing, she solicited the help of the Angels, 

who in turn had themselves arrested and discovered that the warden and sheriff were 

coordinating a different sort of solicitation entirely by arresting and then employing 

pretty women as prostitutes.  If they refuse, or if they’re not pretty enough to work the 

parties that the warden holds for prison suppliers, they’re left working the potato 

fields. 
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The narrative then follows connections in a space where telephones are not 

available to the Angels.  When they’re arrested for hitchhiking, speeding, and 

possession of planted drugs, they’re not allowed to call their lawyers; in fact, phones 

in the body of the story (not the bookend scenes in the agency offices) are bad 

connections: the sheriff and warden coordinate which of the women will be turning 

tricks and Jill gets caught trying to contact the Angels’ connection in the sheriff’s 

office using the phone in the party house.  This is the same phone that we see the 

warden using when she speaks to the sheriff about which of her prisoners will make 

the most money during house parties.  What’s stronger is the analog connections that 

the ladies make: Kelly befriends a fellow prisoner named Linda, and after Jill gets 

them caught, the Angels use the chains that shackle them together to incapacitate the 

police who are driving them out into the wilderness to kill them and escape together, 

struggling in their chains but successful because of their connection to each other and 

their collaboration with each other.  These connections eventually lead them back to 

the telephone, this time on a line that doesn’t drop them into prison or the desert: when 

the Angels are wrapping up the case with Charlie via the speakerbox, Bosley brings 

Linda into the office to introduce her as the new receptionist.  Her fresh start is 

literally picking up a connection that she made, and then starting over by maintaining 

those and other—telephonic—connections for the Townsend Agency.162 
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To further counter a reading like Terrace’s, however, I want to return to a 

history of the telephone and how women use it in order to reimagine the ways in 

which telephonic connections build a foundation for these series that in turn provide a 

model for a viewer who occupies.  Terrance details the telephone technologies from 

Charlie’s Angels in a fashion that implies enough technological advancement to 

implicitly elide the feminine history of the telephone.  But the opening gambit does the 

opposite beginning in season two, where viewers are introduced to Kris Munroe, Jill’s 

younger sister, as a replacement for Farrah Fawcett when she violated her contract and 

left the show in an effort to capitalize on the huge popularity that season one garnered 

for her.  In her segment of the opening fairy tale that shows the “hazardous duty” to 

which the Angels are assigned when they’re still police officers (Serena is a meter 

maid, Jill was a secretary, and Kelly is a crossing guard), Kris (Cheryl Ladd) is shown 

as a switchboard operator (fig. 14).  In contrast to the other “hazardous duty” we’ve 

seen the Angels undertaking, Kris is 

overwhelmed by this task, grabbing 

her headset and hair as the 

switchboard continually buzzes and 

she struggles to figure out what to 

plug in and where.  While I am fairly 

confident that Kris is shown to be 

overwhelmed as some sort of 

diminishing gesture within the series narrative, affirming either Kris’s womanly 

tendency to be overwhelmed by menial tasks that will eventually be relegated to 

Figure 14: Kris Munroe panicking at the police 
department switchboard.   Still from season 2 opening 
sequence. 
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mechanical instead of human operators or her status as little sister, it still provides us 

with an important connection back to early feminine telephonic labor that then 

reframes Kris and the Angels more generally as operators.  Between Kris and Linda, 

we see that the telephone can be good or bad; it, like the Machine, is not some neat 

technological metaphor that lines up a perfect divide between good and bad.  But it 

does structure my understanding of these connections, and the telephone’s history also 

provides a virtual meeting place for these two series in much the same way the 

telephone itself allows imagined, aural meetings between distant entities.  

I’ve mentioned already that telephone users in the early twentieth century 

eventually preferred the switch to automatic dialing, which was faster and removed the 

possibility of an operator eavesdropping on calls.  Before this change was finalized, 

however, operators played an obviously essential role in completing connections 

between callers; these operators were almost always women.  Fischer, in a caption 

under a photo of a line of female operators standing at a huge switchboard in San 

Francisco in 1914, writes that “According to one casual estimate, if automatic 

switching had not been instituted, the growth of telephones would have led to the 

employment of all adult American women as operators.”163  Bell, the manufacturer of 

the speakerbox that we eventually see on Bosley’s desk, switched to automatic dialing 

much later than their competitors; they claimed that “the technology was not 

sufficiently developed and it depended too much on users’ skills”—a claim that we 

can certainly read as infantilizing and likely gendered, especially when the real reason 

was, “critics claimed, [that] Bell had too much money sunk into the existing 
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equipment.”  In any case, when automatic dialing became an option and customers 

began to prefer it, the slow transition away from manual to automatic switching was 

eased with the industry’s reminders to its customers of “the humanity, service, and 

occasional bravery of operators.”164  Bell tried to frame their human operators “as a 

romantic selling point for many years” while “labor shortages, union demands, and 

inflation [dictated that] AT&T began automating its major exchanges.  This move 

shortened connecting time by a meaningful 5.3 seconds.  By 1929 conversion to dial 

telephones was about one-fourth complete.”165  We see here how femininity, 

practicality, time, and labor are all butting up against each other: the feminine touch at 

the switchboard is a romantic selling point, but the concern about nosy women who 

might listen in on calls as well as the fact that they are overwhelmed and slow to 

connect ultimately put them on the other end of the line, returned to their place within 

the home where they are calling out or picking up instead of putting through. 

Despite the fact that the transition to automatic dialing essentially dissolves a 

major employment opportunity for women, the switchboard itself and Kris’s 

performance on it connect us to an interesting reading of feminine labor and a history 

of televisual distribution and circulation that further cement the connections that I’m 

making between these two series.  By this I mean that the switchboard visualizes for 

us limited, analog connections in telecommunications that recall a model of television 

with limited options that is dependent on analog connections.  The connections aren’t 

wired, as homes are still receiving a signal using antennae, but the difference between 
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the rabbit ears of the seventies and the bunny ears (🐰) of 2017’s iPhoneX provide a 

visible contrast between broadcasting and narrowcasting that is also rather obviously 

playing out in the programming itself.  I have begun already to gesture towards how 

scholarship about Charlie’s Angels is already navigating a gendered divide between 

feminism and antifeminism, and I will address in more detail later the ways in which 

this plays out as a broadcast program addressing two audiences and competing with 

very few other programs that fill the same weekly time slot.  I want to transition now 

back to the scene that I opened with from RHOBH, however, and pursue there a look 

into the ways that narrowcasting plays out for the cable network on which this series 

appears (Bravo) but also how we see narrowcasting affecting the actual casting of the 

television show, which hires on actresses who have appeared and continue to appear 

elsewhere on television.  If we can see in the switchboard a limited number of 

connections that the Angels can plug us into, we see in the iPhones on RHOBH the 

unlimited number of connections that can be made with audiences, networks, 

narratives, media, etc. 

Rinna’s cross-platform media hustle that puts her on QVC and RHOBH at the 

same time provides an example of this transition into endless connectivity.  The 

number of cameras that we see turned in her direction and the viewer’s knowledge of 

her proliferation across other channels continually remind us of the explosion of 

televisual programming and the endless opportunities for viewers to access these stars 

through their various screens.  Rinna’s opening tagline for the seventh season of the 
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series is “Don’t hustle the hustler.”166  She appeared on daytime serials Days of Our 

Lives (NBC, 1965- ) and Melrose Place (Fox, 1992-1999) as well as reality programs 

The Celebrity Apprentice (NBC, 2008-2017), Dancing with the Stars (ABC, 2005- ), 

and a failed attempt at a series about her family, Harry Loves Lisa (TV Land, 2010), 

before joining the cast of RHOBH (2010- ) in its fifth season.  Rinna is ideal for my 

reading of labor and telephones because of her work with QVC, but I want to 

momentarily divert attention to one of her castmates, Eileen Davidson.  Davidson’s 

career as a daytime serial actress has been more successful than Rinna’s: she’s 

appeared on various serials relatively consistently since 1982 and still plays a 

regularly appearing character on The Bold and the Beautiful (CBS, 1987- ).  She was 

apparently the most highly paid cast member of RHOBH, which she also joined in the 

fifth season after signing a contract for $750,000 each season.167  She and Rinna joined 

the cast of RHOBH together and remained, through the three seasons on which they 

appeared together, close allies and generally supportive of each other.  

My pause for attention to Davidson, however, is largely because of how 

quickly she affirms a contrast between the Angels’ broadcasting and the Housewives’ 

narrowcasting that makes them somewhat omnipresent.  I considered in my previous 

chapter the ways in which technology and space have dictated where and how I 

analyze these texts by writing about analyzing Murder, She Wrote from the rails of a 

treadmill at the YMCA.  My work on RHOBH was performed in a slightly different 
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gym environment: a fair portion of my re-viewing for this chapter occurred on an arc 

trainer (a variety of the stairmaster) at a Planet Fitness location, a fitness chain that has 

become successful largely because of its sponsorship of another reality TV program, 

The Biggest Loser.  My workout routine brings me to Davidson because my habit of 

watching RHOBH through Hulu on my tablet while taking notes on my iPhone 

exposed me to Davidson as she appears on Bravo while she was simultaneously 

appearing on overhead televisions in her role as Ashley Abbott on The Bold and the 

Beautiful.  My position on the stair stepper literally forces me into certain movements 

and to maintain a sort of active stasis as I face, in this case, four screens, three of 

which are occupied by Eileen Davidson and one of which is tracking my heart rate and 

pace while calculating, using the data I have provided by entering my age and weight 

and by moving according to the machine’s prescribed movements and resistance level, 

the number of calories I have burned and theoretical distance I have traveled.   

The coinciding appearance of Eileen across these screens, demonstrating that 

her success is dependent both on the fact that she appears across these screens on 

programming directed at slightly different audience and on the viewer’s—in this case 

my—willingness to move in a prescribed direction in order to track her across these 

screens and programs, with my literal movement within a strictly controlled and 

ultimately stagnant position raises a series of questions about the effect and 

effectiveness of the feminine and the feminist on these screens.  There are obvious 

benefits of my use of these cardio machines, but after an hour on the stair stepper, 

stepping back from the pedals and onto the ground leaves me feeling shaky and 

insecure in a way that might be metaphorically representative of how an occupying 
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viewer feels when she tries to apply the models of directed movement that is provided 

for her in the sorts of televisual narratives that interest me after she has left the 

confines of a broadly-imagined Televisionland.  Years of training as an athlete assure 

me that the stair stepper’s restricted and contained movements ultimately improve my 

strength and agility when I perform less contained movements on my bicycle (which 

does not limit where I go on the bicycle, but to which I am literally connected through 

cleats that clip into pedals that move only in a circuit) or on ice (on which I have the 

most options for quick changes of direction or speed, but which is limited either by the 

rink’s boards or the pond’s shores).  The physicality of my movements or stasis as I 

watch these performances provides a literal representation of how we might 

understand and contextualize the implied movements that we can see and experience 

across various telecommunications devices that plug us into a medium that has 

become visibly and invisibly far more expansive in the forty or so years between 

Charlie’s Angels and RHOBH.   

Returning now to Lisa Rinna and the role that she plays within the QVC 

episode and on RHOBH more broadly means also providing something of a foil for 

her friend Eileen.  While Eileen is a successful veteran of daytime TV and was the 

highest paid Housewife in Beverly Hills for at least one season, Rinna is more like a 

very charming caricature of Hollywood.   She’s known on the Bravo series for her 

lips, which are noticeably augmented; her vulgarity; her hairstyle that hasn’t changed 

in twenty years; her marriage to actor Harry Hamlin; and, perhaps most importantly, 

her openness about being willing to do anything for money.  Rinna clearly doesn’t 

think this is a problem: she describes in one of her “Pantygate” interviews that her 
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dream is to make enough money that Hamlin never has to take a job he’s not 

passionate about again, as he spent the early days of their relationship and marriage 

taking jobs he didn’t like in order to support their family.  In fact, she’s gotten so good 

at the hustle that he’s learned how to hustle as well: “He knows the game,” she tells 

viewers in an interview segment that follows a quick phone call between husband and 

wife in which Hamlin expresses his support and Rinna tries to rest for a moment 

between QVC segments.  “I’ve taught him the game so well so he can say it back to 

me when I need to hear it,” she cheerfully states.  Her statement here reinforces my 

connection between my athletic movements and her financial ones: while “hustle” for 

her clearly refers to a practice of aggressive marketing and selling of the self and 

Rinna’s brand, it, paired with “knowing the game,” also recalls common parlance in 

sports arenas where players rush towards nets or after balls and pucks.168   

Rinna’s openness and recognition of the game of what it takes to make it in 

Beverly Hills is not universally appreciated, especially by other women in the RHOBH 

cast who are struggling to keep up with the lavishly rich Lisa Vanderpumps and 

Camille Grammers of the show.169  In contrast to some of these other women, Rinna 

really does have it dialed in, and her brand as an overblown throwback to daytime 

                                                
168 “Pantygate.” 
169 A note here about names: I’m following the cues of the ladies in the series itself in how I 
refer to them.  Lisa Rinna and Lisa Vanderpump are frequently called by their last names to 
avoid Lisa confusion (and because Bravo has discovered that “Vanderpump” lends itself well 
to their branding of that Lisa’s spinoff series, Vanderpump Rules).  The Richards sisters, Kyle 
and Kim, are referred to by their first names to avoid confusion; other cast members vary 
depending on the situation.  I’m elaborating here because naming in RHOBH is not like 
naming in POI and MSW: there is not really a distinction that indicates familiarity because the 
entire premise of the series is that it provides immediate and intense familiarity with its 
subjects by providing access to their homes and private lives. 
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television and other slightly nostalgic media (like her husband’s Mad Men, or the 

memory of him on L.A. Law) make her a great hustler in the arenas that she plays in.  

The season five reunion features a bitchy conversation between Rinna and Kim 

Richards, whose most recent non-RHOBH project was Sharknado 3: Oh Hell No! 

(2015), about which of them was more shameless when it came to taking jobs.  Kim 

and her sister Kyle ride their notoriety from appearing in movies and TV programming 

from the seventies, Kim on Escape to Witch Mountain (1975) and Kyle on Little 

House on the Prairie (1975-1982), as well as their connection to Paris Hilton, their 

niece, onto RHOBH.  Despite this common connection to somewhat nostalgically 

remembered media, however, Kim isn’t quite in Rinna’s league.  Kim derides Rinna 

for appearing in a commercial for the adult incontinence product brand Depend (for 

which Rinna says she was paid more than one million dollars, and in which Hamlin 

also appears—he knows the game170) while Rinna responds that perhaps the only thing 

she wouldn’t do for money is appear on reality sports/daredevil show Stars in Danger: 

The High Dive (2013), as Kim has.  There’s almost no discussion of the quality of 

Kim’s most recent film, Sharknado 3 (part of a made-for-TV movie series that has 

achieved success through being exceptionally shoddy), but Lisa is more than willing to 

not only talk about the Depend commercial but also stand in front of the reunion 

couches and pose as she does in the commercial’s close-ups of her hips and butt.171 

The QVC segments in “Pantygate”—so called not in reference to Rinna’s 

willingness to wear adult diapers for a seven-figure payout or to the products being 

                                                
170 JHSvideo100, Lisa Rinna Tries the New Depend® Silhouette for Women, accessed May 6, 
2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z2S3FmMBAFQ. 
171 “Reunion Part I,” The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills (Bravo, March 31, 2015). 
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sold in her “Today’s Special Value” marathon but instead to other cast members’ 

ongoing conflict over a wardrobe malfunction—point to many of the issues that both 

Housewives and those who deride reality TV as a genre take with series like RHOBH.  

Complaints about reality TV stars as being money-hungry, shameless, and clearly 

“fake,” either in how they act or because they’ve undergone plastic surgery, appear 

here in conjunction with shameless product placement within the series narrative and 

the literal selling of products through the performance of branded personalities.  This 

connection is, like Federighi’s joke about what humans might do with huge 

advancements in facial recognition, somewhat scatological because of Rinna’s 

willingness to be a spokesperson for Depend.  Furthermore, many of the critical and 

simplistic reactions to the Housewives express the same level of disgust with 

references to body parts and movements as they would to actual corporeality and 

bodily functions.  Kim seems as repulsed by Rinna’s willingness to endorse a diaper as 

one might imagine she would be to witness the use of one (and to continue tracking 

the emojis I’ve introduced to this chapter as versions of them appear across these 

narratives and technologies, Kim ultimately returns a stuffed bunny intended as a gift 

for her grandson to Rinna during the season seven reunion because she doesn’t like its 

energy).172  This seems especially hypocritical considering that both Rinna’s 

commercial and Kim’s daredevil show meet the needs of those who are inclined to 💩 

themselves.   

                                                
172 “Reunion, Part 2,” The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills (Bravo, April 18, 2017). 
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What Rinna materializes is also 

what makes her so charming: she’s 

unabashedly pointing to all of the 

branding and selling that viewers know 

and see anyways, and her affable 

vulgarity relieves some of the 

annoyance that some viewers feel when 

they see how obviously commodified 

many of the features of the Real 

Housewives franchise are.  In fact, when 

Rinna lets up on her unabashed and 

even sometimes aggressive honesty, viewers complained and wrote in to the reunion 

shows with questions about how she’s no longer serving the same role as audience 

surrogate.173  Within this franchise, which the industry (and especially Bravo) hail as 

                                                
173 “Reunion Part 1,” The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills (Bravo, April 24, 2018), 1. 

Figures 15-18.  Figure 15 (top): Lisa 
Rinna in an interview segment, looking at 
a producer to the (viewer’s) left of the 
camera; Figure 16 (second from top): 
Rinna skipping around in a sweater while 
a QVC employee models behind her and 
Bravo cameras record to the (viewer’s) 
left of the QVC cameras.  Figure 17 
(second from bottom): extreme long shot 
of Rinna from behind the QVC camera 
setup; Figure 18 (bottom): Rinna and 
another QVC model filming with a QVC 
camera visible in the RHOBH shot of the 
“Today’s Special Value” segment.  All 
stills from “Pantygate.” 
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the richest of the Housewives installments, she tempers some of the annoyance, 

exhaustion, or disgust of watching these women worshipping at the altars of Cartier 

and Hermes.  Kyle Richards’s and Lisa Vanderpump’s closets literally resemble the 

sort of sanctuaries that viewers perhaps have visited when touring cathedrals, though 

the stained-glass windows have been replaced with Tom Ford gowns and the altar is 

cluttered with an array of expensive jewelry.174  Rinna’s vulgarity then manifests in 

her unseating of Brandi Glanville as the series’ most-censored swearer and in her off-

the-rack secularization of the Housewives (or at least her supposed) sense of style and 

glamour.  The other ladies balk at the way that Rinna profanes their hauteur, but this 

very accessible, affordable performance of the self is exactly what mobilizes reality 

TV narratives.  The Bravo episode even uses a clear break in the QVC programming 

as its cue to cut away from the QVC set and back to the Sheraton.   

Before that cut, Rinna skips to and fro in front of the QVC cameras to 

demonstrate the movement of a long sweater (fig. 16), which Bravo cameras record 

from their place next to the QVC crew (fig. 18), visually recalling the same off-center 

filming that the Housewives franchise, like many reality TV series, uses in the 

interview/confessional segments with cast members (fig. 15).  The audience knows in 

these interview segments that the cast members are essentially talking to them even if 

the Housewives are looking at an unseen producer next to and behind the camera 

instead of directly into the camera, and by extension viewers know that Rinna is 

                                                
174 Kyle Richards admits to having a section of her closet that is reserved for gowns she will 
never wear again because she has either worn them during tense scenes in the series, like the 
fight she had with her sister in the back of a limousine, or to reunion specials.  The chapel of 
the closet includes a reliquary.   
“Reunion, Part 1,” The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills (Bravo, April 11, 2017). 
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selling herself and her sweaters to us as she skips around the QVC commercial set 

(fig. 17).  In fact, here as in reality TV generally, what’s off-camera is essential to the 

narrative that’s presenting itself within the camera frame.  Viewers know this even 

when it’s not explicitly recognized, though it often is.  Within the diegetic narrative of 

Rinna’s QVC project as presented on RHOBH is her account of real-life events 

occurring both on-camera (Harry Hamlin’s and her careers in television) and off (her 

brick-and-mortar stores closing, their family life, etc.).  But, as I have described, it is 

not just Rinna’s words or the bickering that happens during reunions that points to 

what’s not captured by Bravo’s cameras.  Reality TV is partly sustained by the 

viewer’s speculation about what really happens and who’s really pulling the strings—

or, more appropriate here, who’s making the call.  Lisa Rinna may “have it dialed in,” 

but plenty of calls are made, both in the sense of phone calls and in the sense of 

decisions, from and by parties the audience does not see.  We see here a reiteration of 

the problems of dialing in “Angels in Chains,” where the phone is both essential and 

dangerous, and it’s hard to know which it will be before the operator picks up or the 

numbers are dialed. 

In the above segment of RHOBH alone, which is a tiny portion of the footage 

gathered for this series, phones and phone lines provide plenty of connections for the 

narrative.  Rinna’s metaphor about “hav[ing] it dialed in,” her immediate sanitation of 

the Sheraton phone, the solicitation of QVC orders via telephone, Harry’s phone call 

wherein he bolsters her hustling and even comments that he has been monitoring their 

daughters by tracking their smartphones, and finally fellow RHOBH cast member 

Eileen Davidson’s call into the QVC studio at the end of Rinna’s marketing marathon 
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respectively gesture towards Rinna’s business and branding savvy, the Beverly Hills 

Housewives’ separation from the general public, the ways in which these series and 

television generally are selling products to the audience, both connections to other 

stars—including husbands—and the ways these technologies become surveillance 

devices, and either the friendly support of other women or the cynical perpetuation of 

even more sweater-peddling from another party.  

My interest in how phones and their complementary technologies—the office 

speakerbox in Charlie’s Angels and the myriad of smartphone applications and social 

media tools that build the metadiscourse surrounding RHOBH’s onscreen narrative—

appear on these series is oriented around how phones materialize the connections that 

are building narrative and narrating labor on these series.  In other words, the phone’s 

appearance as metaphor shows where the women on these series are performing 

labor—the housewives, like the Angels, aren’t actually just flitting about but are 

instead performing labor on the screen and off—, how that labor is elided by the 

camera’s focus on the constituent parts of these women—the industry term for 

Charlie’s Angels style programming was “T&A” for “tits and ass”—more than on 

bodies of or bodies at work, and the ways in which the phones on the screen represent 

the real or imagined teleconnections between the viewers and the televisual narratives.  

Metaphors like being dialed in or even phoning it in also mobilize a consideration of 

how work is being done here by placing the quality of labor on a spectrum that still 

aligns with the metaphor that the speakerbox, the smartphone, and eventually the 

camera and cutting room floor are providing for us.  Here as in Murder, She Wrote and 

Person of Interest, we see that the narrative is modeling for the viewer the practice of 
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filling in spaces and making 

connections: Rinna dialing in and 

Eileen calling in to QVC and 

Charlie’s call to the Angels, who 

listen to the speakerbox while 

facing a screen on which Bosley 

projects corresponding images 

(fig. 19), set up a model for the 

work that viewers are doing to 

keep up with the personae or 

characters on screen.  The Angels sit in the office and ask questions as they try to get 

an idea of their assignment, playfully interacting with Charlie as he withholds 

information and congratulates them for noticing details (fig. 19);175 the Housewives sit 

on couches during reunion episodes to respond to questions viewers have submitted 

via bravotv.com, slyly avoiding direct responses or joking about how awkward it is to 

be questioned by an invisible audience (fig. 21).176 

                                                
175 “Charlie’s Angels.” 
176 “Reunion: Part 1,” The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills (Bravo, January 30, 2012). 

Figure 19: Woodville and Bosley run the slideshow 
while the speakerbox, which sits on the desk in front of 
them, speaks to Sabrina and Jill (Kelly is out of frame) 
in “Charlie’s Angels.” 
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We see in the examples that I’ve given from each series how the Angels and 

the stars of RHOBH are moving through their spaces as they perform narrative labor.  

The Angels play within jogging distance of a phone so that Charlie might always 

reach them, and then they work with walkie-talkies and telephones to keep in touch 

with each other.  RHOBH tracks 

how work takes place in the 

Housewives’ homes, in the 

studios that employ them, and in 

the cars, planes, tour buses, golf 

carts, and whatever other 

vehicles they occupy in transit.  

Within the diegetic narrative, 

there is always a forced return to 

masculinized 

telecommunications.  By this I 

refer to the Angels arranged 

around the speakerbox as 

Charlie describes an upcoming 

job to them (fig. 20)177 or the 

reunion episodes that feature executive producer Andy Cohen at the center of a stage 

set to look like a lavish—but still theatrical, as there is obvious blocking reminiscent 

of any play set on a proscenium stage—living room wherein he reminds the 

                                                
177 “Hula Angels,” Charlie’s Angels (ABC, January 11, 1981). 

Figure 20 (above): Kelly, Kris, Julie, and Bosley sitting 
around a table with Charlie’s speakerbox at the center in 
“Hula Angels.” 
Figure 21 (below): The Housewives arranged in a lavish 
living room set with executive producer Andy Cohen at 
the center during the season 2 reunion. 
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Housewives of how the cameras and editing have affected their lives and relationships 

(fig. 21).178  This focalization on male figures is something that is worth our attention 

here, but, as I will detail below and have already commented on in my reading of 

Terrace watching Charlie’s Angels, it also clearly serves as a distraction for many 

responses to these series.  We should be attentive, for example, to how cast members 

of RHOBH and Cohen also regularly reference their own and each other’s blogs or 

supposed and actual interviews with the tabloids, calling each other out for how 

certain Housewives have used their various media platforms in order to augment, 

disagree with, or otherwise complicate the series narrative as it is presented in the 

episodes that air on Bravo.   

Cast members each post blog entries in response to their weekly viewing, and 

frequently live-tweet the episodes as they air.  In this they are performing the same 

tasks that an “interactive” viewer would; while I maintain my (and Barney’s, 

Andrjeevic’s, and Morley’s) objections to “interactivity” as a democratic concept and 

mobilizing imagining of occupation as I am reading it, our attention to the labor that 

these women are doing in order to build and influence the narrative is important, as is 

the implicit call to labor for the viewer.  The amount of material that is being produced 

by constant cast reactions to every part of a 22- or 23-episode season plus any and all 

                                                
178 It is worth noting that, for the season two reunion, the cameras pan repeatedly around the 
falsified living room in order to show the adjacent rooms and the piano that stands to the side 
of the main set.  I want to draw attention to the piano because it recalls Lynn Spigel’s reading 
of the television in Make Room for TV: Spigel writes about how the radio and then the 
television largely replace the piano in the middle-class home.  Here, however, we see how the 
absence of a TV (apart from the one on which the viewer is watching the series, and of course 
the screens on which the Housewives watch parts of the series to which they’re providing a 
reaction) and the presence of a piano are clear class markers and performances of culture. 
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tabloid media that discusses people involved with the series is staggering, and keeping 

up with it all would require the same amount of time and effort as a full-time job.  My 

stair-stepping experience with four screens that are still insufficient exposure if I want 

to keep up with everything that only one cast member appears in or circulates is 

evidence here of how daunting—and even physically exhausting—this task of 

achieving encompassing knowledge is.   

The telephones and walkie-talkies, radios, tabloid magazines, blogs, Twitter, 

and text messaging then demonstrate to us the ways that the working spaces of these 

women might expand beyond the space from which they started—the Townsend 

offices, the home and the studio—but are still organized around those spaces by the 

telecommunications devices that dictate how they spend their time.  The inability to 

keep up almost seems to be the entire point.  While we can’t, they can; something 

about that narrative of either keeping up or performing your refusal to do so structures 

how these women understand narrative and therefore how we should.  The obvious 

example of this sort of mediated proliferation is the Kardashian family; members 

appear in everything from biopics about O.J. Simpson to Kanye West’s music videos, 

stopping on the way to create and star in a mobile gaming app—Kim Kardashian: 

Hollywood—in which one of the RHOBH ultimately also appears as an avatar.179  The 

incredible proliferation of these women, up to and including something like an emoji 

version of themselves, is daunting to say the least.  It also draws our attention to the 

fact that they cannot physically do all of this work, and instead have to rely on digital 

                                                
179 “Dames, Dogs, and Danke,” The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills (Bravo, March 27, 
2018). 
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simulacra of themselves to appear in various spaces and perform even more labor than 

the women themselves are capable of performing. 

Furthermore, the devices on which we keep up—and the men who are making 

the call from the other end—seem to decide when it’s “time to go to work,” creating a 

system wherein the Angels and the Real Housewives stars operate like satellites, 

moving around the central figure that might take the form of a Bell System 4A 

Speaker Phone, a spirited host whose on-screen success has been built on the backs of 

dozens of Housewives, or, if we follow in the direction that Andy’s presence at the 

reunions points us, the producers whose influence over the show dictates the final 

product that is circulating to the audiences.  Andy Cohen’s energetic performance of 

his queerness and his Jewishness in conjunction with the dynamism of his guests 

either on his nightly talk show (Watch What Happens Live or WWHL) or on reunion 

specials made him first a powerhouse executive producer at Bravo and then a famous 

television personality; he ultimately has become something of a mascot for the 

network.   

As a result, Cohen’s new position at Bravo relieves him of his job as head of 

development as of 2014 and instead treats him as something of a free agent, 

“allow[ing] Cohen to develop and pitch projects to all NBCUniversal networks, 

broadcast and cable.”180  This position as developer puts him in a similar position to 

the one that Aaron Spelling, executive producer of Charlie’s Angels, held in the 

                                                
180 Nellie Andreeva, “Bravo’s Andy Cohen To Step Down As Executive And Become A 
Producer, ‘Watch What Happens Live’ Renewed For 2 Seasons,” Deadline (blog), November 
13, 2013, http://deadline.com/2013/11/bravos-andy-cohen-to-step-down-as-executive-and-
become-a-producer-watch-what-happens-live-renewed-for-2-seasons-634173/. 
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seventies.  Todd Gitlin describes in Inside Prime Time how Spelling became a 

checkpoint at ABC: “The cultural power of major suppliers like Spelling attracts 

projects the way political power attracts jobseekers.  As Spelling became a 

powerhouse at ABC, big-time producers began to bring him shows they might 

otherwise have produced themselves but had trouble selling.”181  Cohen similarly plans 

to wait for ideas to come to him before he turns them around; his press release 

following the announcement of his new “pact” informed that “[h]e plans to use WWHL 

as an incubator for series ideas. ‘It is a vortex of pop culture where I get to meet 

people of all different backgrounds,’ he said, adding that, while listening to his guests’ 

stories, he would be thinking on the back of his mind if they had potential for a 

compelling TV show.”182  Here as in the Housewives franchise we see that Cohen is 

building his ideas on the identities of others, using his centralized position within the 

media to collect and then repurpose ideas.183     

A recent Autotrader ad televisually represents how these producers are 

building their repertoires and fortunes a bit more colorfully: Cohen begins the ad on 

his WWHL set, yelling for his assistant, Daryn, to come help him shop for a car.  

Daryn is already behind him, always at the ready with her smartphone and familiarity 

with Autotrader.  She and Cohen walk-and-talk their way to his dressing room, where 

                                                
181 Todd Gitlin, Inside Prime Time (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000). 140. 
182 Andreeva, “Bravo’s Andy Cohen To Step Down As Executive And Become A Producer, 
‘Watch What Happens Live’ Renewed For 2 Seasons.” 
183 This is especially true of the Atlanta franchise, it seems; while it is easier for the white cast 
members of this franchise to embody their own ideas and turn them into businesses, Cohen 
seems more caught up in black cast members’ projects, either literally or imaginatively: he 
talks about being proud of them when they’re successful, picks up (as many gay men do when 
surrounded by energetic black women) their catchphrases and mannerisms, and so on. 
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Cohen bumbles around and Daryn selects options for vehicle features from the app: 

when Cohen chooses the silver tie from the selection of options she presents to him, 

she selects “Silver” from the list of possible car colors.  When Cohen carelessly 

stumbles backwards into his chair, she selects “Backup Camera” from the list of 

necessary vehicle features.  Cohen then asks for his tea as he trundles out of the 

dressing room and Daryn has it at the ready, just as he takes it, and barely skips a beat 

as she hands it to him while still shopping for a car that will suit him.  Within twenty-

five seconds, Daryn has him dressed, caffeinated, and ready to drop $40,000 on a 

Mercedes SUV.  Cohen, in contrast, has bungled around and put on a tie.184  The point 

of the commercial is obviously meant to be that this app provides convenient access to 

details about vehicles and checks availability for the user who now no longer has to go 

from dealership to dealership to see what’s on the lot, but what it also shows is how 

these “convenient” technologies are displacing labor onto women while men maintain 

their superior positions despite their fumbling clumsiness and general inability to 

figure things out for themselves.   

I’m obviously following the ad’s cues and portraying Cohen as a simpleton—

while I obviously disagree with his ethics, his method for success is clearly lucrative 

and has gotten him exactly what he wanted—, but what’s supposed to be funny about 

this ad is precisely the structure that denigrates women in favor of men who are less 

competent and for whom expectations are lower.  We see another version of this 

prosthetic labor within the narrative of Charlie’s Angels at the climax of its first 

                                                
184 Autotrader, Autotrader | Andy & Daryn :30, n.d., 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BJ1qtkcVqjQ. 
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episode.  The pilot of the series shows how the phone not only can connect the Angels 

to each other and to Charlie but can connect to the outside world as a life-saving call 

for action: when the Angels and Bosley, all of them lost in a dark swamp, seem to be 

in grave danger, the cops show up to help them because Charlie somehow knew they 

were in crisis and called the local police for help.  There’s a telling omniscience here 

on Charlie’s part, and this corresponds with the network executives and show runners 

of both series reading these women’s labor as opportunities for building themselves 

and their personal brand.  But at the same time, that telephonic omnipresence that 

Charlie has saves lives and sets the Angels up for success in this moment, saving them 

first from being killed and then from suffering through the indignities of being covered 

in swamp mud instead of going home to sit prettily in the Townsend Agency office 

and listen to their sexy boss summarizing their work. 

What we must find, therefore, is the moments of subversion and possibility 

that turn this menial occupation and foisting-off of labor onto women into 

accomplishment.  The moment of possibility in the Autotrader ad is pretty miniscule 

(it’s Daryn who ends the ad by touting Autotrader’s convenience to “Shop all the 

cars”185), but it is a gesture nonetheless.  But to return to the producers of the series 

that I’m taking up and then to Charlie: for both of these executive men, as for Charlie, 

the work seems to be in using the women in their orbit to build their own identity and 

                                                
185 The moment is made smaller when we consider that this is almost certainly a reference to 
Allie Brosh’s comic, “This is Why I’ll Never Be an Adult.”  A panel in which Brosh declares 
she will “CLEAN ALL THE THINGS!” became a meme, and Daryn’s line gestures towards that 
without crediting Brosh. 
Allie Brosh, “This Is Why I’ll Never Be an Adult,” Hyperbole and a Half (blog), accessed 
May 6, 2018, http://hyperboleandahalf.blogspot.com/2010/06/this-is-why-ill-never-be-
adult.html. 
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success.  Within Charlie’s Angels’ diegetic narrative, Charlie is almost exclusively 

defined by the women who surround him.  Not only do the Angels serve as his proxies 

as they judo-chop and jiggle their way to solving crimes, but any shots from Charlie’s 

end of the phone—shots that include only his hand, or the back of his head, or a partial 

view of him as he reclines in a chaise lounge on the deck of his yacht—include a sexy 

woman who might be serving him drinks or repairing his plumbing.  The effect of 

these pseudo-appearances is a reiteration of what’s accomplished in the name and 

opening sequence of the series: the Angels are again and always diminished by his 

ownership, pet names, and never-ending sexual innuendos about something coming up 

or having his pipes cleaned.  And we can see how this serves as a marginalizing move 

from the producers that affects not only popular consumption and understanding of the 

series but also its scholarly analysis.  Gitlin tells us—in a footnote, where he 

misquotes—about how dismissal was clearly essential to the network and therefore to 

the narrative because “one top network executive acknowledged the show’s social 

function when he said in all seriousness, ‘A series like Charlie’s Angels performs a 

very important and valuable public service.  No only [sic] does it show women how to 

look beautiful and lead very exciting lives, but they still take their orders from a 

man.’”186  

Interestingly, the same quotation appears (without the typo, and in the main 

text) in Linda Mizejewski’s Hardboiled and High Heeled: The Woman Detective in 

Popular Culture, where she writes about the series as “Nancy Drew and her friends 

                                                
186 Gitlin, Inside Prime Time. 73. 



 

166 

grown up and still blissfully unattached at the end of every adventure.”187  For Gitlin, 

the executive’s comment is an incidental remark that coincides with his interest in how 

Charlie’s visual absence from the series meant that, “[i]n the male viewer’s fantasy, he 

could be Charlie, ever supervising, ever needed, ever returned-to monopolist of 

Angels.”188  It seems that Gitlin is perhaps writing about viewers like Terrace in this 

moment, but he’s also, importantly, reperforming marginalization in a significant way.  

A comment like that does not strike me as something to be footnoted instead of 

dwelled upon in the main text of an argument.  Mizejewski agrees; for her, the 

executive is affirming that, “[l]ike God, Walter Cronkite, and powerful daddies 

everywhere, Charlie was the male voiceover and ultimate authority,” a fact which she 

establishes and then moves on from in order to investigate the ways in which 

Charlie’s Angels presented a radical imagining of women even within this structure of 

misogyny.189  The contrast and overlap here between these two readings of the series is 

significant in that it points to a distinction between how male and female viewers—

even academic ones publishing after the series has ended—are watching this show 

differently.  Everyone (except, it seems, Terrace) seems to recognize that the brilliance 

of the series was, as Gitlin tells us, that “without having set out to do so, producer 

Aaron Spelling appealed at once to elements of the new feminism and its conservative 

opposition.  The Angels were skilled working women and sex objects at the same 

time.”190 

                                                
187 Linda Mizejewski, Hardboiled & High Heeled: The Woman Detective in Popular Culture 
(New York: Routledge, 2004). 70. 
188 Gitlin, Inside Prime Time. 73. 
189 Mizejewski, Hardboiled & High Heeled. 68. 
190 Gitlin, Inside Prime Time. 73. 
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However, Gitlin does not, as many of the female scholars writing about 

Charlie’s Angels do, identify with the Angels as role models for the girl versions of 

their academic selves.  Mizejewski finds herself in good company here: Sherrie A. 

Inness,191 Anna Gough-Yates,192 Susan J. Douglas,193 Whitney Womack,194 and Diana 

M. Meehan195 all write from the perspective of women whose younger (or, for 

Meehan, current) selves identified with the positive messages about friendship, being 

single, feeling empowered, and being employed that young, female Charlie’s Angels 

fans felt in response to the series.  We can also see here the ways in which Charlie’s 

Angels connects with multiple audiences despite the technological limitations of 

broadcast television in the seventies.  In order to explore how broadcast television is 

structuring narrative and characterization on Charlie’s Angels, I want to first briefly 

detail the ways in which RHOBH performs and reperforms narrowcasting.  That is to 

say that Bravo, as a cable network, is already structuring its programming around an 

understanding of audiences that requires programs and even networks to be pitched to 

niche audiences.  Instead of trying to attract all of the viewers to one of three or four  

                                                
191 Sherrie A Inness, Tough Girls: Women Warriors and Wonder Women in Popular Culture 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999). 
192 Anna Gough-Yates, “Angels in Chains? Feminism, Femininity and Consumer Culture in 
Charlie’s Angels,” in Action TV : Tough-Guys, Smooth Operators and Foxy Chicks (London ; 
New York: Routledge, 2001), http://newcatalog.library.cornell.edu/catalog/4167312. 
193 Susan J Douglas, Where the Girls Are: Growing up Female with the Mass Media, 1st pbk. 
ed. (New York: Times Books, 1995). 
194 Whitney Womack, “Reevaluating ‘Jiggle TV’: Charlie’s Angels at Twenty-Five,” in Disco 
Divas : Women and Popular Culture in the 1970s (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2003). 
195 Diana M. Meehan, Ladies of the Evening: Women Characters of Prime-Time Television 
(Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1983). 
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channels during prime time, Bravo’s programming aims to get a certain demographic 

of viewers—young to middle-aged, probably cosmopolitan, women and gay men—to 

tune in or access episodes online through streaming services and cable subscriptions 

that allow viewers to catch up on bravotv.com.  Within the narrative itself, we see that  

each of the Housewives has a slightly different target audience than the others.  The  

Housewife 
Seasons as 

cast 
member 

Claim to Fame Target Audience 

Kyle Richards 1-  child actor nostalgic viewers 

Lisa Vanderpump 1-  entrepreneuse 

older viewers; cosmopolitan, 
European viewers or those 
aspiring to same; viewers who 
perform their condescension 
towards reality TV's frivolity  

Kim Richards 1-5 child actor nostalgic viewers 
Adrienne Maloof 1-3 family business aspirational viewers 

Taylor Armstrong 1-3 married money domestic abuse survivors, 
mothers of young children 

Camille Grammer 1-2 married a famous actor Divorcées, Frasier fans 

Yolanda Hadid 3-6 
model, married a famous 
songwriter, mother of a 
supermodel 

cosmopolitan, European viewers 
or those aspiring to same; viewers 
who perform their condescension 
towards reality TV's frivolity; 
fans of modeling and fashion 

Brandi Glanville 3-5 Leann Rimes married her 
ex-husband 

party girls, women in their 20s 
and 30s 

Carlton Gebbia 4 married money Wiccans 
Joyce Giraud de 
Ohoven 4 actress, model, producer Hispanic viewers, fans 

Lisa Rinna 5- actress  
nostalgic viewers, viewers who 
accept and enjoy the frivolity of 
reality TV 

Eileen Davidson 5-7 actress nostalgic viewers, serial fans 

Erika Girardi 6- singer, married money gay men, viewers who accept and 
enjoy the frivolity of reality TV 

Kathryn Edwards 6  

ex-husband, Marcus 
Allen, supposedly had an 
affair with Nicole Brown 
Simpson 

OJ Simpson buffs (season aired in 
the months immediately 
preceding the ESPN and FX 
Simpson projects) 

Dorit Kemsley 7- 
married money, Boy 
George lives in her house 
part time 

snobs, aspirational viewers, 
people who want to see how Boy 
George has aged 

Table 1: A list of Housewives appearing on seasons 1-7 of RHOBH with their claims to fame and 
what we might assume, from their preexisting notoriety and the footage that makes it into the final 
Bravo product, is their target audience. 
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audiences may be small, but we can see how each Housewife aims for a fairly specific 

target in the table that I have provided (table 1).  My descriptions of target audiences 

are based on my reading of the character of the women who appear on the series, but 

the web of connections that each of these cast members evokes is a significant gesture 

from Bravo towards something that in actuality is hyper-narrowcasting but at a glance 

almost seems to approximate broadcasting.  By this I mean that the effect of the hyper-

narrowcasting that targets Boy George fans and divorcees and gay men and people 

obsessed with the OJ Simpson trial might be encompassing enough to falsely resemble 

something like a broadcast approach to narrative-building and media-circulation. 

In contrast, the binary of feminist and antifeminist audiences of Charlie’s 

Angels that can, at best, be broken down within those two categorizations according to 

interests in how female relationships play out and the fashions that the Angels show 

that the series’ success is built on its ability to play both sides of the field.  That 

viewers like Terrace and like Mizejewski can all connect with this series, and viewers 

like Gitlin can land somewhere in between, demonstrates how broadcasting in this 

instance has helped structure a narrative that can be quite literally broadly appreciated.  

Viewers might identify more with buttoned-up Serena than breezy Jill, but Charlie’s 

Angels does not use its characters to reach niche audiences as RHOBH does, nor does 

it have to both because of the facts of broadcast technology at that time and because 

the narrative of the series itself is not built on conflict or picking favorites in the same 

way Real Housewives is.  While Housewives viewers don’t necessarily have to pick 

sides of a fight, we do ultimately pick favorites—as I have here with Lisa Rinna.  

Charlie’s Angels’ binary of feminist versus antifeminist (in contrast to the plurality of 
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versions of feminism/“feminism”/postfeminism that populate RHOBH) shows us how 

Charlie’s Angels grapples with second-wave feminism and its interest in sexuality, 

labor, reproductive rights, and violence against women but not with intersectionality.  

The Angels are (mostly) unmarried, childless, and prepared to fight against patriarchal 

structures.  They’re even leased out to these bastions of patriarchy, like the LAPD in 

the final episode of the first season, to get the job done when these bumbling men 

can’t figure it out for themselves, but they’re carefully rejecting queerness and 

circumventing racial tensions or genuine consideration of class, labor, and leisure as 

feminist issues that deserve direct instead of implicit address.196  

But this series, like all of the others that I’m addressing in this dissertation, can 

provide possibility even in the absence of truly progressive politics.  Thus while all of 

these female authors whose names I’ve listed recognize the ways in which “jiggle TV” 

is an antifeminist representation of women, they also refuse to abandon the 

possibilities for positive connections with the Angels.  Womack responds in 

“Reevaluating ‘Jiggle TV’: Charlie’s Angels at Twenty-Five” to the dismissals of the 

series as nothing but sexist schlock:  

these critics largely overlook what I saw and identified with in the show as a 
child: images of female intelligence, strength, solidarity, and community.  My 
mother, who was in graduate school and involved in women’s liberation causes 
at the time, was working to instill in me many of the same feminist principals 
represented in the show, especially women’s right to equality in school and the 
workplace.  They may have been “Angels” (an admittedly belittling, even 
infantilizing label), but they were at least not Angels in the House, which was 
the ideal still being represented at home and in the mass media to most girls in 
the 1970s.197 
 

                                                
196 “The Blue Angels,” Charlie’s Angels (ABC, May 4, 1977). 
197 Sherrie A Inness, Tough Girls: Women Warriors and Wonder Women in Popular Culture 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999). 152. 
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In essence, many of the scholars who analyze the series give it an A for effort, 

recognizing as they do that the confines in which the Angels were working required 

concessions, which changes how we should think about a series “predicated on a hard-

fought challenge to the patriarchal power structure of the police department,” a story 

that “was created in order to give the Angels more substance and credibility.”198  They 

connected with the series emotionally in a way that does not play out for those of us 

coming to the series twenty-five years later, or for whom the act of sitting in front of 

the television each night to watch the Angels rescuing each other did not convey a 

message of female empowerment.  Gitlin’s book was published in 1983, but for him 

both the denigrating comments from the executive and the close ties between the 

Angels don’t hold the same emotional implications that we see Mizejewski and 

Womack performing in their analyses of the series. 

 This paradox, the give and take of feminism and antifeminism, the failures of 

each wave of feminism, the appearance of “feminism” or evocation of postfeminism 

are a persistent problem for both of these series.  Womack also addresses the movie 

remake of Charlie’s Angels, starring Cameron Diaz, Lucy Liu, and Drew Barrymore, 

in her piece.199  She complains that “the new Angels aren’t even trained police 

officers” and that “the remake reveals contemporary tensions between feminism and 

what is being termed ‘postfeminism’—the notion that the need for an activist feminist 

movement has passed.”200  She’s not wrong, but this reading of the new Angels 

presents me with the same issue that Womack is complaining about in her assessment 

                                                
198 Womack. 153, 154. 
199 McG, Charlie’s Angels (Flower Films, 2000). 
200 Womack, “Reevaluating ‘Jiggle TV’: Charlie’s Angels at Twenty-Five.” 153-4. 
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of the original Angels.  What I saw and identified with as a child was the possibility 

for athleticism and girliness to coexist, something that is, at best, a weak version of 

feminism but nonetheless an important point of connection and identification for a girl 

growing up playing boys’ sports and being targeted for how her butch appearance 

contrasted with an excessively feminine nickname that doubled as a euphemism for 

female genitalia (Kitty).  This is also, for a child of the nineties, not a connection that 

can be found with the original Angels: though the seventies Angels are constantly 

referred to in contemporary reviews and in more recent scholarship as “buxom,” the 

fact remains that Kate Jackson would look like a zipper if she turned sideways and 

stuck out her tongue, and Jaclyn Smith body-slamming burly men is about as 

convincing as Charlie’s feminism.  That’s not to say either that the fight scenes in the 

film remake are more convincing or that there is something inherently wrong with 

skinniness, but the standards for “jiggle” in the seventies seem quite slim from the 

perspective of a girl in the year 2000 or a woman in 2018.   

In any case, Jacinda Read presents a slightly more complex reading of the new 

Angels in her chapter in New Hollywood Violence, where she reminds us that 

“Charlie’s Angels [the film remake] refuses to privilege the ‘new femininities’ of the 

contemporary Angels or the ‘old femininities’ of the original ones, instead pointing to 

the way in which… the girlie identity is simultaneously dependent on and disavowing 

of traditional femininity.”  Read is conscious of how girlie identity—i.e. the version of 

third-wave feminism that we see playing out more strongly in mediations like the Riot 

Grrrl zines and other productions, or in series like Buffy, and then in a blatantly 

commercialized form in media products like Spice Girls music videos—is a problem, 
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with its strong dependence on a token recognition of “difference,” changing Charlie’s 

opening gambit from “Once upon a time there were three little girls” to “Once upon a 

time there were three very different little girls.”   

Unfortunately, Read also essentially recreates this token recognition of 

difference.  In her description of Lucy Liu’s character, Alex, she makes no mention of 

the ways in which Alex’s cover identity as a bikini waxer as well as the other 

undercover operations throughout the film that place Alex firmly in the role of spa 

worker carry racialized connotations that certainly complicate what empowerment we 

might find in the addition of a woman of color to the band of Angels.  Because she is a 

Chinese-American actress, Liu appearing as a masseuse wearing a kimono and 

chopsticks in her hair cannot be reduced to the same sort of sexism that we might see 

in Farrah Fawcett’s bralessness in a similar massage parlor scene or her perfectly 

coifed hair as she massages information out of a patron in “Angels in Chains;” 

neglecting to complexly consider how Alex’s character is stereotypically Asian is 

subscribing to the same gestured but not effectual recognition of difference that Read 

is pointing to in her critique of the nineties and aughts girl power movement.  If we are 

to be attentive to where feminism succeeds and fails in these texts, we must also be 

attentive to how racism intersects with sexism.  But to return to how Read is providing 

a reading of the film that tracks with feminist scholars’ readings of the series: she sees 

the same potential therein that I connected with as an eleven-year-old.  Ultimately, 

Read wants to call our attention to the fact that “[t]he film can thus be seen as not only 

muddling the distinction between girls and power/violence, but between old and new 
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femininities and between past and present.”201  In other words, readings of the work 

that women are doing in these narratives—the narratives of the series but also the 

narratives of their connections to those series and the resultant development of their 

feminist perspectives—are complexly connected within and outside of the diegetic 

narratives that are presented on screen.   

The scholarship from these feminist critics begins, in a sense, to resemble a 

party line, and these connections that I’m arguing begins with phone lines has helped 

me navigate the readings that began this chapter and have now messily incorporated a 

film remake and a number of scholars writing on Charlie’s Angels in its many 

iterations.  The metaphorical party line also recalls the reading with which I began this 

dissertation: we see in the reactions to this television series (and will see momentarily 

in my reading of some of the literature about RHOBH) the ways in which viewers are 

either occupying the televisual text or preoccupied by it.  To reiterate the distinction 

that I have made between these two concepts, the preoccupied viewer takes no interest 

in the labor of televisual occupation.  He is passive, prepossessed, and takes no 

initiative towards critical thought.  I think it’s safe to say that Terrace is a preoccupied 

viewer, as the only thing that he is searching for is Farrah’s right nipple.  My 

introductory metaphor wherein Jessica Fletcher as virtual reality explorer uses her 

gloved hands to occupy the spaces of the video game, opening doors and finding 

clues, reaching for meaning and grasping it, provides contrast here: we can safely 

                                                
201 Jacinda Read, “‘Once upon a Time There Were Three Little Girls.’: Girls, Violence and 
‘Charlie’s Angels,’” in New Hollywood Violence (Manchester ; New York : New York: 
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assume that anything Terrace is grasping while watching Charlie’s Angels (🍆) is not 

meaningful.  Womack, Read, and Mizejewski, in contrast, are grappling with the 

challenges of finding positive meaning in what can be so easily reduced to tits and ass.  

They’re occupying the narrative by pushing back against the dismissiveness of calling 

Jill, Kelly, and Sabrina Charlie’s, and instead are actively engaging in the way that the 

televisual narrative gestures for them to do so.  They are recognizing the executive’s 

assessment of how Charlie’s Angels “performs a very valuable public service” for 

men before moving forward to understand and articulate the public service that it is 

performing for them—for women, for girls, for Angels of the House who want to be 

everything that the Angels are in the titles of these episodes: Angels on Wheels, 

Counterfeit Angels, Angels at Sea, Dancing Angels, Moonshinin’ Angels, Angels on 

Campus, Angels on Horseback, Disco Angels, Avenging Angels, Angels on the Run, 

Marathon Angels, and most importantly Angels on the Air.202 

 We find, paradoxically, that the Real Housewives is in fact an accounting of 

the Housewives on wheels, at sea, dancing, drinking, worrying over their children’s 

educations, riding horses, avenging themselves on ex-husbands and ex-friends, 

running, and definitely appearing on television.  While the entire Housewives 

franchise tracks women who, for the most part, are not housewives in the way we 

might assume because they are fully employed away from the home and/or have hired 

anywhere from one to four nannies or other staff members to perform their 

housewifely duties, RHOBH is particularly interested in women with careers as 
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entrepreneuses and television stars.  There is certainly keen interest in their homes and 

home lives—the regular pan-shots of Yolanda Hadid’s lavish, white, waterfront home, 

where her refrigerator is a custom-made glass showcase of fresh produce with its own 

Twitter account—, showing that the spaces where these women interact with their 

families and put on their faces is of particular interest both for viewers who aspire to 

their wealth and success and for those who simply want to see pretty things.203  

Putatively (laughably?) feminist author Camille Paglia waxes poetic about  

every snippet—the rapid scene set-ups, dynamic camera work, and crisp 
editing, with its enchanting glimpses of fine houses and restaurants and its 
glowing appreciation of beautiful objects, from flowers and tableware to 
jewelry and couture.  And I applaud the Real Housewives master theme of the 
infectious hilarity and truth-telling delirium induced by copious alcohol, that 
ancient Dionysian elixir!  (Get off those boring, flattening anti-depressants, 
America!)204 
 

She finishes her ode to Housewives (and to her own past comments about the glories 

of daytime TV narrative) by lauding Cohen’s brilliance in “redeem[ing] the pop 

culture landscape.”  “Bravo, Andy!” is the final refrain, cheekily recognizing both 

producer and network in much the same way the finishing credits of a Housewives 

episode do.205  While I can certainly appreciate and relate to Paglia’s delight in the 

splendor of both the Housewives’ homes and their drunkenness, she essentially 

reduces the resurrection of the soapy narratives that structure the Housewives franchise 

to the work of gay men, who “understand the burden of secrets and the ecstasy of the 

                                                
203 Yolanda’s Fridge, “Beauty Come from within Shallow People Only Look at Exterior 
Beauty. It Takes a Strong Woman to Shine #RHOBH  You @YolandaHFoster  #RHOBH,” 
Tweet, @YolandasFridge (blog), December 1, 2015, 
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extreme gesture,” thereby eliding, as Cohen and Bravo frequently do, the actual labor 

being performed by the women onscreen.206 

 This willful ignorance of women working is something that we see on the 

Housewives franchise installments themselves: while the wives recognize, likely 

because they have to when they have allowed the Bravo camera crew into their homes, 

the nannies and housekeepers and chefs who do the work traditionally associated with 

housewifery in order to leave the ladies free to either labor or lunch or both away from 

the confines of their mansions and chateaus, they also make a concerted effort to point 

to their involvement in mothering and wifing.  Dorit Kemsley makes much of how she 

needs four nannies, three full-time housekeepers, and her husband’s assistant in order 

to have “coverage around the clock.  They’re kind of on hand.  But even when the 

nannies are there… it’s not like I’m not choosing to spend the time with my 

children.”207  The slipperiness of the double negative here causes a bit of confusion 

about Dorit’s claim that she actually does interact with her children, especially when 

viewers know that she has four nannies but only two children, and there is definitely a 

performance of class and separation happening in the Housewives franchise more 

broadly that appears even more overtly in RHOBH.  Lisa Vanderpump and husband 

Ken Todd call their housekeeper Rosio “lucky” to be working for them because she 

gets to take care of their dog, Giggy, and both Erika Girardi and Dorit fly their “glam 

squads” with them on vacation—Erika’s in business class, and Dorit’s in coach.208  

                                                
206 Paglia. 263. 
207 “Reunion, Part 1.” 
208 Vanderpump is, to me, one of the ultimate representations of neoliberalism and general 
hypocrisy; her television series attest to the first, and her advocacy of dogs who are destined to 
become dog meat but dismissal of people of color and obvious narratives of injustice towards 
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Erika’s “glam squad” gets some air time because of her gig as a Billboard Dance Club 

Chart topper who puts out singles called “Pretty Mess” and “How Many Fucks,” but 

Rosio certainly never appears to do anything but bring tea and tidy up.  Early seasons 

of the series subjected viewers to Vanderpump occasionally trying to speak broken 

Spanish to Rosio, who remains entirely undefined as anything other than a Hispanic 

worker, her brown body encased in a maid’s uniform laboring in the background in 

Vanderpump’s resplendently white (and pink) mansion.  In contrast, Giggy is a fairly 

well-rounded character with a full wardrobe, and he even gets to sit in the interview 

chair and have a captioned conversation with producers in season seven, when filming 

also coincided with Andy Cohen’s Giggy Halloween costume on WWHL. 

 And like their houses, the cast of the RHOBH is almost entirely white.  It’s 

quite cosmopolitan compared to the other installments in the franchise, with several 

European cast members (and Dorit, who affects a bizarre pseudo-English accent).  

Season four featured a Puerto Rican actress, Joyce de Giraud, but she didn’t remain 

for season five and her presence didn’t do much to round out representation on the 

series.  This refusal of meaningful representation culminates in a cast vacation in 

Puerto Rico, where they prove to be the quintessentially white, American or British 

tourists less the zinc smeared on their noses.  The Housewives franchise generally is 

notable for its whiteness and segregation: of the nine American installments of the 

                                                
humans attest to the other.  She spends an incredible amount of her time on RHOBH 
performing her charitable love for (rescuing) animals while dismissing Rosio as I have 
mentioned and generally surrounding herself in whiteness, in terms of both décor and people.  
Usually the only complementary color that interests her is pink, which she chooses for her 
clothing and for her drinking (rosé).  Sometimes an occasion calls for a bit of variety, in which 
case she goes for purple: in addition to her Pink Dog and a Cartier-clad Giggy, Vanderpump 
likes to accessorize herself with fashionable gay men like season-one houseguest Cedric. 
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franchise, three have featured women of color for extended periods of time, and the 

New Jersey cast is famous for its negative representation of Italian-Americas.  The 

narratives of all four of these installments are notably ghettoized or racially charged: 

The Real Housewives of Atlanta and of Potomac follow their Housewives to events 

staged to incite conflicts that always result in black Housewives seeming trashy and 

bitchified,209 the Miami installment was obsessed with its Latina cast’s hot-

bloodedness,210 and the New Jersey Housewives are filmed calling each other whores, 

flipping banquet tables, throwing cakes across restaurants, and screaming at the 

slightest provocation.211  A Real Housewives of Atlanta reunion featured Andy asking 

the cast—whose mannerisms he loves to adopt as his own—if they felt they 

represented blackness well, a question most of them tried to avoid answering, and 

early seasons featured a bewigged white woman who claimed in the first episode of 

the series that she was “a black woman trapped in a white woman’s body.”212  A recent 

season of Potomac was partly sustained by the Housewives expressing either scorn or 

support for one of their number after she started freestyle rapping at high tea, 

something that the “grand dame” of the franchise—a light-skinned black woman who 

refers to her husband as “the Black Bill Gates”—found unforgivably low-class.213 

 It’s easy to become lost, in The Real Housewives as in Charlie’s Angels, in the 

disservices that narrative and production are doing to the women who are starring in 

                                                
209 I’m alluding, in using this word, to bell hooks’s use of it in Art on My Mind, which I will 
quote in chapter four when discussing How to Get Away with Murder. 
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these series.  While that is surprisingly absent in readings like Paglia’s, it, as well as a 

general need to perform intense disdain for reality television, is extremely common in 

other literature about the Housewives franchise.  I read this performance in the same 

way I read convergent’s “:rolleyes:,” which is to say that it comes off as an 

overperformance of dismissal—the opposite of the popcorn gif—and a denigration 

that is always coded as misogynistic even when it purports to be something else.  

Robyn Warhol is particularly vitriolic in her expressions of disdain in “Giving an 

Account of Themselves: Metanarration and the Structure of Address in The Office and 

The Real Housewives.”  In this piece, Warhol ignores both the debt that series like The 

Office clearly owe to reality television and the reunion specials that characterize The 

Real Housewives franchise both by positioning the wives in a living room around 

Andy Cohen and by forcing them into reactionary conversations that align the work 

that the Housewives are doing with the work that the viewer is doing.  Instead of 

considering the ways in which first the interview segments of the series and then the 

reunion episodes are literally the revelation of a process of watching and responding 

that is being performed within the diegetic narrative of the Housewives’ lives and 

televised appearances on Bravo, Warhol reduces them all down to “monsters, 

uniformly grasping, rapacious, hostile, volatile, and utterly self-centered.  In their two-

dimensionality, they do not seem much like real housewives—or like real people of 

any kind.”214  She is so preoccupied by the misogynistic framing of the episodes and 

                                                
214 Robyn R. Warhol, “Giving an Account of Themselves: Metanarration and the Structure of 
Address in The Office and The Real Housewives.”,” in Narrative Theory Unbound: Queer 
and Feminist Interventions, ed. Robyn R. Warhol and Susan Sniader Lanser (Columbus: The 
Ohio State University Press, 2015). 59. 
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her hatred of plastic surgery that she bypasses the content, saying that “a feminist-

narratological approach to the series’ formal structures will show that the 

dehumanization of the ‘housewives’ occurs at a level deeper than the overt content of 

the episodes.”215  Her support for this argument, other than her clear preference for The 

Office and what seems to be an obstinate rejection of finding possibility in “trash TV,” 

is, briefly, that the women have frequently undergone noticeable plastic surgery and 

that the interview segments are, as I have described earlier in my reading of Rinna, 

off-center. 

 I realize that I am setting a tone here that might itself seem catty, especially as 

I am a woman responding to a woman in a frequently male-dominated conversation 

about how and why media works.  At the same time, however, it seems to me that my 

response is not actually disproportionate, and it feels appropriate to me within the 

setting in which it appears, which is to say a dissertation that’s interested in rhetorical 

and imaginative circumvention of oppressive, masculinist understandings of media 

and the bodies that appear within their narratives.  I am certainly overperforming my 

disdain as Jessica overperforms her interest, but with similar ends to the reaction-gif 

user: I’m aiming to prompt further conversation and an expanded narrative instead of 

mere dismissal.  Warhol’s visceral disdain for women who have undergone elective 

plastic surgery216 is presented in her chapter without any sort of complex reading into 

                                                
215 Warhol. 59-60. 
216 I’m also speaking as someone who underwent elective plastic surgery as a child after a 
sledding accident.  My parents decided that they would wait several hours for a plastic 
surgeon to come in and reattach my nose to my face when because I was a daughter and not a 
son, and therefore an obvious scar would presumably matter more.  This and the long 
history—starting in the seventeenth century—of people weaponizing accusations about plaster 
noses, plastic surgery, and makeup in order to imply that a person, and especially a woman, 
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how we can assertively interpret the putting on of faces or plasticness/plasticity within 

the frames of femininity, feminism, Hollywood, television, film, or media generally.217  

Instead of occupying the spaces that the mediated narrative is presenting us with by 

thinking about the connections that we might make between a medium that can 

ultimately recall for us the materiality of plastic film and the way in which the term 

“plastic surgery” evokes malleability, sculpting, shaping, and changing, she is simply 

disgusted.  In fact, this assumption that, because of their elective surgeries, these 

women are always already fake, renders Warhol’s reading of the interviews and 

therefore the franchise even more tenuous: if she considers these women “monsters” 

because of their lip implants, nose jobs, Botox, fillers, boob jobs, etc., what does it 

matter that “the show’s form does so much to drain the women of any semblance of 

human subjectivity” when the surgeon’s knife has already removed it?218  But even if 

Warhol hadn’t undercut her reading with this performative loathing, her interpretation 

of the interviews does not, once we consider how our eyes and thoughts are being 

                                                
had contracted syphilis as a result of prostitution make me inclined toward a strong response.  
Objections to plastic surgery are fundamentally misogynistic, especially as its association with 
syphilis also connects it back to a history of fifteenth-century pillaging, plundering, and raping 
by “occupying” French forces. 
Alys Eve Weinbaum, The Modern Girl around the World: Consumption, Modernity, and 
Globalization (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008). 
Alexander Pope, The Rape of the Lock, ed. Elizabeth. Carr, New ed. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007). 
217 Again in chapter four, I will further discuss plasticness as it relates to race by using Kristen 
Warner’s reading of the emptiness of color-blind casting; plastic representation is something 
to always mind, and that always connects us to the literal materials of celluloid film, but it is 
also more important for me to take up in greater detail later because of Warner’s dedication to 
understanding race through this material metaphor and representation. 
218 Warhol, “Giving an Account of Themselves: Metanarration and the Structure of Address in 
The Office and The Real Housewives.”.” 62. 
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directed by what’s on screen within a history of feminine interaction both in reality 

and in literature, hold up. 

 Her argument essentially is this: because the Housewives look slightly to the 

side of the camera, thereby looking neither the camera nor the viewer head-on, they 

are not presenting realistic representations of themselves because they are not 

implicitly recognizing the devices in the room.  Instead, they’re “imitat[ing] the visual 

structure of interviews on news and information programs, where the subject speaks to 

an interviewer who is offscreen but not holding the camera.  The actual viewer is not 

directly addressed and therefore… not interpellated, but excluded from the interaction; 

the so-called housewife is always looking away from the actual viewer.”219  I could 

perhaps spend time here thinking about how Warhol’s understanding of how these 

interviews are working (or not) within the narrative as well as her reference to 

interaction might bring me back to Darin Barney’s articulation of how the 

anthropomorphization of machines that mobilizes the popular concept of media 

interactivity is the same act that reveals that what is considered, according to industry 

jargon, interactivity is merely the performance of transactions.  That would recall my 

objections to Cohen, Dorit, and Vanderpump, as well as my response to Paglia, as it 

would highlight the ways in which actual human labor, commodities, and the 

exchange of money is glossed over in favor of glitz and glam, the performance of 

extreme gestures (which I’m echoing here), and the brilliance of the male producer.  

Instead, however, I want to think first about how the viewer’s attention to layers of 

narrative, which are discussed on screen within the diegesis of the series, invalidates 

                                                
219 Warhol. 69. 
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Warhol’s argument, and second, how our recognition of feminine modes of 

communication, both as they appear in commonly-accepted understandings of 

women’s gossip and as they are appearing in earlier media, can bring us around to a 

more engaging understanding of the environments that the women in these series are 

occupying. 

Working solely from what she sees on RHOBH episodes, the viewer can create 

a filming timeline that reveals the process of meaning-making that is occurring 

through filming, editing, and production.  That process is the following: cameras film 

the Housewives going about their lives; producers edit this into a draft version of the 

narrative that will later be presented to viewers; producers set up interview segments 

with each Housewife in order to get her reactions to segments of the footage featuring 

herself, to footage featuring other Housewives—including in other interview 

segments—to producers’ questions, and to things that were done to or said about the 

particular Housewife about which she would otherwise be unaware; producers edit 

again to create a mediated narrative wherein Housewives reflect on what’s going on; 

producers repeat interviews and filming as needed; final editing is done; the series is 

aired on Bravo; the Housewives are brought together for reunion filming at some point 

after they have all watched the same programming that was presented to viewers on 

the same nights that it was aired for cable subscribers.  I’ve cut out any point on the 

timeline that provides a tangent to bravotv.com or to social media despite the fact that 

these media platforms are regularly referenced throughout the series because, even 

without including the new-media interventions that are occurring within and parallel to 

these narratives, we can see how the viewer’s actual understanding of the interview 
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segments can completely invalidate Warhol’s reading of interviews that prevent 

interpellation.  Her implication is that the viewer requires eye contact from the 

housewives in order to identify herself as part of an implicit community that includes 

the Housewife, or perhaps more existentially, to identify herself as a real person 

existing in a real world.  While I won’t claim to have never experienced an existential 

crisis while watching television, the implication that I as a viewer cannot place myself 

within reality because Lisa Vanderpump’s eye contact is with the producer behind the 

camera and not with me seems a bit farfetched, especially in response to a series that 

literally stages an interview with Vanderpump’s dog that translates his panting and 

yipping into meaningful responses to interview questions which we hear the producers 

posing.220 

More importantly, however, to my reading of how televisual modes of 

narration provide a model for the viewer as she discovers the modes for viewing and 

meaning-making and creating an ontologically complete and therefore satisfying 

narrative out of what’s presented on the television is the fact that the viewer is 

watching the Housewives watch and make sense of what’s going on.  Even in those 

moments that the interviews feature snide comments, overblown facial expressions, 

pauses for sips of wine, or dogs, we see on the screen the same things that exist in our 

living rooms or wherever else we might be situated to watch this series.  I want to re-

reiterate here that overblown reactions, especially within media that are knowingly 

circulating when gifs and the prosthetic reactions that they provide, are not actually 

alienating: instead they connect us to a shared memory and shared meaning that allows 

                                                
220 “Reunion, Part 3,” The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills (Bravo, April 25, 2017), 3. 
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us to communicate through multi-mediated telecommunications.  Thus the assertion 

that these women—these monsters—have to look at us and seem restrained in order 

for us to connect with them is, frankly, ludicrous.221  If the process of reflection that 

we see in the interview segments of RHOBH is not enough, the reunion specials then 

take two to three episodes to sit down and stage the process of reaction, which is itself 

essentially humanizing and communicative: the Housewives are asked questions 

submitted from viewers, watch packaged montages that Bravo has put together 

according to themes, and then have to respond to Andy Cohen, viewers, and the 

comments that they’ve made to and about each other throughout the season.  Whatever 

gowns they’re wearing on the couches where they sit responding to the footage from 

the season might be cumulatively worth more than the houses most viewers are sitting 

in, but the process that they’re performing of reaction, interpretation, and making 

sense of what’s happened is exactly the same task that is presented to every viewer of 

every reality TV series. 

 In terms of spatiality and time, or even technology and environment, viewers 

likely recognize in the narratological modes of this program—put differently, in its 

methodology for building meaning and constructing communities and relationships—

the same processes that she likely undergoes in her own social life.  I do not mean to 

imply here that cattiness and economic competition are essential parts of any woman’s 

life (though the former seems to be part of mine), but rather the process of 

experiencing in real time, reflecting, discussing, reassessing, and redefining 

relationships and situations according to both external input and the perspective 

                                                
221 It is clear here that I, like many viewers, actually connect more with the unrestrained. 
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afforded by hindsight sounds very much like the process that most people perform in 

an effort to understand their own lives and define themselves as individuals.  Warhol 

calls these interviews “narratives of the self that are simply too coherent to be really 

real,” but when we watch them with the understanding that these women are 

constantly performing a renegotiation of meaning within their lives based on their 

interactions with others and (granted, digitally recorded) memories of their own 

actions, the coherence of these narratives no longer seems so alienating.222  Frankly, 

anyone in therapy might see that cohesion as the result of ongoing conversations about 

behavior that are geared towards improvement, and the ladies of Beverly Hills make 

no secret of their frequent status as patients of psychologists and psychiatrists alike 

(one of them even brings her therapist to a house party).223  Warhol’s neglect of the 

effect of the reunion episodes—one assumes from her clear hatred of the franchise that 

she decided she couldn’t stomach an entire episode, let alone an entire season—means 

that she doesn’t even see the instances wherein viewers are submitting questions and 

reactions nor the moments where cast members critically reflect on their behaviors and 

reconstruct meaningful narratives that accommodate their real-life circumstances.  Of 

course there are moments where cast members are just bullshitting their way into 

getting off the hook for poor decisions and bad behavior, and I don’t mean to assert 

here that the reunion episode is some sort of democratic environment, but there’s also 

                                                
222 Warhol, “Giving an Account of Themselves: Metanarration and the Structure of Address in 
The Office and The Real Housewives.”.” 72. 
223 “Malibu Beach Party from Hell,” The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills (Bravo, December 
5, 2011). 
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a communal obligation to constantly redefine and better the self that holds a lot of 

weight in these narratives, particularly because of their femininity.   

Again, Warhol’s condescension to reality TV prevents her from a complex 

understanding of the programming: while I am suggesting that viewer comments 

submitted to bravotv.com or tweeted at Andy might provide some insight into how 

viewers interact with the series, those comments are still interactions in the sense that I 

have used Barney’s work and Andrejevic’s analysis to critique as transactions.  At the 

least, adding Bravo’s mediation to this point of access by presenting viewer questions 

as read by Andy Cohen undercuts whatever fantasy viewers might have of a “real” 

personal relationship with the Housewives stars.224  That said, the result of the 

franchise’s incorporation of social media, both from the Housewives themselves and 

from viewers, is that we cannot convincingly assert that the viewer “plays no active 

part in the remaking and reweaving of the subject’s story about herself.”225  Dorit, for 

example, has to respond to the fact that “Judith from Nebraska said, ‘Why do you have 

                                                
224 I’ll briefly connect here to the Rodney King beating video: though this seems like an 
unlikely connection, it is possible to play a version of Six Degrees of Separation/Kevin Bacon 
that takes us from these reunions, through season six Housewife Kathryn Edwards to OJ 
Simpson, and through L.A. trials and the 1992 riots to King.  In any case, the mediation of 
these questions through Cohen presents a (significantly less important) version of the 
mediation of the King video: though the original source might be a home video or a personal 
email or a tweet, in order to circulate it must be mediated through the cultural industrial 
machine.  The King video taken by George Holliday only circulated on established news 
sources; the comments of viewers typically only reach the Housewives through Bravo and 
Andy.  I don’t mean here to argue that questions about Dorit’s nannies are anywhere near as 
important as the publication of the Rodney King beating video, but I do want to consider 
connections and the ways in which televisual events ripple outwards into the everyday. 
“Rodney King Beating VIDEO �George Holliday. FIRST EVER VIRAL VIDEO. 25th 
Anniversary. Los Angeles Riots. Roby Massarotto Producer/Director.,” accessed May 6, 2018, 
http://www.rodneykingvideo.com.ar/. 
225 Warhol, “Giving an Account of Themselves: Metanarration and the Structure of Address in 
The Office and The Real Housewives.”.” 73. 
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so many nannies if you pride yourself on being a good mother?  Isn’t there such a 

thing as too much help?”226  We may or may not find Dorit’s double-negative response 

convincing, but the fact of the matter is that she is sitting on that couch with the five 

other Housewives and with Andy, talking to them and to the audience as though it’s 

just a very dressed-up girls’-night-in.  Having a formal host and wearing a Herve 

Lager ball gown certainly glitzes things up, but the ladies of Beverly Hills are still 

performing the familiar task of hanging out with their friends in someone’s living 

room, chatting and sometimes arguing while they rehash the events of the past few 

months.  This may not be exactly what most of us are used to, but it’s also not a 

completely foreign and therefore inaccessible concept. 

Emma Lieber addresses this issue of realism when it comes to The Real 

Housewives by approaching them through literature, an impulse that I can certainly 

understand.  In an effort to understand the appeal of the franchise by reading it through 

the lens of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century realist novel, Lieber investigates 

how people on these series are both objects and subjects at the same time.  She claims 

that the paradox of “our simultaneous condition as viewer and viewed”—a condition 

that women tend to consciously recognize both in media and in “real life”—is what 

defines human experience.227  She then applies this cycle of viewing and being viewed, 

as I have, to the reunion specials: 

Frequently, during the reunion specials, cast members participate in viewing 
moments from the season that has just aired (or refer to having watched the 
season in entirety at home), and it is often this experience of witnessing their 
own behavior from the outside that inspires them to admit deficiencies or 

                                                
226 “Reunion, Part 1,” 1. 
227 Emma Lieber, “Realism’s Housewives,” New England Review; Middlebury 33, no. 4 
(2013): 113-130,196. 118. 
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promise reform. Thus conversion reveals itself as ontologically bound up with 
an act of empathy—the experience of seeing oneself from the perspective of 
the other— that is also a form of self-objectification and, in its own way, a 
fundamentally narcissistic undertaking. Indeed, perhaps the inherently specular 
structure of the television shows captures in intensified form the dynamics of 
vision that are more latent and implicit in realist texts, with their complex 
exchanges between subjectivity and objectivity and the moral paradoxes that 
attend such transpositions.228 
 

Lieber is providing here a sophisticated frame for understanding how what Warhol 

derides as monstrous behavior and overly-developed reflection actually connects with 

real women in their real lives in a significant way.  There is certainly something about 

the RHOBH that amplifies experience—everything is richer, brighter, bigger, drunker, 

sparklier, whiter, pinker, buffed, scrubbed, and manicured—but the performance of 

both empathy and narcissism is incredibly accessible for an audience whose daily 

experience calls for those same performances.  Furthermore, as Lieber’s project of 

connecting the Housewives to Middlemarch, Pride and Prejudice, Bleak House, 

Emma, and so on proves, the mediated performance of women building and 

maintaining communities and relationships with each other has a longstanding 

background in other mediums.  It might seem as though there’s not much connection 

between women writing each other letters in the eighteenth century—or the novels 

that stage that process in order to build a narrative—and the Housewives tweeting 

things to each other before, during, and after filming in order to affect the narrative 

that Bravo is building, but that tradition of negotiation with experience and 

representation is actually one with which we are all always implicitly and explicitly 

engaging. 

                                                
228 Lieber. 123. 
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My writing here has done that as well.  I have engaged with the female 

scholars who have written about Charlie’s Angels and its effect on them as girls, and 

even with what I clearly found offensive in Warhol’s reading of Real Housewives.  

When I began reading Lieber’s piece, I was discouraged by the fact that she performs 

the same tired and self-conscious rhetorical anticipation that much of the writing on 

reality TV does: “In pursuing the question of the popularity of the Real Housewives 

shows beyond their immediate context, then, I am not simply trying to justify my less-

than-exalted leisure activities (though that would be a welcome result).”229  Part of the 

vehemence of my argument against Warhol reflects my exhaustion with this implicit 

expectation to excuse any sort of consumption of “guilty pleasure” television that is 

inevitably imagined to be feminine and/or girlish, frivolous by way of being about 

social or decorative things instead of business and some masculinist version of 

philosophy.  Again, I’ve maintained the vehemence of my response to Warhol because 

it subscribes to these conceptions of media but also because it seems to me to suit both 

the context of the series that we’re both writing about and the context of my own 

analysis in this dissertation.   

But I also want to push back against Lieber’s version of this apology because 

she is performing precisely what I’m taking up in this project: she’s turning leisure 

into labor, doing what Jessica Fletcher and I and a number of other women and TV 

viewers are doing.  With a little more perspective and less reaction, I recognize more 

clearly that Lieber here is both turning her leisure activities (watching Real 

Housewives) into labor (publishing a literary analysis of Real Housewives in the New 
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England Review) in an effort to justify her interests and tastes and she is excusing that 

labor because of the connotations of silly girlishness that reality TV carries.  The first 

is very valuable for me in this understanding of how we see television as feminine 

leisure when it is (frequently) also feminine labor, and how both of those things are 

devalued.  One assumes that Lieber’s also just poking fun at herself, but the 

performance of this rhetorical gesture reiterates for me much of the devaluation of 

feminine labor that I have been looking at.  Readings of Charlie’s Angels from female 

scholars might be more complex and forgiving, but they’re also prefaced with 

accounts of girlish sentimentality that function both to claim the legitimacy of what 

these scholars (and I) felt as girls and to issue something of a disclaimer.  The 

performance of this gesture connects us back to a history of women excusing their 

pursuits and interests to others because we are made to feel self-conscious, and it also 

evokes the long history of women creating actual or virtual communities wherein we 

can express our interests and our intelligence and our expertise without being derided 

or taken advantage of.230  That these texts are generated by televisual narratives that 

can be so easily dismissed as tits and ass or lip implants and boob jobs simply affirms 

the value of the labor the women who star in these series are likewise performing.  

                                                
230 To reference the eighteenth-century novel and therefore a long history of this sort of 
apologizing once more: Anne Howe excuses herself in the opening letter of Clarissa for 
performing the combination labor/leisure of writing her friend Clarissa and conversing with 
their neighbors.  She then goes on to request a full account of Clarissa’s experience in order 
that she might defend Clarissa’s reputation.  Here the supposed leisure of gossip is literally 
and literarily affecting economic success, by which I mean it is beginning Richardson’s foray 
into profiting from Clarissa and it’s serving, within the diegetic narrative, to account for 
Clarissa’s worth as a saleable product (a dowry can only offset a loss of reputation if it is quite 
substantial; Anne is working to mitigate this potential problem).   
Richardson, Clarissa, or, The History of a Young Lady. 39. 
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They show us how time and experience connect to spaces and technologies, and we 

will continue to see how time and experience connect to environment and rhetoric 

moving forward. 
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“These are their stories:” Screening Interiority and the Personal in The Real World and 

Law & Order: Special Victims Unit 

 In the season twelve opener for Law & Order: Special Victims Unit (NBC, 

1999- ), Mackenzie “Mack” Burton stages her own kidnapping in an effort to escape 

the parents who adopted her as a replacement for their biological daughter.  The Law 

& Order: Special Victims Unit (SVU) squad find her in Grand Central Station, talking 

to a neighborhood activist who claims to be convincing her to return home.  (We’ll 

find out in the next episode that he is himself a pedophile who’s hiding in plain sight 

by starting a neighborhood watch group monitoring other pedophiles.231)  After police 

discover that Mack rolled freely out of the building in her wheelie sneakers to go meet 

her foster brother and run away, the Burtons apologize for the use of NYPD time and 

resources to find a daughter who was not, in fact, kidnapped.  They take Mack home, 

but only after she leaves a note behind for SVU’s central character, Detective Olivia 

Benson (Mariska Hargitay).  She’s scrawled in blue crayon, “Olivia, I can’t talk with 

them here.  I know they are spying on me.  They hurt me.  They put things inside me 

to control me  Please help me  Mack.”232  When Benson follows up on the letter, she 

finds out that the Burtons chose Mack from the foster system because of her 

resemblance to their daughter Ella, who was actually abducted ten years ago; Mack 

became Ella’s simulacrum when the Burtons dyed and straightened her hair, gave her 

a rhinoplasty, and forced her to wear Ella’s clothes and play with her toys.  They 

                                                
231 “Bullseye,” Law & Order: Special Victims Unit (NBC, September 29, 2010). 
232 “Locum,” Law & Order: Special Victims Unit (NBC, September 22, 2010). 
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implanted a chip in her arm containing all of her information in the hopes that, like a 

microchipped pet, Mack-cum-Ella would never disappear without a trace. 

 The episode is titled “Locum” in an obvious reference to the Burtons’s attempt 

to replace Ella with Mack: the term locum tenens literally means “one holding a 

place,” but locum is more often used to refer to a temporary stand-in, while tenens is 

from the same root that gives us the word tenant.233  From the start of the episode, 

then, we might realize that Ella would return to the Burtons by its end; the result of 

this is that not only is Mack Ella’s locum and a mere tenant in Ella’s bedroom, 

clothing, and life, but Mack’s kidnapping and victimhood is a locum for Ella’s as well.  

The SVU detectives, left with no legal recourse to help Mack, pursue Ella’s 

kidnapping and eventually find the yokel pedophile who abducted her to make her his 

child bride.  In the final scene, Benson and her partner, Elliot Stabler (Christopher 

Meloni), return Ella to the Burtons.  As the Burtons embrace, Mack stands teary-eyed 

in the doorway to Ella’s (lately her) room, clearly excluded from the family circle.  

The camera shows Benson and Mack reaching a silent understanding through a 

shot/countershot sequence where they listen to the Burtons reunite but connect with 

each other as unwanted and neglected children.  Viewers, most of whom know that 

Benson was raised by a bitter, drunken mother whose understandable anger over being 

raped was directed at the daughter who resulted from that rape, are included in the 

significant eye contact between girl and woman.  The effect of a shot/countershot 

silent exchange, especially one showing peripheral characters watching a physical 

                                                
233 Interestingly, the actress who plays Mack, Bailee Madison, was cast four years later on 
ABC Family’s (later Freeform) The Fosters largely because she closely resembles the main 
character in the series, Maia Mitchell.  They play half-sisters. 



 

196 

embrace from the edges of the scene, makes the act of closely watching Mack’s and 

Benson’s eyes an occupying one.  The distance between Mack and Benson, one 

standing near the door to Ella’s bedroom and the other near the door to the apartment, 

allows an imaginative inclusion of the even more distant viewer in this silent 

exchange.  So what we see when we watch Mack watching Benson watching Mack is 

that Mack evokes Benson’s experience as the product of rape, which itself evokes her 

mother’s rape, creating a ripple effect that is centered by acts of violence against 

women and girls. 

 I begin with a reading of this episode partly in an effort to distinguish SVU 

from Law & Order as I begin this chapter on SVU and The Real World (MTV, 1992- ).  

My analysis of The Real World will take something of a U-turn from my reading of 

how SVU navigates its place on NBC and as part of the Law & Order franchise, but it 

is important still for me to begin by following Mack and her wheeling around the city 

in an attempt to escape the confines of her parents’ apartment.  “Locum” shows us 

how SVU can and does work as a narrative because of the final exchange between 

Benson and Mack: while Law & Order (1990-2010) in its original form was 

successful from beginning to end because of its refusal to explore the personal lives of 

its characters, SVU is successful for precisely the opposite reason.  Accounts of Law & 

Order, and especially of executive producer Dick Wolf’s apparent genius in creating 

it, always consider this feature of the original installment essential to understanding it 

and its success.  Dawn Keetley, in her chapter in Prime Time Law: Fictional 

Television as Legal Narrative, writes that “the show’s increasing popularity despite an 

unprecedented number of cast changes, as well as its signature refusal to feature the 
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private lives of its characters, appears to confirm that the show puts the law on center 

stage.”234  Keetley goes on to question the extent to which law, when considered from 

the studied perspective of actual lawyers, is truly centered in the series, but she is 

importantly still recognizing from the start that Law & Order is sustained by how 

impersonal the narrative is.  If the primary characters have little to no personal life, 

loca or permanent replacements are far more acceptable to viewers than they would be 

if the series built personal connections between characters and therefore with viewers. 

Hal Erickson picks up on this defining feature of the original and carries it 

forward in his Law & Order entry in the Encyclopedia of Television Law Shows: 

“many viewers have continued to demand Wolf provide them with more than a few 

furtive glimpses of his characters’ human side.  Rather than overhaul the story-driven 

Law & Order format to satisfy these fans, the producer developed two spinoff series, 

both of them decidedly character-driven.”235  Much of the literature on Law & Order, 

where it mentioned the spinoffs, is dismissive of them; they instead locate the 

character-driven narrative of Law & Order in an accounting of the genius of its male 

producers, especially Dick Wolf.236  But though there were and still are numerous 

continuations of the original installment, only two have achieved anything like the 

twenty-year run that earned Law & Order the shared title of longest-running scripted 

                                                
234 Robert M. Jarvis and Paul R. Joseph, eds., Prime Time Law: Fictional Television as Legal 
Narrative (Durham, N.C.: Carolina Academic Press, 1998). 33-4. 
235 Hal Erickson, Encyclopedia of Television Law Shows: Factual and Fictional Series about 
Judges, Lawyers and the Courtroom, 1948-2008 (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland, 2009). 174. 
236 This evokes my analysis of Charlie’s Angels and RHOBH as series that center the supposed 
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characters.  Though these men have “show-runner” in their title, the women are clearly 
actually running the show when we consider what makes each series popular and successful. 
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primetime drama. (Gunsmoke is the other title-holder, tied at twenty seasons.)  The 

first of those—and the one that seems like it will last for as long as or longer than the 

original did—is SVU (1999- ).  The second is Law & Order: Criminal Intent (2001-

2011), which tracks much more closely with the narratives of Wolf’s genius as its 

character-driven plot centers around three male detectives, played by Vincent 

D’Onofrio, Chris Noth, and Jeff Goldblum, as they solve crime through their 

unconventional brilliance and dedication.237  

Now in its nineteenth season, SVU improves on Law & Order’s “ripped from 

the headlines” method of building narratives by establishing characters whose 

personal histories are both developed and meaningful.  It begins in much the same way 

                                                
237 Erickson’s sole mention of the primary female lead in the Criminal Intent branch of the 
franchise, brilliantly played by Kathryn Erbe, is a recognition that, in order for her to even be 
remembered as part of the cast she must indeed be an amazing actress (175).  In the series, 
Erbe plays Alexandra Eames, Robert Goren’s (D’Onofrio’s character) superior and trainer; 
Eames literally always drives the police vehicle as she and Goren go about the city solving 
crimes, but she also directs and controls Goren’s neuroses and outbursts as they construct the 
narrative of each crime.  While Criminal Intent is not the series I am taking up here, 
Erickson’s dismissive treatment of Eames in favor of a closer look at Goren’s disruptive 
behavior is a typical marginalization of female labor in favor of recognizing male eccentricity 
as genius.    

Within the narrative itself, Goren is lost without Eames—his driver—when Erbe takes 
maternity leave and is temporarily replaced by another woman (Samantha Buck as G. Lynn 
Bishop) towards whom Goren is petulant because she doesn’t take control of the investigation 
and apply his eccentricities where they will be most insightful and effective (see especially 
Criminal Intent’s “Pravda”).  Though most of the conversation around Criminal Intent was 
consumed by speculation about Goren and D’Onofrio both suffering severe mental health 
issues, Erbe’s character is the only regular to survive the series: Eames appears briefly in SVU 
season 14 (SVU’s “Acceptable Loss” and “Poisoned Motive”).  Though I don’t mean to imply 
here that D’Onofrio’s career ended with Criminal Intent (though he has had some bumps in 
career, his recent return in Netflix’s Daredevil has been deservedly lauded), I want to note that 
Erbe also appears in How to Get Away with Murder, the series I discuss in chapter 4; in fact, 
she plays the character who is a catalyst to Annalise’s possible relapse in the Supreme Court 
episode that I discuss at length.  (And because I’m talking throughout about my personal 
experience as a child and an athlete, I’ll also mention that Erbe was immediately familiar to 
me because of her role in the Mighty Ducks franchise, where she plays a mothering figure to 
the team.) 
Law & Order: Criminal Intent (NBC, USA, 2001-2011). 
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its predecessor did, as I will detail later in my discussion of Michelle Hurd’s character 

Detective Monique Jeffries, but the SVU of the late ‘00s and now is necessarily 

invested in the development of personal narrative.  My reference earlier to Benson’s 

backstory—she’s the product of her mother’s rape—is central to her role in the series 

from the first episode on.  Significantly, this character is also the only one who has 

been on the series for all nineteen seasons, and the actress who plays her, Mariska 

Hargitay, is, according to Dick Wolf in an interview presumably given in 2012, 

essentially carrying the series.  Wolf told interviewers that “[t]hey don’t even bother 

doing [mid-season market research on] SVU anymore; it’s been the same thing for 

thirteen years.  We love Mariska—you don’t need additional research.”238  We see 

here that not only does the character-based narrative support the series, but the woman 

whose emotional labor provides the backbone for the series is actually sustaining it.  

Erickson’s encyclopedia of TV law dismisses Benson as nothing more than “outrage 

and overemotionalism”—something I can relate to after my admittedly, but, I hope, 

productively, overblown reaction to Warhol in chapter two—while singling her 

partner, Stabler, out for his “professionalism” despite (or perhaps because of) the fact 

that Stabler regularly stalks, beats, and terrorizes suspects when he’s overwhelmed by 

his constant preoccupation that his strict (when convenient) Catholic morals are being 

threatened or insulted.  It’s essential that we note that these interviews with and 

treatises on Wolf always laud him as the genius behind the Law & Order franchise 

with only token acknowledgement that, as I will expand upon later, it has been the 
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women involved with the franchise who have established it as a staple on both 

network and cable programming.  For Wolf, Law & Order isn’t even a franchise: it’s a 

brand.239  For the women in the program, it’s an exercise in occupying wherein their 

bodies and their characters work within a rhetoric and a lived experience that 

constantly devalues and violates them.240 

While what I am setting up here in my reading of SVU is a continuation of and 

improvement on the formula that Law & Order established when it aired in 1990, my 

reading of The Real World will map how its characters/subjects move in the opposite 

direction, namely from occupying to occupied.  Thus I need to briefly establish the 

metaphor that I have been alluding to throughout this initial foray into NBC’s most 

successful franchise (it was generating, by 2005, a billion dollars a year) and connect 

it back to my rhetorical grammatical gestures in the introduction to this dissertation.241  

To be more specific: I want to begin connecting these series to a metaphorical and 

literal vehicle—the car—by recalling here my invocation of Anna McCarthy’s 

connection between television and transit as well as my own claim that we might take 

the “watch” in “we watch television” to be an intransitive instead of transitive verb.242  

                                                
239 Curtin, Holt, and Sanson. 227. 
240 Wolf, when he refuses to call the franchise a franchise and instead refers to it as a brand, 
first explains this by equating it with Mercedes (and throwing CSI spinoffs under the bus for 
being “exactly the same as the original”): “They make lots of different cars that offer different 
driving experiences, but if you buy one, you’re going to be happy with the model you got, 
even though the experience is different… If Law & Order wasn’t on the front of our shows, 
nobody would ever claim that SVU and Criminal Intent were the same show.”  I don’t agree 
with Wolf’s differentiation between franchising and branding or between CSI and Law & 
Order—and I’m footnoting this because his voice so easily overtakes more interesting 
analysis of these series and how they’re working—, but his connection between Law & Order 
and cars still bolsters mine. 
Curtin, Holt, and Sanson. 227. 
241 Erickson, Encyclopedia of Television Law Shows. 174. 
242 McCarthy, Ambient Television : Visual Culture and Public Space. 
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She calls television “an environmental media apparatus” in her reading of how it 

structures the public spaces and “nonspaces” that it fills with sound and distraction 

while we wait.  Furthermore, McCarthy insists that “[t]his ability to dissolve into a 

place’s structures, to mesh the authoritative and persuasive discourses of institutions 

and commercial interests with the inscrutable practices of space on the level of 

reception, is a fact of TV technology.”243  TV for her merges with the flow of everyday 

traffic and movement through public spaces, but also provides signage and directions 

for that flow.  For me, the traffic flow of television follows an imagined road that’s 

constructed and directed by narrative ramps, interchanges, and intersections like those 

I have mentioned when I suggest that “watch” as a transitive verb limits us to looking 

at an appliance when an intransitive “watch” opens up imaginative possibilities that 

make the labor, production, and circulation of televisual narratives at least spectrally 

visible to the occupying viewer.   

An intransitive watching has more in common with the practice of driving a 

car, and especially over long distances or periods of time, than transitive watching 

does.  The imagined intransitivity of the verb opens up possibilities in understanding 

both McCarthy’s reading of television in nonspaces and the routes that are available to 

us as we navigate the series that I am taking up in this chapter and the networks that 

have driven and been driven by them.  The act of driving is, as Margaret Morse points 

out in “An Ontology of Everyday Distraction: The Freeway, the Mall, and 

Television,” both static and mobile.  The driver may traverse hundreds of miles in one 
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sitting, but she is, nevertheless, both sitting and restrained in the seat.  This paradox is 

recreated in both television and the shopping mall:  

Like television, freeways and malls provide similar examples of multiple 
worlds condensed into one visual field: for example, the automobile 
windshield is not merely glass and image of the world into which one speeds, 
but also a mirror reflection of the driver and passengers; the rear-view mirror 
displays the window of where one has been; the side-view mirror shows what 
to anticipate next.  Meanwhile, the landscape unfolds right and left, distorted 
by speed.244 
 

I want to take here both McCarthy’s and Morse’s readings of television’s connection 

to nonspaces as methodologies for accessing the nonspace of imagined occupying.  

The intransitive can keep pace with transit, even if the transitive can’t.  The interior 

world—which we might take as the car’s interior when driving, but also might take as 

the imagined process of production and distribution of televisual narrative or the 

internalized thoughts and responses of the TV viewer—and the exterior world—

what’s outside the windscreen or appearing on the screen—coexist and are all more 

imaginatively than literally accessible as we drive and watch. By this I mean that, 

while the pedals, wheel, and rearview mirror are all easily within reach for the driver, 

the seatbelt and rules of the road restrain her from actual access to other parts of the 

vehicle such that a connection between a driver in a car and imagination seems 

stronger: we can see, but we might not be able to touch. 

 My reading here is further influenced by my own practices of media 

consumption.  I connected my TV-watching in the gym to sports and games in the 

previous chapters (and Erbe in The Mighty Ducks in this chapter), and I want here to 
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mention it again; my first reading of the Morse chapter was conducted at a Planet 

Fitness inside a mall on Thanksgiving Day.  While I read about the visual fields that 

Morse analyzes, then, I was in a relatively fixed position, facing the screen that 

tracked my movements, the overhead televisions (most were commanding me to 

return to the mall later for Black Friday shopping; Good Morning America was 

covering the Trump presidency while Just for Laughs ran a gag with a dog driving a 

car a few screens over, which seemed like an appropriate pairing), the window that 

both opens out into the mall and provides me with my own sweaty reflection in the 

same way a windshield shows the driver as she looks beyond it to the road, and finally 

the movie theatre across the hall.  I was physically moving while also remaining still, 

climbing stairs to nowhere, while at the same time I followed an imagined freeway 

with Morse as my navigator.  The stillness of the driver as she moved was reflected 

here to me through Morse’s reading of televisions, malls, and freeways, as it provided 

an imaginary detour that rescreened that morning’s experience of taking the highway 

to the mall in order to watch TV in the gym (and made me feel more reflective than 

repulsed when I caught sight of my sweaty, frizzy likeness in the front windows).  The 

critical imagining that I was performing as a sort of metadiscourse in that moment also 

recalled for me my semi-regular practice of listening to SVU as I drive.  When my 

numerous road trips exhaust my music collection, I queue up episodes of SVU, which 

narrates its stories in a fashion that is conducive to what TV scholars have called 

distracted viewing but what I practice in my Volkswagen as mere listening by hiding 

the screen from sight by putting my phone in a cubby with a door.   
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So, following what Morse provides in her reading of everyday distraction, 

namely an intersection with my existing practices of driving, climbing, sweating, 

reading, listening, and viewing, I take her direction here in this chapter as I connect 

the series that I’m taking up as well to the networks that circulated them and the 

practice of occupying.  If we begin with Law & Order in 1990 and follow its flow 

until today, we see in the ways that I have already mentioned and will continue 

explicating a development of narratives that provide increasingly better models for the 

viewer to follow in her practice of occupying.  In contrast, we would have to pull a U-

turn and backtrack through The Real World in order to find a similar development of 

occupying practices; in other words, while SVU maps development, The Real World 

maps regression.  Both series show us how we can merge the points of my trajectories 

that I’ve already mapped for this chapter—environment and experience, temporal and 

rhetorical occupation—if we follow the forward flow of Law & Order and the reverse 

flow of The Real World.  In pursuing the latter in more detail now, I take up the first, 

third, and twenty-ninth seasons as landmarks through which the viewer might 

imaginatively move.  I’ve chosen the seasons that I mention because the third season, 

filmed in San Francisco in 1994, is arguably and deservedly the most famous season 

of the series; the twenty-ninth season, also filmed in San Francisco but twenty years 

later, is an explosive example of how vapid the series has become but also regularly 

shows production members appearing in front of the camera; and the first because it 

combines the substance of early Real World seasons with the visibility of the series 

production in a meaningful way. 
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To be clear, I’m taking the car as a model partly because it shows a version of 

how we have been trained to understand television.  In other words: it fascinates me 

that I am able to “watch” SVU but simply listening to it and, I suspect, would be able 

to do the same with the later seasons of The Real World when the same, but in reverse, 

is important in earlier seasons of The Real World and the later season of SVU is the 

case.  That is to say that what I see when I’m watching early Real World and late SVU 

is, like the car windscreen, a semi-reflection of who and what I am; I can see what’s 

happening beyond the imagining of myself, but it is also interesting that I can see 

something of my self within these narratives.  I’m connecting this to my practice of 

listening to TV, and SVU especially, more because of how it interacts with the self 

through senses than through the imagining of the self: part of what allows me to 

connect to these series is imagining myself in their narratives in the same way that I 

maybe see myself in the landscapes I drive through because my face is reflected back 

to me in the windows, and similarly what might connect me to the visuality of these 

narratives is the disruptive sounds of each episode.  The “dun dun” sound of Law & 

Order, the suspenseful music—or silences—that lead up to Real World fights, etc. all 

provide a point of connection that echoes our experiences in the real real world, where 

“experiences” that are worth recounting at parties or in text message conversations are 

typically experienced through sensory disruption that redirects our attention in the 

same way that construction reroutes traffic. 

But to return to the networks themselves: I will take up later the ways in which 

numerous parties—mostly male—have made a career first out of being white male 

rocker types on MTV and then lamenting the “downfall” of the network through its 



 

206 

transition to a programming schedule that is now largely dominated by unscripted 

and/or reality TV programming.  Season three roommate Puck will provide something 

of an incarnation of this willful and wailing disruption that ultimately flattens out into 

a poor imitation of defiance—just as Puck’s box car racing pales in insignificance 

when considered against an imagining of the mobility and reflection that an enclosed 

vehicle provides.  Furthermore, early MTV imagined the personal as something that 

was ultimately quantifiable: Marshall Cohen, the head of MTV’s original parent 

company Warner Amex Satellite Entertainment Company (MASEC), claimed that 

MTV was the most researched channel in the country.245  Lisa A. Lewis outlines in 

Gender Politics and MTV: Voicing the Difference how the ‘70s brought about cable 

and therefore the age of deciding on programming based on demographics: 

“quantitative, not qualitative, methodology was the order of the day in the age of 

demographic reasoning.  The development of research to make [MTV co-founder 

Brad] Pittman’s ‘gut-level’ response systematic was not a priority, and even Pittman’s 

own rhetoric devalued cultural analysis in deference to demographic thinking.”246  

MTV performed, from the start, that they defined the personal through the 

quantifiable, even though MTV’s success was built, according to Lewis, on Pittman’s 

ability to understand the demographic to which he belonged as a cultural group to 

whom he could successfully pitch a new imagining of their lifestyle. 

This lifestyle programming based on demographic research becomes, as we’ll 

see in the Real World history that takes us from season three to season twenty-nine, an 
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agent of standardization.  Lewis articulates in her analysis why demographics lead to a 

collapse of differentiation and resulting insignificance of that same so-called 

differentiation: 

The concern with dividing audience members into categories often renders 
researchers blind to the sociological richness of group affiliation.  Social 
differences of age, generation, class, ethnicity, and gender are diffused into 
politically neutral categories, mere taste indices.  Viewers are classified in 
strict consumerist terms, according to features that function more as 
indeterminate variables than human characteristics.  The complexities of the 
audience’s social makeup, the highly charged interactions of their textual 
preferences can be obscured.247 
 

We see the fallout from this understanding of culture and viewership within the 

narratives themselves.  The Real World is popularly understood as being an equation 

into which the production plugs slightly different variables: casting is ticking boxes to 

fill certain demographic requirements of castmate of color, queer castmates, etc.  But I 

want to begin with Pedro Zamora, whose arrival on the series in 1994 mobilized a 

number of incredible, typically un(der)represented narratives while it also mobilized 

MTV’s performance of its youthful politics and so-called liberalism.  Pedro displays 

for us many of the same things that Mack does: he ultimately does not work as a 

locum both because he does more than fill the stock character role of “gay roommate” 

on the season and because his performance of himself and his identity is so profound 

that he cannot himself be replaced with just any other gay roommate.  Thus while The 

Real World casting is commonly imagined to be a process of filling stock roles, Pedro 

defies even while he fills the required demographics.   
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In her Enlightened Sexism, Susan J. Douglas summarizes what seems, from her 

perspective after at least fifteen seasons of The Real World, to be the casting process: 

The guys should be drawn from one of the following categories: player 
(essential), racist, homophobe, southern hick, insensitive lout, good boy 
waiting for the right girl, bad boy, gay guy.  The girls must fulfill the following 
roles: self-proclaimed party girl and proud of it, self-centered bitch (preferably 
blond), emotional wreck, slut, bimbo (also preferably blond), nice girl, 
innocent girl who becomes a party girl, alpha slut who steals guys from other 
girls.248 
 

While these roles aren’t quite as apparent in earlier seasons in the ways that Douglas 

describes, there is certainly an apparent need to have cast members of color 

(preferably one black, one Asian), a queer cast member, a conservative cast member 

(frequently from the south), and, as Judd puts it when he describes himself in the first 

episode of season three, a “bed-wetting liberal.”249  Bonus points if, as in season 

twenty-nine, one cast member ticks more than one box: cast member Arielle is both 

black and gay, and—even better—is willing to bring a group of trans friends to the 

house to discuss her offense at being called trans in online reactions to the season 

during filming.  Much earlier in the series run, however, Pedro was the darling of the 

household, politically active, intensely open and genuine, and deservedly well-loved.  

He was cast after his friend Alex Escarano learned that MTV was looking for an HIV-

positive roommate for their San Francisco season and helped him make a charmingly 

honest audition video.250  Much has been made of Pedro since his appearance on the 

series, especially following his death from progressive multifocal 
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leukoencephalopathy (PML), both developed and fatal because of his low T-cell 

count, about six hours after the season finale of The Real World: San Francisco aired 

on MTV.   

What interests me about Pedro within the context of my analysis are the ways 

in which he defies the task of The Real World that demands easy substitutions of types 

of people in the house, how he poses a marked contrast to the reality television 

personalities that we currently see and expect, and the resulting permanence of his 

story.  José Esteban Muñoz’s Disidentifications shows how Pedro’s ethics and 

willingness to perform them on MTV not only represented queer, poz audiences in a 

new way for conservative or heteronormative audiences, but also that “Pedro’s work 

enabled the possibility of queer and Latino counterpublics, spheres that stand in 

opposition to the racism and homophobia of the dominant public sphere.”  He 

emphasizes that it is Pedro’s labor to show these counterpublics that reveals “new 

horizons of experience” and puts Pedro in contrast to his queer predecessors on the 

series.251  Season one’s queer roommate, Norman, “was something of a minor 

character on the show” because it instead concentrated on what seems like 

disingenuous sexual tension between the least interesting and most conservative white 

characters; season two’s queer roommate appears as a replacement partway through 

the season and earns, according to Muñoz, “probably less screen time than any other 

character” in what was then the series’ five-season run.252  Muñoz’s analysis helpfully 

tracks how Pedro works against the “corporate ethos” of MTV, performing his ethics 
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and himself in a fashion that realizes new possibilities for expression and 

representation of queerness and latinidad—the former in a fashion unmatched by other 

queer roommates on other seasons, and the latter certainly unmatched by fellow Latinx 

roommate Rachel.253  What I want to take up in my reading of Pedro and his 

roommates builds on this, taking the “new horizons of experience” that Muñoz 

mentions as something that the viewer might imaginatively drive toward, perhaps even 

setting it as a destination instead of something that remains on the other side of the 

screen as she motors past.  In doing so, I will also take his roommate Puck to be 

somewhat representative of the “corporate ethos” of MTV by liberally interpreting the 

over-emphasized postmodern, rocker vibe that is imagined to characterize the network 

as falsely and ultimately rather insignificantly disruptive to the corporate flow of 

television programming. 

By this I mean that I want to write against, as many scholars have been doing 

for quite a while now, the imagining of MTV as a productive and revolutionary 

disruption of Raymond Williams’s concept of “flow” as it was appearing on television 

in the ‘70s and ‘80s.  Andrew Goodwin in Dancing in the Distraction Factory is 

already publishing writing in 1992 (in other words, before The Real World) that 

declares “academic writing has usually described MTV as though it were an 

unchanging form, significant only for its differences from network 

television…changes in the MTV text result from institutional factors such as shifting 

personnel and changes in ownership patterns, each of which is intimately connected to 

the economic and social forces at work.”  He points to how the obsession with MTV’s 
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first, nebulous, stage of history—which lasted less than two years—without attention 

to the subsequent changes to the network’s scheduling tactics that quickly normalized 

their music video spinning into generic blocks is fundamentally unmaterialist and 

ignorant of the realities of the network. 254  He also points out that, even when MTV 

was working against the “flow” of televisual schedule-blocking by airing 

“postmodern” music videos that refused narrative cohesion, the literal soundtrack of 

MTV—the music that made the network possible, and cheap, because MTV operated 

in much the same way that radio stations did by soliciting music videos from record 

companies to play as single advertisements for albums—always had a narrative that 

favored repetition, cohesion, and ontological completeness255 

In other words, MTV might try to show us a postmodern coolness that sticks it 

to the man, but what we hear when we listen is exactly the same sort of stability and 

status quo that is also visually represented on other networks.  The network’s early 

refusal of discrete blocks of scheduling that would allow it to fit into the standards of 

televisual flow in the early ‘80s is echoed in early Real World filming in the Dutch 

angles that still show cast members like Rachel regurgitating conservative viewpoints, 

and it’s echoed today in MTV’s practice of offsetting their scheduling during the day 

so that viewers watching reruns can’t flip to other channels at the top of the hour 

without missing part of either MTV’s or the other network’s program.  I see in the 

obsession with MTV’s first phase—faded though this might be in later academic 

analyses that have to contend with the success of series like Daria but also the 
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succession of unscripted series that have characterized the network for decades now—

an echo of the same sort of internalized misogyny that is playing out in readings of 

male showrunners’ genius while the labor of women and minorities is elided (Morgan 

J. Freeman, for example, who distinguishes himself from the “real” Morgan Freeman 

with his middle initial, has built a career on [filming] pregnant teenage girls).  This is 

playing out currently in an obsession with the so-called loss of media giants like 

Harvey Weinstein that takes little to no interest in what is likely to be a very large 

group of unheard women and people of color who have been implicitly blocked from 

the industry or whose work has been reframed as the genius of a man.  Violence 

against women like the literal rapes that frequently go unmentioned (or that get their 

air time on fictional programming like SVU instead of factual programming like the 

reality TV series, including The Real World, that have been repeatedly rumored to be 

the sites of even filmed acts of sexual violence against women) are reflected and 

refracted through the cameras and screens that give us both direct and indirect 

glimpses of those original, visceral acts of violation and destruction. 

I want to locate in Puck the early attitudes that characterized the network when 

it was adhering to the racist undertones of rock music that excluded black musicians 

(until, of course, they were forced to air “Beat It” and benefited from their new-found 

liberal representation).  Goodwin describes this attitude thus: “MTV seeks to present 

itself as a ‘rock’ alternative to the prerock culture of network television, hence the 

emphasis on the construction of spontaneity, which has primacy over competence—a 

fundamental tenet of rock musicology.”256  Puck is certainly more primal than he is 
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competent, and his disgusting, leaking corporeality put in contrast to Pedro’s corporeal 

reality—Pedro’s status as living with AIDS, both infected and threatened by the bodily 

fluids of others, but feared because of the over-exaggerated risk of contact with his 

own bodily fluids—is rather uncomplicatedly accepted as quirky within the frame of 

the Real World narrative.  Goodwin, whose interest is more in musicology, points out 

in his analysis that “there are two MTVs.  One MTV discourse is the nihilistic, 

pastiching, essentially pointless playfulness that is invoked in postmodernist accounts 

of MTV.  The other is responsible, socially conscious, satire and parody based, 

vaguely liberal—and almost invisible in academic accounts of MTV” (150).  While 

this reading of MTV in 1992 can’t map easily onto the MTV that’s on air now, partly 

because of Pedro but also because MTV long ago abandoned claims at nihilism by 

abandoning its formal challenges to “flow” television and even dropped most of its 

music video programming as it became less popular in the early ‘90s, both the 

description that Goodwin gives of the postmodernist imagining of MTV and the 

flatness of that appear onscreen in the form of Puck Rainey.  Puck dresses himself in 

torn clothing, which is layered with dirt, blood, and snot but also over other clothing: 

his outfits in the first episode feature torn-off sleeves or sleeves stained with sweat, 

cut-off jeans, plaid shorts rolled up over ripped leggings, ratty sweatshirts and bucket 

hats, and bunched athletic socks.  His collars are stretched, his forehead and legs are 

bleeding, and it’s a wonder he has front teeth. 

Pedro, however, contrasts that negligence masquerading as nihilism that Puck 

represents by being intensely vulnerable and genuine, thereby revealing that the 

supposed postmodern, nihilistic whatever of MTV and the attitude that it engendered 



 

214 

has grown into an incredibly common brand of masculinity that expresses itself 

violently and generates for itself opportunities to act threatened.  Pedro appears in 

neatly tucked-in shirts and clean slacks; he chooses his words carefully, and he’s 

clearly able and willing to express himself clearly and extensively.  In contrast, Puck 

is the snotty, blond version of complaints in massive tomes like I Want My MTV that 

bitch about the fact that “[t]here was a time when I’d walk down a street in New York 

City wearing an MTV staff jacket, and people would yell, ‘Wow, man, MTV is so 

cool.’  By the time we were airing Real World, people would yell ‘MTV sucks!’  And 

a lot of us were starting to think it did.”257  A complaint like this is hard to empathize 

with: as a woman, I can wear literally anything and be yelled at on the street simply 

for existing, and we can easily imagine that Pedro could not easily walk down the 

street in Miami in 1994 with his partner Sean, so staff member Ken R. Clark 

whingeing about experiencing a tiny taste of that because the network could no longer 

sustain itself on the viewing practices of a relatively small group of rock-obsessed, 

white, suburban young men doesn’t impress upon me a significant stance as far as 

understanding representation goes.  I Want My MTV gives readers almost 600 pages of 

spliced-together interviews lauding the wonders of early MTV and winding down with 

an exposition of the insult of reality television on their ostensibly revolutionary 

network.  Similarly, Puck gives viewers an entire season of grossly exaggerated, devil-

may-care behavior that The Real World presents even after the roommates have tired 

of Puck’s oozing homophobia and kicked him out of the house. 

                                                
257 Craig Marks, I Want My MTV : The Uncensored Story of the Music Video Revolution (New 
York: Dutton, 2011). Quoting MTV staff member Ken R. Clark in Marks and Tannenbaum. 
553. 
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To connect us back to the demographic research that I have already mentioned 

characterizes early MTV and the network’s inclination towards loca, I want now to 

read farther into the chapter: the segment in I Want My MTV that takes up The Real 

World, which is titled “Getting out of the Music Business” but subtitled “This is the 

true story… of what happened when The Real World… took over MTV… and made 

music videos… obsolete,” formally equates Kevin’s (season one) commentary about 

racial tension with Eric’s (also season one) enjoyment of his roommates seeing naked 

photos of him with its collective narrative that makes no distinction between the 

importance of these analyses.258  In fact, the only difference between Kevin’s segments 

and Eric’s are that Kevin is allowed paragraph breaks; one assumes, however, this is 

less a rhetorical gesture that is meant to imply importance than a concession to the fact 

that Kevin actually has something to say.   

Kevin’s comments on his notable argument with Julie are clearly tempered, as 

they pose their conflict not as one between a black man and a white woman but as a 

northerner and a southerner.  But even when it’s been sterilized of its racial 

connotations, Kevin’s comments are placing The Real World in a mediated history of 

factual and unscripted televisual narrative that attests to his thoughtfulness and 

capacity for reflection.  Eric, in contrast, is mostly delighted by his own nudity and 

pissed that he was only paid $1,400 for appearing in season one.  (He makes no 

mention, of course, that he ended up hosting The Grind because of his Real World 

appearance while Kevin was given no such continued position within the network.259)  

                                                
258 Marks. 550, 552. 
259 Marks. 554. 
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To put this on the map that my car metaphor is helping me build, Kevin’s commentary 

has drive, shows what’s beyond the screen, and considers what the screen reflects; 

Eric is doing something more like flipping down the passenger-side visor to look at 

himself in the mirror, thereby blocking the view of anything beyond himself.  Of 

course, as I have been detailing already, this equation of serious issues to trivial ones 

is very characteristic of MTV: the continued placement of Puck’s narrative against and 

within Pedro’s narrative gives credence to Puck’s self-importance while 

simultaneously implying that Puck’s trials as an obnoxious person are as important 

and informative as Pedro’s work as an AIDS activist.   

Male respondents to interview questions in I Want My MTV all lament but take 

no responsibility for the transition into reality television; even executive producer and 

creator Jonathan Murray is largely interested in exposing the truths of their superior 

ratings, brilliantly improvised pitch, and the fact that MTV “tripled their lead-in” with 

The Real World in 1992.260  Notably, the only contrition we can find in the chapter 

comes from a female producer, Lauren Corrao: “I still feel a little guilty about being 

the one responsible for the non-music shows.”261  The men whose voices are collected 

into this chapter—with the important exception of Kevin Powell, whom I mention 

above and whose thoughtful reflection eventually led him to run for Congress—tend 

instead to externalize blame and even the power for change.  It’s evident that Kevin 

has learned how to phrase things to soften his point; I’ve mentioned that he frames the 

argument with Julie as between southerner and northerner, but he also frames it in a 

                                                
260 Marks. 550-3. 
261 Marks. 554. 
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way that deliberately puts the argument within a televisual understanding: “we were so 

passionate about our positions that we were oblivious not only to the cameras, but to 

the crowd of people that had gathered.”  Significantly, he doesn’t abandon what was 

truly at stake: “People have told me that was the first time they’d ever seen race talked 

about that way on national television.”262  Instead, Kevin weaves what truly matters 

into a masculinist narrative that is interested in his blackness and activism less for its 

substance than for its demonstration of “realness.”   

My argument finds here, as it repeatedly has, a sticking point that provides 

friction within my own narrative while also affirming the argument that simple 

dichotomies or divisions are insufficient if we want to truly understand how media and 

mediation work.  There is not a clear divide, in this power structure, between male and 

female; there is also not a clear divide between queer and straight, or black and white, 

and so on.  Thus I do not mean to say here that all women are forced or influenced to 

take subservient, repentant positions or that men are all preening and playing the 

victim in a situation where they have all the power; a quick look not only at who says 

what in this chapter of I Want My MTV (copywriter-turned-CEO Judy McGrath’s 

comments about academics sound a fair bit like Clark’s comments about people on the 

street) but my own argument that’s clearly dependent on Pedro’s performance of 

himself as a gay man would put the brakes on such a simple dichotomy.  I also do not 

mean to equate Pedro’s reality as a Cuban immigrant, a gay man, and HIV-positive 

with Detective Olivia Benson’s (fictional) reality as a traumatized but still white, 
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Anglo, cissexual, and straight woman or mine as a repentant WASP.  Another season 

three cast member, Judd Winick, also pushes against any simplistic understanding of 

white masculinity as nothing more than unempathetic, violent snottiness.  Though 

Judd is not my favorite Real World cast member (perhaps because I read Dave 

Eggers’s snarky descriptions of him in A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius 

before watching season three, or perhaps because I may never overcome fellow 

roommate Mohammed Bilal’s deadpan praise for Judd as “a hard worker, man.  If 

anybody’s been up, at his desk every day, working three hours a day, it’s Judd”263), he 

becomes Pedro’s friend, confidant, and locum when Pedro falls too ill to continue 

giving his speeches.264  With Judd, as with Pedro, that stand-in doesn’t stand; Judd has 

somewhat faded into obscurity, with little more than cameo appearances in the New 

York Times when he married roommate Pam Ling265 or in Dustin Lance Black’s biopic 

Pedro, where he and Pam appear walking down a staircase with their toddler while the 

actor playing Pedro walks up it. 

However I do want, in this chapter on two television networks, one of which is 

currently undergoing an extended revelation of its intensely sexist practices and the 

corporate culture wherein television personalities like Matt Lauer not only give sex 

toys to coworkers but moderate a presidential debate by dismissing the female 

candidate for the presidency mid-sentence in favor of hearing more from an 

                                                
263 “You Gotta Have Art,” The Real World: San Francisco (MTV, July 28, 1994). 
264 Dave Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
2000), http://newcatalog.library.cornell.edu/catalog/3756901. 
265 Debra A. Klein, “WEDDINGS: VOWS; Pamela Ling and Judd Winick,” The New York 
Times, September 9, 2001, sec. Style, https://www.nytimes.com/2001/09/09/style/weddings-
vows-pamela-ling-and-judd-winick.html. 
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unqualified buffoon, to bring light to the ways in which straight white masculinity 

saturates the foundations of these media houses.  Even in the case of Judd Winick, his 

visibility following Real World seems to be entirely on the back of Pedro’s activism; 

while he doesn’t exploit Pedro in the same way I have described Andy Cohen 

exploiting the housewives in my previous chapter, Judd remains most visible when 

screened through Pedro (his book, titled Pedro and Me, makes this clear enough).266  

One result of prioritizing voices like Puck’s and Lauer’s and Wolf’s and perhaps even 

Judd’s—in other words, male figures who quickly reveal themselves, upon closer 

investigation, to be at best substanceless and at worst violent predators—is the 

proliferation of sexual violence, but it seems possible as we watch the outpouring of 

accusations from women in media that suddenly hold enough weight for political 

parties and media corporations to call for resignation that the white masculinity that 

has saturated these foundations might turn them to sand, and we might rebuild.267  

                                                
266 Judd Winick, Pedro and Me: Friendship, Loss, and What I Learned (New York: Henry 
Holt, 2000). 
267 We must push, of course, against the mediated inclination to destroy these foundations of 
male violence with wrecking balls that look like the one in Miley Cyrus’s music video for 
“Wrecking Ball.”  By this I mean that the reading of women standing up against men tends to 
be whitewashed, as it was on TIME Magazine’s 2017 Person of the Year cover: Ashley Judd 
and Taylor Swift, whose claim to being a feminist icon is at this point intensely questionable if 
not outright laughable, stand while Isabel Pascual, Adama Iwu, and Susan Fowler, the first 
two of whom are women of color, sit.  “The Silence Breakers” are certainly worthy of 
recognition, but the continual elision of women and girls of color as well as poor and working-
class women and girls needs to be addressed.  TIME’s feature story about “The Silence 
Breakers,” naming them as Person of the Year (women don’t seem to get to be TIME’s Person 
of the Year unless they are grouped.  “The Silence Breakers” also includes men) has half as 
many full-page shots of women of color as it does of white women, and the last of those, a 
Native American woman who chose not to show her face, is photographed from behind; she 
is, as a result, metaphorically facing the person two pages on: Donald Trump, Person of the 
Year runner-up as “The Agitator,” and self-professed sexual assaulter.  
“TIME Person of the Year 2017: The Silence Breakers” accessed April 13, 2018, 
http://time.com/time-person-of-the-year-2017-silence-breakers/. 
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Pedro’s vulnerability and openness when he appears on San Francisco provides, as the 

car does, a vehicle for me to understand how early Real World seasons, and especially 

Pedro’s, show some of the radical possibilities of reality television.  While the second 

San Francisco season, Ex-Plosion,268 shows the ways in which MTV cameras provide 

admittance for the cast into otherwise inaccessible or distant spaces, early Real World 

does the opposite: we see this, as I will continue to detail, in the way that Pedro uses 

the San Francisco house as a transportation hub while also making himself a vehicle 

for MTV’s (sometimes disingenuous) liberalism and activism.  Pedro, who brings 

MTV with him into spaces that he could already access as an AIDS activist, radically 

contrasts with the first Ashley in season twenty-nine, who gets her roommates VIP 

tables at clubs by using the cameras as leverage. 

So, in mentioning the contrast between Pedro and other reality personalities, I 

do not mean to devalue him by equating him with the series of empty gestures that 

MTV makes to representing queerness in later seasons of The Real World.  (These 

gestures are particularly apparent, as are most gestures towards genuine representation 

of youthful living in the real world, by the 2002 Real World: Las Vegas, where cast 

members live in and rarely even leave a casino.269)  Rather, as I have suggested that we 

might benefit more from moving against the flow of time when considering the 

potential for occupying as it is shown in The Real World, I want to put season three in 

contrast with its San Francisco sequel, season twenty-nine’s Real World: Ex-Plosion.  

In the former, the locum is impossible and perhaps even unwelcome; in the latter, 

                                                
268 “Ex-Plosion,” Real World: Ex-Plosion (MTV, February 5, 2014). 
269 “Welcome to Las Vegas!,” The Real World: Las Vegas (MTV, September 17, 2002). 
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roommates literally jokingly refer to a cast members’ girlfriend as “the new Ashley” 

when the first Ashley—the party girl who claims that she and she alone can get her 

roommates into clubs when it’s clear that the MTV cameras are more than enough to 

accomplish that—leaves the house.270  The first San Francisco season resists loca not 

only in its casting but in its entire narrative; MTV chooses to bring The Real World 

back to that city for a celebration of the season’s twentieth anniversary, but it also 

recognizes that there’s no equation between the two seasons.  While that seems quite 

obvious, there are some interesting gestures within the narrative of the second San 

Fran season that demonstrate something like falsified depth.  I’m referring most 

especially to season twenty-nine’s incorporation of the people who usually appear 

behind the camera occasionally in front of it; if there’s not depth to the cast members, 

then further, explicit revelation of the space that said cast members are occupying will 

have to do.   

In reverse of the route that I took through SVU’s locum, where I moved from 

simulacrum to original and ultimately valued the latter as a model for understanding 

the narrative over the former, I want to look at the original as a model for 

understanding the San Francisco simulacrum of season twenty-nine.  San Francisco 

(by which I mean season three) begins with transit, showing in its very first shot one 

of the eponymous city’s famous streetcars, followed by a montage of other city 

landmarks that is quickly disrupted by David “Puck” Rainey’s screeching bicycle and 

complaints that bike “messengers get a bad rep because they have to tell a car what to 

do.”  He speculates that the house will have “a wide variety of people, none of 

                                                
270 “The Departure,” Real World: Ex-Plosion (MTV, January 22, 2014). 
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which271 are gonna be like [him]” before the episode cuts to the usual Real World title 

sequence wherein stylized, moving images of cast members are overlaid with their 

names as they each speak a portion of the series tagline: “This is the true story of 

seven strangers picked in a house and have their lives taped to find out what happens 

when people stop being polite and start getting real.”  The episode, titled “Planes, 

Trains, and Paddywagons” then cuts to a truck on the highway, a train, the view from 

the window of a car driving through Miami, an airport and plane, Cory and Pedro 

meeting in L.A.’s Union Station, and footage from the Mariel boatlift in 1980 spliced 

into Pedro’s description of his family’s arrival from Cuba.  Puck’s bicycle disrupts 

again, and he takes over the introduction segments with an exposition of his bloody 

legs, horrible table manners, and bad hygiene as he claims to be world-famous as a 

bike messenger.  We cut back to Cory, who appreciates Pedro because “he really made 

[her] feel comfortable,” playing rummy with Pedro on the train.272   

The contrast between Pedro’s affability and Puck’s violent, disruptive 

superciliousness works within the existing early Real World imagining of the house as 

what Jon Kraszewski calls a transportation hub.  Kraszewski’s book Reality TV traces 

how urban spaces appear in and are characterized on reality television, and his reading 

of The Real World argues that it “changes the spatial operation of gentrification and 

opens space by transforming a gentrified neighborhood from a privileged tourist 

destination to a transportation hub to a region that suffers from racism, poverty, and 

sexism.”273  He refers more specifically to the first season of the series, where white 

                                                
271 (thankfully) 
272 “Planes, Trains, and Paddywagons.” 
273 Jon Kraszewski, Reality TV (New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2017). 48. 
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Alabaman Julie coexists in the SoHo loft with black activists Kevin (with whom Julie 

has the on-the-street argument I’ve already quoting Kevin discussing) and Heather B., 

who take her to places and spaces Julie would not otherwise be able to access, but the 

third season is as dependent on the imagining of the Real World house as 

transportation hub as the first, albeit for slightly distinct reasons.  Thus while 

Kraszewski sets up the SoHo loft as a “home base” for cast members to go out and 

become better-informed, more engaged citizens of a diverse city wherein the series 

paradoxically imagines the neighborhood in which the Real World house is as 

something other than a gentrified, elite environment, his reading of the ways that 

“MTV’s branding goals became mapped onto the politics of space on The Real World” 

by providing a hub to which and from which cast members would travel in an effort at 

“understanding of problems of race, class, and gender throughout the city and region” 

holds up in the first San Francisco season.274   

It bears mention here that the SVU precinct and imagining of the city is similar: 

SVU is invested, especially after its early seasons, in showing a broad spectrum of 

races and classes, even if it doesn’t do so in a fashion that statistically mirrors the 

actual demographics of the city.  As a “special” unit, the squad has the mobility 

necessary to go to both the projects in Astoria and the Upper East Side; the Law & 

Order studios at Chelsea Piers put them on the same block as, among other things, 

what is probably one of the most expensive hockey rinks (and worst ice I’ve played 

on) in the country.  Nevertheless, the series is shot on location and with a carefully-

constructed cast of characters who can serve as perspectives in much the same way 
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early cast members of The Real World do.  Just as in San Francisco, the rather 

disingenuous casting methods of Law & Order nevertheless provide, because of the 

series’ interest in personal and personalized narratives, an opportunity for intransitive 

watching as the occupying viewer sees the detectives use the precinct offices as a hub 

wherein they pause for reflection before and after their transitions into other parts of 

the city.  Season twelve, in addition to introducing us to Mack, also features an 

episode where the SVU squad is flooded out of the precinct and must work from a 

mobile unit, thereby making literal the mobilization of the cast.275  But to follow up on 

Kraszewski’s reading of the intersection—or perhaps interchange—of both the 

realities and the imaginings of the city in the early Real World houses: the first episode 

of the third season relies so heavily on both the cast members’ transit to the house and 

the contrast (and later conflict) between Pedro and Puck that will mobilize an entire 

season’s narrative that even its title refers to those cast members’ methods of 

transportation leading up to their arrival to the house.  The tension between the two 

men very much echoes the dichotomy that Goodwin is drawing between the two 

MTVs, though it’s clear that Puck is falsely nihilistic while Pedro is genuinely socially 

conscious and responsible.  But before we can clearly understand this through the 

exposition of their conflict, we must understand the similarly disingenuously 

spontaneous and rebellious versus genuinely careful and affable methods of the two 

men’s arrivals.   

The paddywagons referenced in the episode title are not Puck’s literal method 

of transportation to the San Francisco house, as the plane and train were Pedro’s (he 
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and Cory also take a cab down Lombard Street, which Pedro enjoys because he “pretty 

much do[es] not want anything straight in [his] life”276), but Puck is in fact arrested on 

the same day that he’s meant to move in.277  Puck hits an open car door while riding 

his bike, and when the police show up to the scene, they see that he has a $3,000 

bench warrant on him for skipping drunk driving school.  When he finally arrives at 

the house, carrying his bike up the stairs, Puck introduces himself as “the Puck” and 

informs his roommates that he was hit by a car, tellingly reversing the actor in the 

collision—technically, Puck hit the car.  Puck’s screeching, oozing, punk-rocker 

appearance on the series screams MTV: he is youthful, obsessed with himself, defines 

himself by being aggressive, considers himself an authority on all things cool, and is 

proud of the scabs and scars from wounds he essentially inflicts on himself.  In 

contrast to Pedro, who is careful and kind and brings a scrapbook that traces his 

appearances as an AIDS advocate, Puck rides without a helmet, snot rockets when 

he’s walking down the street, and shows Rachel a collection of photos that he’s taken 

of his scabs on the same night that Pedro reveals his status as a gay, poz man—also by 

showing a collection of photos—to the entire house.  And yet Rachel is not afraid of 

bloody, snotty Puck; she backs away from Pedro and informs the house and the 

audience that it is Pedro’s responsibility to make her feel comfortable enough to live 

with him.   

                                                
276 “Planes, Trains, and Paddywagons.” 
277 Or so he tells us in interviews; my attention to his slovenly wardrobe in the first episode 
reveals far more costume changes than one would expect from such an unfastidious dresser, so 
this supposed coincidence in timing may well be falsified. 
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Rachel and the series both suffer from an inability to choose between the men 

and a performance of empathy for Pedro that doesn’t hold up to extensive scrutiny: 

viewers discover in the tenth episode, “Kiss and Tell,” that Puck and Rachel have 

made out on several occasions.  At the same time, and while it is not actually Pedro’s 

responsibility to fix Rachel’s phobia, his kindness and willingness to be vulnerable 

and open eventually result in her bringing him to meet her family.278  We must assume, 

however, that Rachel’s empathy for Pedro died shortly after MTV stopped filming her: 

while she appears in the MTV footage that makes up parts of their tribute to Pedro 

following his death, she met another conservative Real World cast member, Sean 

Duffy of Real World: Boston, on Road Rules in 1998.  They married in 1999, and 

Duffy has gone on to become a Wisconsin U.S. House Representative and Trump 

supporter while Rachel remains an outspoken Republican Latinx voice.  They have 

eight children.  So it seems that while Rachel would rather kiss Puck and Duffy, she’s 

not afraid, if cameras are rolling, to kiss up to others in an effort to look more 

accepting.  In contrast to her conservative and defensive political latinidad on Real 

World, where she attends events as a young Republican that clearly preface her role as 

a politician’s wife, Pedro speaks at and creates events.  His interest is in community, 

both within the house and outside it. 

                                                
278 “Kiss and Tell,” The Real World: San Francisco (MTV, September 1, 1994). 
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Puck remains separate, screeching his way into being kicked out of the house 

when his roommates tire of the never-ending homophobic comments and small acts 

(like putting his dirty hands in the peanut butter jar) that threaten Pedro’s health.  

Puck’s explosiveness would, for a preoccupied viewer, look more active than Pedro’s 

movements through the house and the season.  He even seems vulnerable, with his 

scars and scabs and constant injuries.  But Puck’s relentless performance of his 

physical vulnerability is as simplistic 

as the box cars that he builds and 

rides down the San Francisco hills 

(fig. 22).279  His recklessness is 

actually a demonstration of how he 

externalizes violence and therefore 

does not expect injury (fig. 23).  In 

contrast to women and queer people, 

who are taught by implicit and 

explicit violence towards our 

persons to make ourselves small and 

protect our bodies, Puck is confident 

in his ability to withstand battery 

                                                
279 “From a Six to a Nine and Back Again,” The Real World: San Francisco (MTV, July 21, 
1994). 

Figure 22 (top): Puck and Judd looking at Puck’s soapbox car in the house garage.  
Figure 23 (bottom): A shot of Puck capsizing his soapbox car, shown at the soapbox 
derby video only Puck and Rachel attended in “From a Six to a Nine and Back Again.”  
The roommates, when Puck confronts them for skipping an “important” event, contend 
(in interviews) that he’s insensitive and they were too tired of him to go. 
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because it is something that he finds instead of something that finds him.  There is 

nothing in Puck that is willing to withdraw, because he is not expected to: we see this 

in the first episode, where Rachel is squeamishly delighted by (and, we see, attracted 

to) Puck’s performance of his grossness while she is also utterly repulsed by Pedro’s 

neat, thoughtful demonstration of his poz status in the form of his activist work (fig. 

26).  While Pedro’s activism is, as we see in his large, pristine scrapbook, a volume in 

an important history of representation and political movement, Puck’s volume as he 

shouts and crashes his way 

through the Real World narrative 

tries to marginalize Pedro.  Puck’s 

pride in having been hit by a car 

(though, again, it is he who hit the 

car), and his delight in flipping 

himself out of a plywood box and 

onto the asphalt at great speed—

the soapbox derby video features 

an amused, shirtless Puck laying 

on the road, then looking into the 

camera with his emaciated, 

damaged body on display (fig. 

24)—demonstrate the ways in 

which destructive, disruptive 

Figure 24: Puck after crashing in the derby video 
shown in “From a Six to a Nine and Back Again.”  
While it seems clear in this still that Puck is 
dealing with some sort of addiction, that is never 
addressed in the season.  MTV’s reality 
programming here and going forward makes 
largely token gestures towards recognizing and 
treating addiction.  While it is not my goal to 
simply ignore the possibility that Puck’s behavior 
is, in part, the result of drug use, MTV’s choices to 
allow the erratic and dangerous behavior that 
comes with drug addiction is another of the ways it 
demonstrates that we are socially conditioned to 
allow explosive, destructive behavior from white 
men.  Season one’s Heather B is accused of being 
a drug dealer in the series’ first episode merely 
because she’s black and has a beeper; in contrast, 
while Puck repeatedly appears to be destroying his 
body with drugs as well as reckless and drunk 
driving, he’s never confronted or questioned. 
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behavior is accepted and rewarded when performed by bodies that look a certain way. 

I want to read onto this season 

and the contrast between Puck and Pedro 

a method for occupying 

that favors quiet over noise.  By this I 

mean that, while distracted viewing is 

popularly and academically understood to 

be something that is counteracted by musical or other aural cues, like crashing and 

banging, there is equal and perhaps more power in silence.  I want to bolster this by 

referring back to what I’ve already quoted from Goodwin: the noise in MTV 

programming (for Goodwin, this means the lyrical narrative that provides the 

soundtrack for its “postmodern” video playlists) is what disproves its claims at 

subversion.  In contrast, what we see is what holds more potential for 

Figure 25 (top left): Pedro shows Cory 
(center) and Pam (right) his scrapbook.  
Figure 26 (above): Rachel’s reaction to 
Pedro’s revelation.  Figure 27 (left): Judd 
(left), Cory (center), and Pam (bottom 
right) look through Pedro’s scrapbook 
while Rachel leaves.  The episode then 
cuts to Rachel in the confessional, where 
she expresses a need to know “how it’s 
gonna affect us as his roommates” and 
frustration that “everyone else was just so 
much in adoration of his, you know, 
accomplishments” instead of asking what 
it meant for them (“Planes, Trains, and 
Paddywagons”).   
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counterhegemonic expression, or what Muñoz referred to as counterpublics.  I’m 

extrapolating outwards from here to think about the ways in which silence or at least 

quiet and calm work in a similar fashion by showing, underneath the often-

overwhelming volume of aggressive masculinity, the possibility for occupying 

narratives on the screen in order to broadly circulate them.  My reference to the use of 

silence to draw attention is not a radical claim, and it’s one that we’ve seen thematized 

in television series repeatedly,280 but hopefully this connection with Goodwin will help 

us contextualize the moments where we see it in San Francisco.  Pedro’s quiet 

conversations with Cory on the train and in the first night in the house, his neat 

appearance in his clean, tucked-in shirts, and the precision with which he has made his 

scrapbook in order to represent his activism and pre-Real World existence to the 

housemates demands, for an occupying viewer instead of a preoccupied one, far more 

                                                
280 I’d like to note here that the primetime series that I immediately thought of as being 
significant with its silence is Switched at Birth (2011-2017), a Freeform young adult series 
that followed the lives of two teenage girls, one of whom was deaf and played by a mostly-
deaf actress, who were sent home from the hospital with the wrong parents.  The series used 
silence to force viewers to experience media in the same way its deaf actors and characters 
did: by reading lips and captions.  It aired on a network that is associated with teenage girls, 
and it featured young women as the leads.  When I conducted a search to see what other series 
were popularly understood to use silence deliberately, the primary response was Breaking Bad 
(AMC, 2008-2013), a prestige series about violent, white masculinity that used silence as an 
entry into Walter White’s psyche.  Hannibal (NBC, 2013-2015), another series about 
extraordinarily violent masculinity that employed silence as a cue for the viewer to imagine 
the male leads’ interiority, was the runner-up.  While these searches also reflect when they 
were conducted and the algorithm Google has developed in response to my searches, I find it 
worth mentioning that these were their top returns because, as many communications scholars 
would be quick to remind us, technologies and algorithms like those used in search engines 
are typically used to maintain instead of subvert power structures.  Furthermore, the interest in 
silence in Breaking Bad and Hannibal does not reveal but instead reinforces a power dynamic 
built on our internalization of violent masculinity as the standard by which all things are 
measured.  The moments of silence that capture an occupying viewer are those that inspire 
interiority on the viewer’s part and on the character’s behalf instead of evoking an already-
existing interiority that the character already performs. 
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attention.  Perhaps ironically, one of the most appealing things about Pedro’s 

scrapbook as a representation of it is its straightness: the news clippings are neatly 

arranged such that the only thing throwing off Pedro’s expression of himself and his 

work when he reveals himself and his scrapbook to the roommates on the first night is 

Rachel’s reaction and the Dutch angle of that shot, which characterized ‘90s MTV 

(figs. 25-27).  In the stills I’ve selected, the scrapbook defies the inclination of the 

camera, literally and metaphorically: shots of the scrapbook must be straight enough 

for the viewers to grasp its contents with only a few seconds of looking, and the 

collection of roommates around it is large enough that the camera can’t cant and still 

encompass everything happening within the relatively small section of the room.  The 

straightness of the camera angle is short-lived—we see a canted shot of Pedro 

lounging on a bed talking to Pam, Cory, and Mohammed moments later, and the 

camera angle in Rachel’s confessional is as straight as she is—, but its momentary 

contrast to the off-kilter shots of her off-kilter reaction materialize how Pedro is, in 

many ways, playing the straight man.   

I mean this not in reference to his sexuality, nor in a reductive move that 

intends to understand the contrast between Puck and Pedro as comedic, but rather in 

reference to how Pedro clearly reveals Puck’s absurdity.  The straight man in a 

comedy duo refuses to laugh at the other’s antics, thereby rendering the other all the 

more ridiculous; Pedro refuses to laugh at or allow Puck’s antics, thereby revealing 

him—and, by extension, much of the MTV oeuvre and attitude—to be ridiculous.  

Pedro as straight man doesn’t quite work for the obvious reason that he’s gay, but also 

because he does far more than (not) react to Puck’s antics.  As with my grammatical 
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playing between transitive and intransitive watching, however, considering Pedro as a 

stock character—here the straight man—provides a map on which we can follow 

Pedro’s actual movements.  The straight man in a comedy duo has the more difficult 

job, as it is far more challenging to perform interiority in a significant way than it is to 

externalize thoughts; nevertheless, the straight man is frequently overlooked.  The 

same is the case in this series, where Pedro’s neatness and niceness might seem, for a 

preoccupied viewer, to be insignificant.  In reality, and as the fact that Puck has 

disappeared first into prison and then into obscurity while Pedro remains a 

recognizable public figure more than twenty years after his death attests, quiet inspires 

interiority, possibility, and reflection, while noise gets lost in the static. 

My reading of Puck here and prolonged excursion through The Real World: 

San Francisco intersects again with SVU, this time in the form of Elliot Stabler.  I’ve 

already mentioned Stabler’s violence within the series, but I want to return to it and 

another consideration of the locum in order to better orient a longer consideration of 

his partner, Olivia Benson.281  Benson’s silent communication with Mack, like Pedro’s 

thoughtful quiet and vulnerable revelation of his life through his scrapbook, recall 

Morse’s reading of the distinction between the interior of the car and the roads on 

which it travels:  

                                                
281 Though it does not benefit me to only use these violent, white, masculinist figures as my 
transition points and vehicles for my argument, I’m making a deliberate effort here to employ 
them for my argument in much the same way that the networks I’m discussing use characters 
who fill demographic quotas.  In other words, I want here for the white masculinists of this 
chapter to fill a quota, and thereby help me explore the depth and interiority of characters like 
Benson and figures like Pedro. 
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magnitude on the freeway is 
popularly measured in minutes 
rather than miles.  Yet, within 
that waste of time spent in 
between, usually alone and 
isolated within an iron bubble, a 
miniature idyll with its own 
controlled climate and selected 
sound is created.  In this 
intensely private space, lifted 
out of the social world, the 
driver is subject, more real and 
present to him- or herself than 
the miniatures or the patterns of 
lights beyond the glass, or 
farther yet, beyond the 
freeway.282 
  

Benson and Pedro both allow the 

occupying viewer to become the 

driver: we might become more real and 

more present to ourselves as we 

imaginatively enter into an intimate 

familiarity with the details and traumas 

of their lives.  That interiority, like the 

windshield of the car, lets us see 

forward while also showing us 

ourselves.  In contrast, the Pucks and 

Stablers remain exterior; Puck believes 

                                                
282 Morse, “An Ontology of Everyday Distraction: The Freeway, the Mall, and Television.” 
199. 

Figure 28: “On the next episode of Law & 
Order: Special Victims Unit” by A.K. Tettenborn 
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he tells cars what to do, and most of Stabler’s interiority is overlooked because of his 

physicality and violence. 

 Viewers find out at the end of the season thirteen opener that Stabler “put his 

papers in” presumably, but not explicitly, because he was too traumatized by killing 

the daughter of a rape victim who was repeatedly wronged by the justice system at the 

end of season twelve.283  The drama of the moment is, of course, carried by Mariska 

Hargitay: Benson and Captain Cragen, played by Dann Florek, stand in his office as 

Cragen reveals this information to Benson.  Benson barely holds back her emotion as 

she assures him that she doesn’t need a day off.  While we might easily dismiss the 

fact that Benson is receiving this information from her captain instead of her partner of 

twelve years and apparent friend because viewers need the exposition, the fact remains 

that Stabler has left because of what he did to a young woman, and the task of grieving 

for that loss is left to his female partner.  Cragen delivers this news looking like an 

apathetic turtle, as always, while Benson barely keeps from crying as she returns to the 

bullpen.  Once she’s there, Detective John Munch (Richard Belzer, a transfer from 

NBC’s Homicide: Life on the Street [1993-1999]) announces that there’s a 10-34 (in 

New York, an assault) in Waverly.  Munch suggests Fin (Ice-T), Benson’s new 

partner, take someone else on the call, but Benson doesn’t allow it: “Give me five and 

we’ll roll.”284  Benson has mere minutes to mourn the loss of her partner, who didn’t 

even tell her about his retirement directly; Stabler has a few decades and a pension to 

mourn his own actions.  He kills the girl because she brings a gun into the precinct to 

                                                
283 “Smoked,” Law & Order: Special Victims Unit (NBC, May 18, 2011). 
284 “Scorched Earth,” Law & Order: Special Victims Unit (NBC, September 21, 2011). 
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kill her mother’s rapist, but it is still important here that Stabler’s complexity and 

depth, here literally who he is outside of the precinct, is entirely dependent on the 

women around him.  Benson is single and childless for most of the series; most of her 

relationships end because she is too caught up in her job and/or too conscious of male 

violence.  In contrast, Elliot’s personal depth is literally represented when his wife or 

children, mostly daughters, intersect with his job; viewers watch his marriage crumble 

because he works too much but then rebuild around an accidental pregnancy with 

miraculous speed, witnessing in Kathy Stabler all of her husband’s personal depth and 

ties. 

 Stabler’s lack of interiority is so obvious that it characterizes much of the 

response to him.  In my conversations with other SVU viewers about Stabler, those 

who like him tend to like him because of his emptiness and aggression.  The Twice 

Shy comic that went viral a few years ago (fig. 28) is remarkably succinct in the way 

that it reduces Stabler’s character down.285  He is angry and hostile, saying only “I 

have daughters,” “I have a computer,” and “I hate it.”  The panel that shows Stabler 

angry because he has daughters is titled “At least one detective takes it personally.”  

Even in reducing Stabler down to ten words and drawings not much more complex 

than stick figures, cartoonist A.K. Tettenborn shows that the personal is expressed, for 

Stabler, through the women around him.  The fact that Christopher Meloni, who plays 

                                                
285 AK Tettenborn, “Law & Order: Special Victims Unit,” accessed December 10, 2017, 
http://twiceshy.bitedaily.com/2010/12/law-order-special-victims-unit.html. 
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Stabler, has a framed, signed copy of 

the comic became public knowledge 

when a photo of it holding him 

circulated the internet.286  Around the 

same time, a meme featuring photos 

of Meloni, who is very fit, stretching 

between takes of SVU with the 

caption “these are their stories” 

became popular on social media,287 

particularly Tumblr288 (figs. 29 and 

30).  The meme delights fans partly 

because it executes several layers of 

in-jokes, but also because it reframes 

Stabler’s aggressive physicality in silly 

                                                
286 Andy Khouri and 2011, “‘Law & Order: SVU’ Stars Have Sense of Humor, Love 
Webcomic,” ComicsAlliance, accessed December 10, 2017, http://comicsalliance.com/law-
and-order-svu-webcomic-a-k-tettenborn/. 
287 what, “When Ur a Dedicated Detective That Investigates These Vicious Felonies but Ur 
Crush Walks Bypic.Twitter.Com/Pli7axFvUw,” Tweet, @chanelpuke (blog), December 9, 
2015, https://twitter.com/chanelpuke/status/673306659817672705?lang=en. 
288 “These Are Their Stories,” ..., accessed December 10, 2017, 
http://plutopians.tumblr.com/post/113664188137/these-are-their-stories. 
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ways.  Tweets that reframe Meloni’s physique as he stretches on scene as vogueing for 

his crush imagines Stabler in the girlish roles that he’s so defensive about, thereby 

delighting the regular viewer—and we are many—who sees him regularly and 

explosively upset over more violent intersections of adult, masculine strength and 

girlishness.  The meme provides a relief from the almost unrelenting violence of the 

series by locating silliness within strength. 

 While Tettenborn’s comic and the “these are their stories” memes attest to a 

certain love for Stabler that seemingly belies my analysis of him as simplistic, violent, 

and needing women around him to emote on his behalf, they also became viral around 

the time that Stabler’s character was written off the series.  The episode that began this 

chapter was the first in Stabler’s final season, but it was also the first SVU episode—or 

Law & Order episode of any installment—to follow the last episode of the original 

Law & Order, which aired on May 24, 2010.289  The final episode of the original, 

“Rubber Room,” follows detectives Lupo (Jeremy Sisto) and Bernard (Anthony 

Anderson) as they track down a would-be school bomber who turns out to be one of 

the New York City school teachers who, because the union requires that teachers still 

attend school in order to earn their pay 

even when suspended from teaching 

actual students, developed a grudge while 

lingering in what is frequently referred to 

as the rubber room.  The rubber room 

serves as a liminal space in reality and 

                                                
289 “Rubber Room,” Law & Order (NBC, May 24, 2010). 

Figure 29 (top left): Viral tweet showing 
Meloni stretching between takes of SVU; 
the caption references the opening title of 
the series, which features the following 
narration: “In the criminal justice system, 
sexually based offenses are considered 
especially heinous.  In New York City, the 
dedicated detectives who investigate these 
vicious felonies are members of an elite 
squad known as the Special Victims Unit.  
These are their stories.”  Figure 30 (left): A 
similar meme from Tumblr. 
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within the narrative, but it also interestingly arrests Law & Order in its final form: 

syndicated and streamed reruns.  And that is the state in which detectives like Stabler 

are ultimately left as SVU continues; his final season is a year after the original 

installment ends, and the locum that they find for Stabler, a Detective Nick Amaro 

(Danny Pino), flames out after four seasons.  SVU shows in its “Locum” episode that 

that model no longer works if the series is invested in personal narratives; it is not 

simply that Mack cannot be Ella, but that Mack should not be expected to be Ella.290  

Similarly, Amaro’s character doesn’t really gain traction because subbing in a new 

version of Stabler—ex-military, Catholic, absent husband and father—doesn’t suit a 

series that’s invested in genuine emotion and that is, by its thirteenth season, sustained 

by Mariska Hargitay’s performance as Olivia Benson, even though Amaro is 

something of an improved version of Stabler. 

 Once Benson comes to define the series, there’s no longer room within the 

diegetic narrative for a character like Stabler.  In the final shot of Stabler, he stands 

alone in a crowd of police personnel, his hands bloody as he looks down at the body of 

Jenna, the eighteen-year-old girl whom he as just killed (fig. 31).  Also alone, kneeling 

over the body of 

series regular 

Sister Peg 

(Charlayne 

Woodard), who 

was caught in the 

                                                
290 “Locum.” 

Figure 31: Stabler (top center) stands over Jenna’s body while 
Benson (bottom right) kneels next to Sister Peg in “Smoked.”  Fin 
(bottom center), played by Ice-T, calls for help while numerous 
other personnel run through the precinct or make calls for help. 
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crossfire when she came to the station to bring the crucial evidence that would convict 

the rapist whom Stabler’s victim came to kill, is Benson.  Each partner is covered in 

blood, stained by the fallout after a young woman decided to avenge her mother by 

adopting the tactics of her mother’s attackers: she went out, bought a gun on the street, 

searched for her mother’s attackers, and then killed them.  Overwhelmed by the 

violence of the situation, however, Jenna also killed the woman who had spent this 

episode (and any others featuring her over the course of SVU) protecting women who 

suffered the effects of male violence.  We see how this model of violence results in 

death and chaos, and a disconnection so fundamental that Stabler’s character simply 

disappears between this moment where he stands over a woman he killed and the next, 

where Benson and the rest 

of the squad move 

forward.291  The second 

episode of the thirteenth 

season introduces Amaro, 

and while he has enough 

in common with Stabler 

to eventually not cut it in 

the SVU squad—he 

leaves partly because Benson points out to him that he won’t be promoted with his 

                                                
291 “Smoked.” 

Figure 32: From the left, Detective Odafin “Fin” Tutuola, 
Noah’s babysitter Lucy, D.A. Rafael Barba, Sergeant Olivia 
Benson, her son Noah, Detective Amanda Rollins, 
Detective Sunny Carisi, and Detective Nick Amaro at 
Noah’s adoption party (“Surrendering Noah”). 
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history of violence, so there is no opportunity for advancement—, Amaro is still 

already an improvement on his predecessor.292 

 We see this in his final scene on the series: instead of standing over a corpse in 

the police station and then disappearing without even contacting his partner, Amaro is 

at Benson’s house, where his partner is throwing a party to celebrate that she’s 

officially adopted her foster son (fig. 32).  The episode closes with a medium close-up 

of Amaro’s profile as he interacts with the squad in a domestic setting, drinking 

champagne with his coworkers after he and Benson had a heart-to-heart in the kitchen.  

Interestingly, the relationship between Benson and Amaro seemingly reverses what we 

see between Kathy and Elliot Stabler; that is to say that, while Amaro certainly creates 

drama on the series, partly through inappropriate expressions of his anger and the 

discovery that he fathered a child with a previous girlfriend, perhaps the most 

important purpose he serves is in providing space for Benson’s development.  Over 

the course of his tenure, Benson becomes a Sergeant and the temporary Commanding 

Officer of the SVU squad, and she adopts a son.  Benson recognizes Amaro as a 

valuable part of the team and partner in his final episode, telling him, “I grew more in 

my last four years with you than I did in the twelve years that I was with him [Stabler].  

You know, that relationship, whatever it was, didn’t allow for anything else.  But with 

you, with your support, I have a family… You helped me grow.”293  The narrative of 

an empathetic, hard-working woman can’t be sustained if it’s paired with the sort of 

violent masculinity that Stabler always represents, and that Amaro also demonstrates 

                                                
292 “Surrendering Noah,” Law & Order: Special Victims Unit (NBC, May 20, 2015). 
293 “Surrendering Noah.” 
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before he is shot and decides to move across the country to be closer to his children.  

While Amaro proves himself more capable of development than Stabler—he’s 

hobbled over to Benson’s apartment on crutches to for a goodbye party with the squad, 

he’s retiring partly because he wants to be with his children, and he doesn’t need the 

“these are their stories” memes to be rendered cute because actor Danny Pino’s boyish 

face already contrasts with Meloni’s harsher features—, he’s still ultimately unfit for 

the environment that SVU has created. 

 Thus we see again that the locum cannot coexist with a genuinely developed 

narrative prioritizing the personal.  While SVU does go through a series of 

replacements, the only replacement that seems to go largely unnoticed within the 

environment that the series has developed through its longstanding and omnipresent 

circulation through television and new media is the early substitution of Fin (Ice-T) for 

season one detective Monique Jeffries (Michelle Hurd).  In one of the series’ low 

points, Jeffries is reprimanded at the beginning of season two for her sexual behaviors, 

which she has discussed with a police counselor following an on-the-job shooting, and 

essentially removed from the department for promiscuity.294  Hurd left to appear on 

Leap Years (2001), but her character was never truly developed and remains both the 

only black, female detective to appear with any regularity on the series and the only 

detective to be forced out for sexual behavior.  Quite significantly, the storyline about 

her promiscuity coincides with a storyline about Stabler’s fantasies of killing perps; 

however, while Cragen punishes Jeffries by confining her to her desk, he defends 

Stabler not only within the squad but to the brass.  Stabler suffers no punishment—

                                                
294 “Runaway,” Law & Order: Special Victims Unit (NBC, March 2, 2001). 
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he’s called at home to be informed that he’s been okayed to stay on the job so that his 

daughter and wife can express relief—but Jeffries is essentially forced to quit.295  The 

rationale framed Jeffries’s behavior as problematic because she admitted to having a 

one-night-stand with a former suspect, but her behavior throughout her tenure on SVU 

always associates recklessness on the job with recklessness in the sack.  Cragen 

equates her sexual behavior with “eating [her] gun” in the conversation that finally 

ends Jeffries’s career, and she’s played out to be the quintessential angry black 

woman: she sues the department for their treatment of her.296  The coincidence of these 

two singularities—the only black woman detecting and the only detective fired over 

her sex life—does not in itself seem singular: the series narrative ejects Jeffries from 

the squad room essentially for fulfilling a stereotype of black womanhood, namely that 

it is promiscuously sexual, cannot be contained, and therefore must be othered.   

They then replace her with a character who, certainly at the start and arguably 

throughout, performs another stereotype of blackness: Ice-T’s Fin Tutuola is a former 

narcotics detective played by a somewhat washed-up rapper, a largely absent father 

who struggles to accept his son’s homosexuality, and was a bad husband before he 

became an ex-husband.  Tutuola is so stereotypically characterized that Captain 

Cragen ignores him when Tutuola first enters the squad room to report for duty: 

Cragen writes him off because Tutuola is in an oversized shirt and du-rag.  Tutuola 

instead reports to Jeffries, capitalizing on but not significantly thematizing the 

                                                
295 “Wrong Is Right,” Law & Order: Special Victims Unit (NBC, October 20, 2000). 
296 “Asunder,” Law & Order: Special Victims Unit (NBC, December 1, 2000). 
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awkwardness of replacing one black cast member with another.297  That SVU subbed 

one black stereotype in for another is certainly not to the series’ credit.  As the series 

narrative develops, however, it also gains the necessary momentum for even stock 

characters like the Black Detective to be developed into more occupying characters.  

As early as season 3, the narrative begins alluding to Tutuola’s relationship with his 

gay son; while that in and of itself is not enormously significant, the fact that they do it 

in a fashion that directly counters Stabler’s complicated relationship with his family is.  

Instead of showing Tutuola angry, we see him withdrawn during a case where a man 

is found gang-raped and beaten outside of a gay club; instead of cutting to Tutuola’s 

ex-wife or his son Ken to make them perform Tutuola’s emotions, the occupying 

audience is prompted to imagine interiority for a black character played by a rapper.298  

In later seasons, Tutuola reconciles with his son and becomes a proud 

grandfather, is a constant voice against brutality against young black men, and brings 

attention to issues in the black community that go largely unspoken in casts dominated 

                                                
297 Early on, we see in Tutuola the same sort of gesture towards breaking stereotypes that 
plays out in Murder, She Wrote: like the young black man who is made out to be following 
Jess when she gets off a bus but saves her from a mugging, Tutuola will occasionally 
reference literature or prove himself to be the most open-minded of the detectives even in his 
first season on the series (MSW “The Murder of Sherlock Holmes,” SVU “Taken,” 
“Asunder”).  These moments are weak gestures towards complex representation because they 
rely on a viewer’s assumption of racial stereotypes in order to have impact; if we did not 
assume that a black man is all body and no mind, the impact of Jess having a kind, young 
black man who’s a fan or Tutuola making references to Oscar Wilde would be negligible.  
With Tutuola, they ultimately reinforce Cragen’s treatment in his first episode: while Jeffries 
and Tutuola connect over Cragen writing Tutuola off as a thug, and viewers can see that 
connection, we are not included in it because Cragen never performs recognition of his own 
biases in having ignored a black man in a du-rag.  They are at the center while we remain on 
the periphery, refusing us the sort of access to this complex understanding of how events are 
unfolding for the SVU squad in a way that we do not see playing out in a similar fashion when 
Mack and Benson connect across the Burtons’s apartment. 
298 “Sacrifice,” Law & Order: Special Victims Unit (NBC, November 9, 2001). 
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by white actors.  While Tettenborn’s reading of Tutuola in her comic (fig. 28) shows 

us how the character is couched within a narrative that is sometimes too 

accommodating of the sort of white fragility that resists strong representation of 

people of color for fear of scaring off white viewers who don’t want to be confronted 

with the fact that their reality is not everyone else’s, Tutuola’s constant reminders 

provide a point of connection with the occupying viewer that remains significant for 

its possibility, and the performance of his interiority remains particularly significant in 

contrast to other male characters like Stabler.299  Furthermore, Tutuola’s trajectory as 

moving from a black locum for Jeffries to one of the series’ main characters, fan 

favorites, and second longest-appearing character in SVU attests to the connection that 

occupying viewers make with him.  Viewers might not connect with Ice-T in quite the 

same way they do with Hargitay, but his continued presence on a series that writes out 

needlessly aggressive characters, especially when his first appearance on the series 

deliberately alluded to thugishness, is worth considering with some optimism. 

I want, in closing, to return to The Real World, and especially to season 

twenty-nine, which they subtitled Ex-Plosion because it features the housemates’ exes 

                                                
299 My footnote commentary has already included a mention of Taylor Swift, but I find here 
that I must mention her again because of her obsession with Olivia Benson.  Swift named one 
of her cats after Hargitay’s character and featured Hargitay in her “Bad Blood” music video as 
a pseudo-hero character called “Justice.”  While I am invested in Benson as well, Swift’s 
“feminism” is by now notoriously undercut by her whiteness, her need to play the victim, and 
her refusal to cut herself off from her racist fanbase because of her start in country music.  
That her most recent album became something of a soundtrack for the current white 
supremacist movement in the United States is evidence enough that Swift’s brand of feminism 
does not deserve attention that would be better redirected to other, more inclusive and 
complex, voices.  The same white fragility that allows for figures like Swift to appear 
progressive instead of passive mobilized much of the original Law & Order and still appears 
within SVU.  I want to recognize it without allowing it to overtake the possibility that still 
exists within these narratives for occupying viewers whose imagination makes them willing to 
navigate through and around these obstacles. 
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moving into the house halfway through the season.  My interest in Ex-Plosion is 

threefold: it returns Real World to San Francisco, it shows the production crew as part 

of the series narrative, and it provides a stark contrast with both the development that 

I’m tracking on SVU and with the 

meaningful, memorable 

representation that we see in Pedro 

Zamora during the program’s first 

San Francisco season.  While MTV 

returns to San Francisco in this 

season, they do so not in memory of 

Pedro Zamora, but in memory of 

Puck Rainey.  This becomes clear 

both through the way that the 

narrative prioritizes and ultimately 

fosters masculine violence and 

because, despite the gestures I have 

already mentioned when describing 

Arielle and her role on the season as 

queer voice, there is no interest in Pedro or his legacy within this season.  In fact, the 

only significant mention (i.e. more than reminders that The Real World has filmed in 

this city before) of The Real World: San Francisco that makes it to air is season 

twenty-nine roommate Jenny wishing that Puck would appear in the window when 

Figure 33 (above): season twenty-nine roommate 
Jenny in the interview room (“Excess 
Baggage”).  Figure 34 (below): one of many 
shots of Lichtenstein’s “M-Maybe” in the season 
one loft (“This is the True Story…”). 
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they pass the old Real World house from season three.300  This is not the only empty 

gesture back to the history of the series: the house is also clearly designed to resemble 

Roy Lichtenstein’s work (fig. 33),301 which provides for avid viewers a throwback to 

the print of Lichtenstein’s “M-Maybe” hanging in the New York loft in season one 

(fig. 34).302  Much about the season gestures towards its role as a throwback for Real 

World fans, including these visual cues evoking season one, but also including the 

appearance of production in front of the camera.  The final episode of season one, 

“Goodbye to the Big Apple!,” features the New York cast storming the production 

room and a montage of clips where we see production goofing off with the cast 

members.303  It’s meant to be a humanizing moment, particularly when we see one of 

the crew making fun of Eric, that connects the viewers with production by affirming 

all of the imaginings of what MTV is: youthful, white, male.  The crew is all of those 

things, and we see the cast interacting with them playfully so that we might be assured 

both that this is a real interaction between actual human beings and to alleviate any 

suspicions about where power lies in this environment. 

So when the cast is sent off to party on a houseboat while production crews 

rearrange the apartment to accommodate five more beds, viewers are similarly in on 

the joke.  In fact, the season begins with the reveal: before the narrative backtracks 

twenty-nine days—for the twenty-ninth season—to show the final casting decisions, it 

opens the season with a montage of shocked reactions from the roommates as they 

                                                
300 “Indecent Ex-Posure,” Real World: Ex-Plosion (MTV, March 12, 2014). 
301 “Excess Baggage,” Real World: Ex-Plosion (MTV, January 8, 2014). 
302 “This Is the True Story...,” The Real World: New York (MTV, May 21, 1992). 
303 “Goodbye to the Big Apple,” The Real World: New York (MTV, August 13, 1992). 
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return to a house full of their exes.  While it’s easy to write this sort of Real World off 

as being all in good fun, especially when the season is so clearly trying to hook 

viewers with its allusions back to earlier seasons and its in-joking, the season’s 

structure and its games reveal the power dynamic that also structures MTV’s (and 

ultimately parent company Viacom’s) relationship with viewers.  When roommate 

Jamie laughs at roommate Tom as he bounces off of a bed and hits the wall and then 

the ground, she points out that the “sound guy” laughed.  The camera cuts to the 

“sound guy” (we’ll find out only minutes before the season ends that his name is 

Jackson), who shrugs, and then back to Jamie and Tom: Jamie laughs, “the sound guy 

makes this so much better, though!” and Tom agrees with her.304  In a few seconds of 

the program, we’re seeing the power dynamic play out: though we see Jackson, he is 

silent and we don’t know his name.  This echoes the top-down power dynamic that 

critics like Darin Barney305 and Mark Andrejevic306 are pointing to when they criticize 

“interactivity” as a disguise for commodification and exploitation.  In contrast, we see 

everything that Jamie and Tom do outside of the toilet stall: we see them cuddling, we 

see Tom fighting with his ex-girlfriend, we see them talking to and about each other, 

and we even see them showering.   

                                                
304 “The Departure.” 
305 Barney, Prometheus Wired: The Hope for Democracy in the Age of Network Technology. 
306 Andrejevic, ISpy : Surveillance and Power in the Interactive Era; Mark Andrejevic, Reality 
TV : The Work of Being Watched (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2004), 
http://newcatalog.library.cornell.edu/catalog/4935175. 
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Jamie claims in the first episode that her ear gauges are “little satellites: they 

find the cheaters!” (fig. 35), but the audience 

can already see through her just as easily as 

they can see through the hollow plugs 

stretching her earlobes.  We know from the 

moment the season begins that the roommates 

will be tricked and likely humiliated.307  As 

significantly, and in a move that recalls my reading of the chapter in I Want My MTV 

wherein only women take the blame for “ruining” MTV, the producers of the season 

who are seen and heard on camera are almost all women.  We see silent Jackson and 

eventually learn his name, but the producers whom we hear roommates speaking to on 

the house phone or asking questions in interview or finally appearing on screen to 

discuss a surprise pregnancy with one of the exes (this member of the crew, Raquel, is 

immediately named, unlike Jackson) are all women.  This aligns with a Puckish 

ideology that sees women to be tricky, sneaky, bitchy, and undeserving.  In reality, the 

season spends a lot of its airtime showing women being tricked, insulted, and 

humiliated by men: ex Brian repeatedly slut-shames roommate Jenny while also 

claiming to want to “own” her, while Jenny’s new hookup, roommate Cory, similarly 

slut-shames his ex, Lauren, especially when she reveals her pregnancy.  Jenny implies 

early on that Brian and Cory are basically the same person because “Cory looks like 

Brian,” (fig. 36) which production builds on and exploits as they construct a narrative 

around Jenny as doppelbanger (i.e. someone whose sexual conquests all closely 

                                                
307 “Excess Baggage.” 

Figure 35: Jamie showing off her 
“satellite” ear gauges (“Excess 
Baggage”). 
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resemble each other).308  Never mind that Cory is black and Brian is white, that they’re 

different ages and from different parts of the country: meaning on The Real World has 

been so eroded that even the racial difference that played a significant role in early 

seasons amounts to essentially 

nothing by the later seasons of 

the series.  While I am taking 

exception here to the treatment of 

women, we see in Cory and 

Brian that no one benefits from 

this sort of representation; at 

best, these men are hollow stand-ins for violent, masculinist ideologies that allow 

them no personal development or significant expression. 

The same sort of whitewashing, quantifying standardization that structures 

early MTV but that figures like Kevin Powell and Pedro Zamora still break through is 

ultimately fulfilled in later programming like Ex-Plosion, where difference is 

collapsed into nothing more than an excuse for petty arguments over the ownership of 

Jenny’s body staged within an over-designed and super-stylized house-cum-set.  

Perhaps ironically, what the men bitching in I Want My MTV found in the music video 

programming that The Real World replaces ultimately re-arrives via the reality 

programming that so upsets them.  In place of the supposedly postmodern images of 

music video that are organized around an ultimately quite standardized aural narrative, 

we see here the explosion of pop art as a house in which the narrative is ultimately the 

                                                
308 “Excess Baggage.” 

Figure 36: “Cory looks like Brian,” according to 
Jenny and to production, who capitalize on the 
possibility of Cory as locum (“Excess Baggage”). 
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same repressive garbage that reduces people into stock characters and mobilizes 

conversations and relationships by collecting a group of doppelgangers and 

doppelbangers into one place.  Moments of potential—like Arielle’s occasional 

commentary on queerness—are elided by the season’s insistence on its cast members 

as loca for each other (the second Ashley whom I have mentioned is Arielle’s ex) and 

on women as sneaky, grasping whores. 

In my references to the season’s depiction of women as undeserving, I’m 

referring to the fact that the men in the cast seem to think that they’ve done something 

impressive to earn a rare and valuable opportunity to appear on the series.  Jay (who’s 

cast on this season largely, it seems, due to his propensity for cheating), when he’s 

expressing his frustration over the first Ashley’s binge drinking and general messiness, 

tells her, “We appreciate this opportunity so much, and it’s almost like you don’t 

appreciate what was handed to you.”309  Even in that statement we see the 

contradiction of Jay’s entitlement; being cast is both an amazing opportunity and 

something that was handed to him, both something he earned and something that was 

indiscriminately awarded.  In this same episode, the first Ashley doesn’t come home 

for a few nights and is “replaced” with the second Ashley.  Once the other exes appear 

on the season, many of the interviews with male roommates begin to mention that the 

exes have “used” them in order to appear on television.  Even Arielle hops on the 

bandwagon here when she asks Tom about his ex, Hailey: “did she earn the same 

opportunities or did she just know somebody?”310  The women here are played up as 
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being nothing more than grasping whores looking for opportunity, when in reality they 

are the reason that the men were cast; in the same episode where Jenny wishes Puck 

would appear at the original Real World San Francisco house, Tom’s ex, Hailey, 

points out that “the project is about relationships… and if you didn’t have an 

interesting relationship, you wouldn’t have been picked.”  According to Hailey, MTV 

interviewed another of Tom’s exes and found her too boring, but Hailey was 

interesting enough for them to cast Tom; “If it wasn’t for me,” she assures him, “you 

wouldn’t fucking be here.”311  MTV personality Nessa Diab confirms Hailey’s 

statement in the cast’s reunion episode, assuring all of the men that they wouldn’t have 

been there without their interesting exes.312 

While this doesn’t map precisely onto the narrative of Dick Wolf’s genius that 

I was following early in the chapter, it does helpfully bring me back to Law & Order 

and to SVU in order to close my reading of these series’ and networks’ environments, 

experiences, and rhetorics.  Law & Order, just like Tom, was sustained by the women 

who appeared on it almost from the start.  Erickson’s encyclopedic entry on the series, 

despite its sexist overtones, tracks the fact that its long run was thanks to women: 

“Though the series’ ratings were strong among male viewers, as a group women did 

not enjoy the show, many of them insisting the jittery camerawork gave them 

headaches.  But NBC executive Warren Littlefield sensed this was a subterfuge, 

concluding that Law & Order needed female stars to attract female fans.”313  

                                                
311 “Indecent Ex-Posure.” 
312 In contrast, one of the women—Jamie—appears on the series without an ex.  Her ex 
Cameron appears via video chat with the producers, but only briefly. 
“The Reunion,” Real World: Ex-Plosion (MTV, April 7, 2014). 
313 Erickson, Encyclopedia of Television Law Shows. 172. 
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Littlefield’s genius in sniffing out the “subterfuge” of women claiming headaches—

the obvious connection here is to wives who claim headaches in order to avoid sex 

with their husbands, as “no” is insufficient even after marital rape is recognized as a 

crime in 1984—is played up here as the reason that the series would have a twenty-

year run.  In reality, female viewers are essential for a broadcast network prime time 

series to achieve success, and female actors and characters are essential in order for a 

series to build a female fanbase.  None of this bias towards men, of course, was Wolf’s 

fault: “This was probably not a conscious decision by Wolf, but more likely grew from 

his reluctance to dwell upon the personal lives of the principals: bring in women and 

you bring in romantic entanglements.”314  However, as we can see in SVU and as Wolf 

ultimately confirms in his interview about Hargitay, it is the women—even a woman 

with essentially no romantic entanglements—who sustain the series.315   

In fact, none of the women on the series have longstanding romantic 

relationships: Benson, Rollins, and all of the various A.D.A.s who appear on the series 

are almost always single, even if they have children.  This might ultimately bring us 

around to the same problem that crops up in each of these crime dramas, namely the 

impossibility of a woman detective also being a wife and mother, and as a result 

needing some sort of constant assurance that her female friends and coworkers are not 

her lovers, but the model of the occupying detective who sees spaces that are 

                                                
314 Erickson. 172. 
315 The fact that Hargitay met her husband, Peter Hermann, on the set of SVU and that he 
continues appearing on the series further contradicts all of these accusations about women and 
romantic entanglements.  Not only do women viewers not need Benson to have romantic 
entanglements, there’s next to no interest in the character developing one with the actress’s 
husband despite knowledge of their marriage. 
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frequently unavailable to the male imagination that is preoccupied with violence still 

inspires a similarly occupying understanding of narrative in the viewer.  Figures like 

Benson, and Mack, and Pedro, and Kevin all provide the vehicle that allows us to 

move as Morse describes: we can see through the windscreen to outside, but we also 

see our own reflections screened there.  Ultimately, these vehicles call for the viewer 

to occupy their narratives, map their movements, reflect on their interiority while 

looking forward to various landmarks and destinations, and understand how the 

environments and experiences that we see beyond the windscreen also reveal to us the 

time spent reflecting on the self.  
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Swerving in Perry Mason and How to Get Away with Murder 

 About halfway through the first episode of Perry Mason (1957-1966), which 

aired on CBS September 21, 1957, Perry (Raymond Burr) drives his car out to the 

scene of a crime.  He parks on the wrong side of a curve in the highway, crawls across 

the bench seat to exit via the passenger door, and uses the gun that a suspect just gave 

him to shoot a post and a tree.  The gun is the one that was used in a murder, and Perry 

has obtained it by showing its twin—which was planted in his client’s house in order 

to frame her for murder—to the suspect, who had purchased both guns; the suspect 

switches the murder weapon for the twin that Perry lets him inspect, thinking that he’s 

protecting his fiancée by doing so.  Instead, Perry gets what he wants and uses the 

murder weapon to create reasonable doubt by firing it at the curve in the road and then 

surrendering it to police.  The confusion of the twin guns and the stray bullets in the 

tree and post baffle the judge and DA in the courtroom when Perry pretends to be 

confused himself, pointing to the evidence (of his own fabrication) that is apparent in 

photos of the crime scene.  By the end of the episode, Perry has neatly circumvented 

the attempt to frame his client, but also the confusion of the dual pistols, which falsely 

point towards their owner and his fiancée, to elicit a confession from another party 

altogether.316 

 The trajectory of these bullets and the curve in the road provide visual 

correspondents for the rhetorical swerving that Perry performs in the courtroom.  

Throughout its run, Perry Mason became perhaps the quintessential courtroom drama 

                                                
316 Gail Patrick Jackson, “The Case of the Restless Redhead,” Perry Mason, September 21, 
1957. 
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by repeatedly proving Perry to be almost infallible and always deft: it seems that he 

can argue his way out of anything, and always exonerates his always innocent clients 

by talking his way around suspects, perpetrators, and his nemesis, District Attorney 

Hamilton Burger (William Talman).  Even the episode that’s famous for being the 

“only case” that Perry ever lost (and a ploy to recoup the series’ dwindling audience) 

is rectified at the end, with Perry, his PI sidekick Paul Drake (William Hopper), and 

his secretary Della Street (Barbara Hale) saving Perry’s client from execution 

moments before it was scheduled.317  The curve in the first episode maps the route 

Perry takes in each of his Saturday night (and later, as the series wound down, 

Thursday night) appearances, circumventing the “incompetent, irrelevant, and 

immaterial” machinations of inept Ham Burger and his team.  Perry always outthinks 

Burger, which the series somehow simultaneously represents as Perry’s unique genius 

and an inevitability because Burger seems so incompetent that viewers constantly 

wonder how he keeps his job.  Perry and, as I will detail later, Annalise Keating (Viola 

Davis) in How to Get Away with Murder (HTGAWM; ABC, 2014- ) both practice a 

form of the rhetorical figure occupatio. 

 Perry and Annalise demonstrate their ability to occupy narratives by 

rhetorically swerving around and through the obstacles presented to them by a 

corrupted, biased, and frequently incompetent justice system.  The stakes are higher 

for Annalise—HTGAWM is exceptional partly because it is incredibly and credibly 

invested in revealing through its narratives that the American justice system and other 

infrastructures constantly work to enclose and entrap black bodies—, but both of these 

                                                
317 Gail Patrick Jackson, “The Case of the Deadly Verdict,” Perry Mason, October 3, 1963. 
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exceptional lawyers occupy by anticipating and disproving the narratives that attempt 

to enclose them.  Their narratives and the narratives of the series in which they appear 

are adamantly open-ended, persistent and resilient in their continuation despite the 

pressures put on them by institutional forces within diegetic narratives and the 

constraints of network television.   

H.A. Kelly traces the etymology of the rhetorical term I’ve introduced here in 

“Occupatio as Negative Narration,” where he sorts through mistaken equations and 

bastardizations in order to arrive at a definition of the rhetorical figure that 

understands it to be messy and contradictory but to ultimately refer to the practice of 

anticipating and dismissing the arguments of your opponent.  While I detail Kelly’s 

reading of the term and its etymology more extensively in the introduction to this 

dissertation, I want to repeat that part of occupatio’s appeal for my analysis is that it 

conflates the rhetorical terms for taking an argument and leaving an argument 

(paralepsis and paraleipsis respectively).  Using both the concept of circumvention 

that occupatio represents and the simultaneous taking and leaving to which it refers 

gives me an entry into imagining occupying spaces by both taking and leaving 

narratives.318  I also want to connect my narrative here to another term, this time 

Epicurus’s concept of the swerve, clinamen.  The concept of swerving that I’m partly 

building on is one that appears in the work of philosophers and theorists and that was 

originally used to refer to the introduction of indeterminism to the otherwise 

determinist system imagined in the philosophical doctrine of atomism.319  Epicurus’s 

                                                
318 Kelly, “Occupatio as Negative Narration: A Mistake for ‘Occultatio/Praeteritio.’” 
319 Blackburn, “Clinamen”; Simon Blackburn, “Atomism,” in The Oxford Dictionary of 
Philosophy (Oxford University Press, 2016), 
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imagining of the swerve, as Mladen Dolar details in “Tyche, Clinamen, Den,” runs the 

risk of collapsing the distinction between the symbolic and the real; it conflates what 

always already happened, what preexists space and time and is therefore is outside of 

both, with omnipresence and universality.320  This means that it connects 

interestingly—if not precisely or comprehensively—to the simultaneous taking and 

leaving occupatio by posing the swerve as the possibility to contradict itself, to relate 

to what is in a way that necessarily reimagines what it means to be.  The concept, like 

occupatio, is also slippery in its history; scholars disagree on whether the concept 

actually originated with Epicurus, and much of their understanding of the term has 

been structured and restructured throughout philosophical history.   

The reading of the swerve itself, as Jeffrey S. Purinton writes in “Epicurus on 

‘Free Volition’ and the Atomic Swerve,’” swerves to try to understand its own 

trajectory as a concept.321  It’s a challenging and slippery concept that, like the 

arguments that the rhetorical figure of occupatio takes and leaves, both does and does 

not exist.  Dolar also tracks the appearances of the term in Hegel’s, Deleuze’s, and 

Lacan’s dialectics, ultimately speculating that the swerviness into and out of the void 

that these understandings of clinamen skirt makes it seem “as if seeing one part 

precludes seeing the other, one cannot make a compromise or a synthesis of the two.”  

What clinamen allows, finally,—at least in the Deleuzean understanding of it—is the 
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320 Mladen Dolar, “Tyche, Clinamen, Den,” Continental Philosophy Review 46, no. 2 (August 
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chance to avoid the (literal, atomic) negativity of the void in favor of “the positivity of 

becoming,” prioritizing creation and positivity in much the same way that I am 

arguing our imaginations do when we watch the models of occupying that these modes 

of televisual narrative provide for us. 322  This, of course, gets slippery again: one 

would assume that occupying means lingering in the void, which means dwelling in 

negativity.  Instead, I want to invoke simultaneity again and use these concepts to 

build the possibility for swerving and occupying, for taking and leaving. 

 Watching nearly any episode of Perry Mason will expose viewers to this 

practice, as Perry performs his courtroom rhetoric by declaring Ham Burger 

incompetent and irrelevant week after week while also relying on Burger to renew his 

competence and affirm Perry’s performance of justice, thereby taking up Perry’s 

crime-solving and leaving both the humiliation of being constantly bested and the 

irrelevance of his original case.  J. Dennis Bounds writes in Perry Mason: The 

Authorship and Reproduction of a Popular Hero that the series’ “technique is 

straightforward, linear, chronological plotting, with the remarkable absence of 

flashbacks—a device commonly used in each of the Mason films and many of the 

Mason novels.  In a flashback, the forward flow of the narrative stops, and an event 

that is purported to have taken place before or simultaneous with the current narrative 

is presented.”323  The straightforwardness of the narrative means that the swerving and 

curving in the series needs to happen verbally, rhetorically, strategically through 

Perry’s arguments in the courtroom and actions between taking the case and beginning 
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323 J. Dennis Bounds, Perry Mason: The Authorship and Reproduction of a Popular Hero 
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to argue it.  (Swerving here is, as in Dolar and Purinton, both curving and straight, 

which I’m using here as metaphors for the many simultaneities at play here.)  Bounds 

also points out that, because of the linearity of the plot in Perry Mason, the series 

“links the spectator with Mason and his facilitators as they gather the information 

secondhand… This heightens a sense of a ‘present tense’ that fortifies each 

presentation of the formula.”324  While his interest here is in how the series therefore 

creates for the viewer the sort of experience that an actual attorney would have, I want 

to pick up on how the experience that we’re having when watching the series is a 

model of rhetorical occupation.  Perry Mason is, in every episode, about Perry moving 

around obstacles created by an incompetent DA more interested in the completion of a 

narrative than in its accuracy (and this means that the narrative is empty, and Perry 

occupies it). 

In fact, Ham Burger is so consistently bamboozled that I didn’t realize until 

beginning my research on Perry Mason (and then consulting with my mother) that 

he’s meant to be a villain; the cast’s obvious congeniality between actors who sit on 

opposite sides of the courtroom—though they sit together on one side in the opening 

sequence of the first season—and Burger’s general incompetence read to me, coming 

at the series more than fifty years after it ended and with far more experience watching 

more aggressive courtroom dramas like Law & Order (NBC, 1990-2010) and 

HTGAWM, as almost playful.  David Bianculli, in The Platinum Age of Television 

describes Burger’s record as “the equivalent of Charlie Brown’s kicking Lucy’s 

football,” constantly lining up and never learning that he’ll end up embarrassing 
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himself.325  Part of what made Burger illegible to me is that the series is adamantly 

episodic in a way that most contemporary series are not, and Ham Burger cannot 

develop a personal grudge against Perry because, by all appearances, Perry doesn’t 

have a personal life.  The monotony of Burger’s defeats makes Perry Mason a series 

that leaves me relatively unengaged in the characters and the outcome of the cases 

(Charlie Brown whiffing on the football kick is more engaging because Lucy seems 

endearingly perverse; Perry, in contrast, is the humorless straight man and Ham 

Burger simply a boob).326  It may seem, then, that it’s a poor choice of series for an 

argument about occupying viewers; if I find the narratives nearly impossible to engage 

with at the same level that I have engaged with the housewives, detectives, and 

twenty-somethings of previous chapters–and even with Lucy–, that seems to preclude 

the possibility of viewing that leads to occupying.   

Furthermore, about half of my viewing of this series was actually conducted 

when I was convalescing after shoulder surgery, meaning that instead of watching this 

series from a stairmaster or something similar, I watched it with my mother—who 

loves the series and refers to Mason as “Per” as though they’re friends—while packing 

ice under my sleeve and taking oxycodone.  This is not to say that a person has to be 

under the influence of narcotics to enjoy Perry Mason (exhibit A: my mother), but my 

experience watching the series parallels interestingly with how the series functions as 

a televisual narrative and a rhetorical experience in and of itself.  The oxycodone 

                                                
325 David Bianculli, The Platinum Age of Television: From I Love Lucy to The Walking Dead, 
How TV Became Terrific, First edition. (New York: Doubleday, 2016). 211. 
326 Perry as straight man does not, as Pedro Zamora as straight man, play quite so complexly 
or interestingly; instead, he functions to make Burger look like a fool without himself filling 
as significant a space as Pedro does. 
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works by affecting how the brain perceives pain, essentially relieving the patient of the 

need to pay attention to the pain itself and instead allowing her to direct her attention 

elsewhere (when prescribed and taken correctly).  The parallel that I see here between 

Perry Mason’s narrative and my consumption of it while I was also consuming 

narcotics is that both the narcotics and the predictability of the case free the 

consumer/user/potential occupier to consider and imagine other things.  Perry 

Mason’s formula sets the viewer up to think about how he will outwit Ham Burger 

this time, and also how the series itself became such a singular and defining television 

series.   

Perhaps due partly to its popularity when it aired and in syndication, Perry 

Mason, as “America’s lawyer,” attests to Norman Rosenberg’s claim in Prime Time 

Law that “Prime time’s great lawyers never die; they just retire to syndication.”327  

Like many of the series that I write about in this dissertation, Perry Mason interests 

me partly because of its omnipresence and accessibility: Perry Mason was a safe bet 

in syndication despite being an hour-long series and black-and-white; the series was 

rushed to market as the technology changed from monochrome to color, but was 

successful in syndication and remains a mainstay of CBS—online, at least.  Mason has 

found its longevity not only in syndication and on streaming but also in numerous 

analyses of the law: the character symbolizes, for many of its lawyer fans, a 

connection to addiction, ritual, and the liturgy of the courtroom.  It fills the void.  Part 

of the fear of addiction reflects popular mid-century imaginings of television that 

worried about a TV addiction, but there are also more complex readings of the series’ 
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relationship to various addictions, whether real or imagined.  Lawyers complained of 

the “Perry Mason effect,” which was a predecessor of the “CSI effect:”328 having seen 

Perry Mason slam-dunk cases every Saturday night for years, juries began to expect 

that an innocent defendant would be proven innocent when the attorney talked the real 

culprit into confessing.329  This was exacerbated by the fact that, though juries 

appeared only in the first season of the series, the camera in later seasons was 

positioned where the jury would have been, making the audience imagine themselves 

to be the jury.330 

Such a setup certainly enables the preoccupied viewer to simply watch Perry 

talking his way around Ham Burger, not even engaging enough to anticipate the 

arguments or to judge the efficacy of his rhetorical performance as they always know 

that the client is innocent and Perry will get them acquitted.  But to return to the 

discussion of addiction that I entered into by describing how I consumed a fair portion 

of the series: while I’m not interested in claims about television addiction, I am 

fascinated by the lawyerly reading of Perry Mason that finds in its narrative and the 

public’s consumption of that narrative an addiction to confession.  This would explain 

why the series had nine seasons despite its formulaic monotony, and the problem of 

actual defense attorneys having to explain that they were not Perry Mason and that the 

jury should not expect the same performance in order to acquit the defendant.  Anita 

Sokolsky writes in “The Case of the Juridical Junkie” that the series reveals how 
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“[d]istinguished in its primary connotations by an edge of unwillingness, confession 

entails compulsion.”331  Her reading of compulsion attempts to read the series outside 

of the dichotomy between high and low culture—presumably an even more onerous 

task in the law journal she’s writing for than it is even in media studies—while also 

considering the ways in which an addiction to compulsion and the creation of juridical 

junkies creates a negative relationship with both the law and culture: she attempts to 

swerve around the negativity of the void into which debates that linger simplistically 

on high vs. low fall. 

If, she argues, we are addicted to confession, that means that we’re manifesting 

“a passion to be judged;” this does not also manifest in high culture, according to 

Sokolsky, because high culture takes addiction as a theme without making agency 

contingent upon that addiction and therefore not requiring that the addiction be 

confessed in order for agency to be regained.332  Thus the problem there is that, if 

confession is a compulsion, we must ask “to what extent the act of confession may be 

understood to mark a crisis in the distinction between compulsion and responsible 

agency” because, for example, Perry grants the criminal agency by including him in 

the narrative in the courtroom.333  Just as viewers are addicted to confession, agency in 

Perry Mason is manifest through that addiction because criminals are the enablers of 

this addiction to confession, and they gain agency by describing their own 

compulsions within the narrative that Perry builds.  My loose interpretation of 
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addiction and its implications is also bolstered by my mother’s experience of Perry 

Mason.  She loves it partly because her consumption of it was illicit: she grew up in a 

four-bedroom house in Amsterdam, NY, crowded into a room with her two sisters 

while her brothers, parents, and great aunt claimed the others.  The television in the 

living room was used (at least by the children) only to watch Gomer Pyle, but Nanny’s 

TV in the basement was sometimes tuned to Perry Mason.  My mother used to sneak 

down to the basement to watch with Nanny, who was the one to start calling him Per.  

The sneakiness here was another sort of juvenile swerving, which seems appropriate 

considering Per’s propensity for the same, and it also shows something like an effort 

to reclaim agency by choosing to watch anything other than Gomer Pyle or to swerve 

around the void of the blank screen in the living room to instead watch the television 

in the basement.  And this viewing was essentially feminine, marking a connection not 

only between my mother and great-great-aunt but also one of the few between my 

mother and me that connects back to my maternal family. 

But to return to Sokolsky, her argument is itself rather slippery (as mine tends 

to be)—the addiction is both to giving and to taking confession, and there are several 

instances of Perry leaving a confession by setting it aside because he’s not interested 

in revealing the salacious secrets of his clients—and reflects the rhetorical circularity 

that we see in Perry himself.  Nevertheless, she defines addiction in a fashion that 

helps me think about my consumption of the series and how we think about television 

when we think about addiction: she writes, “I am defining addiction as compulsive 

engagement in an activity against one's better judgment. The addictive scenario 

repeatedly enacts an illusory battle of choice; the battle invariably leads to submission 
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to what others perceive to be a form of self-destruction but which one interprets as 

self-preservation.”334  Thus while it might be useful for us to imagine the addiction 

to—compulsion for—confession that characterizes much of what is written, especially 

in texts more interested in the law than in the media, it is clear that there is as much of 

a distinction here between addictive viewing and finding agency through occupation 

as there is between an addiction to oxycodone and the short-term use of it for medical 

reasons.335  And, since I’m already considering Per as something of a maternal legacy, 

I’ll mention that it’s clear to me that television addiction, if there is such a thing, is not 

the result of a love for Perry Mason: my siblings and I were raised in a house with 

next to no television (not even Gomer Pyle!).  If addiction is ”against one’s better 

judgment,” then occupying is not addiction, for it is a process of performing better 

judgment, of gaining agency through occupying. 

In other words, while I’m interested in the way that Perry Mason is repetitive 

and formulaic—arguably providing the same treatment through its formulas in the 

same way that narcotics literally provide a certain treatment through their chemical 

formula by interceding with the brain—the formula also frees the mind to imagine 

                                                
334 Sokolsky. 193. 
335 There’s a conversation to be had here about other uses of narcotics that function not to 
create space for swerving but instead inspire the swerving itself by being activating.  (I’m 
referring to the drug classification narcotic here, not the chemical structure; narcotics in the 
chemical sense are depressants, but stimulants like cocaine still fall under the classification of 
narcotics according to the law.)  This is a conversation that I think creates a bit of a void in my 
understanding of how oxycodone and Per might work together and mostly want to swerve 
around, but it is worth mentioning that some of the language used to describe highs from 
stimulants and hallucinogens overlaps with TV-related vocabulary.  Someone high on coke 
might be “wired,” like the television itself, or “zapped,” like the television after the viewer 
changes the channel using their remote control.  Hallucinations might be in “Technicolor,” or, 
like overexposed film, a drug user might be “faded.”  I’m not pursuing this farther partly 
because of my lack of personal experience; though addiction is another of my maternal (and 
paternal) legacies, I can only hypothesize about the experience of illicit drug use/consumption. 



 

266 

other things and the body to perform other tasks.  The formula that Perry Mason 

follows frees the occupying viewer to imagine possibility in the rhetorical occupation 

that Mason performs, to messily imagine how the compulsion for confession and the 

lawyer’s endowment of agency on the criminal by incorporating that confession into 

his narrative also models the swerving that we see performed in the courtroom.  This 

room for figuring—for understanding the rhetorical figures at play in Perry’s use of 

occupatio—is also what makes Perry Mason an appropriate partner for analyzing 

HTGAWM: while the two seem at odds, one following the potentially monotonous, 

constant success of a white man while the other shows a black woman struggling with 

the pressures and injustices that she experiences every day at work and at home, Perry 

Mason models for HTGAWM in much the same way that I have argued all of these 

series model for the viewer.  In other words, the deft circumnavigation of 

incompetence, possible corruption, and crippling ineptitude of an apparently 

shameless institutional infrastructure in Perry Mason, while arguably low stakes 

because of the guaranteed result and the sanitized, family-friendly challenges, creates 

a formula that also works for the later series.  HTGAWM, as I will discuss in greater 

detail later, establishes itself in its first season as a whodunit/courtroom drama mashup 

and becomes, even within the first season, a bold statement about race and 

representation that occupies its own familiar narrative with people and problems that 

are usually not popular but instead peripheral. 
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I want here to also connect both series back to the bullets and curve that began 

this chapter and to the single-bullet theory 

that arose from the Warren Commission 

established by Lyndon B. Johnson 

following John F. Kennedy’s 

assassination.  The assassination took 

place on November 22, 1963—a month 

and five days after Perry Mason lost his 

only case in “The Case of the Deadly 

Verdict”—and was ultimately explained with the so-called single-bullet theory.336  

This theory, that both JFK and Texas Governor John Connally were struck with the 

same bullet despite the fact that their entry and exit wounds might not align, and that 

the period of time between JFK and Connally being struck, as surmised from the 

Zapruder film of the assassination, is longer than a bullet fired from the Carcano rifle 

that Lee Harvey Oswald apparently used to kill the president would take to travel the 

same distance, has inspired conspiracy theorists from almost the moment it was made 

public.337  Just as I’m not interested in television addiction, I do not want here to enter 

into the debate about how the president was assassinated or by whom, but instead I 

                                                
336 Even HTGAWM (tentatively) connects back to JFK’s assassination even before my 
metaphorical navigation between and among them: Viola Davis was one of many actors who 
read one of the almost one million letters written to Jackie in Letters to Jackie: Remembering 
President Kennedy. 
337 Chip. Selby, Reasonable Doubt: The Single-Bullet Theory and the Assassination of John F. 
Kennedy (W. Long Branch, NJ: White Star, 1988); John R Craig, Man on the Grassy Knoll 
(New York: Avon Books, 1992); Alice L. George 1952-, Assassination of John F. Kennedy : 
Political Trauma and American Memory (New York: Routledge, 2013). 

Figure 37: a diagram of the single 
(magic) bullet hitting first the president 
and then Connally, according to some 
conspiracy theorists.  This is taken from 
the “Single-Bullet Theory” Wikipedia 
page, but it appears on numerous other 
websites and in several books. 
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want to consider how the popular imagining of the assassination and of the 

conspiracies that are still part of the American popular imagination (appearing 

regularly as a side note or brief reference in other popular fictional and factual 

narratives) might mobilize a consideration of the swerving that I see in Perry Mason 

and HTGAWM.  If a single bullet was, in fact, all it took to kill JFK and injure 

Connally, then it would likely have had to swerve between the two of them in order to 

do so (fig. 37).338  The curving bullet captured the American imagination and has held 

it, leading to the endless books written about a second shooter on the grassy knoll and 

references in even narratives like the recent X-Men reboot, among other things (in X-

Men: Days of Future Past, the bullet curves because a mutant who controls metal is 

trying to save JFK, who apparently is a fellow mutant, meaning that there’s some sort 

of swerving even within the structure of his DNA). 

The assassination itself is a series of curves and circumventions, even without 

the conspiracy theories.  The car rounded the corner of Houston onto Elm, which 

curves down the side of Dallas’s Dealey Plaza like the side of a funnel, before the 

president was shot.  The Zapruder film and resulting recreations of the assassination 

attempt to look around a road sign that blocks part of the camera’s view of the 

procession; Zapruder stood on a concrete platform built into the curve of the hill to 

film it.339  Though the conspiracy theorists who speculate about what really happened 

might not be inspired by visualizing the curves and rounded movements of the 

                                                
338 “Single-Bullet Theory,” Wikipedia, March 20, 2018, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Single-bullet_theory&oldid=831468161. 
339 David R Wrone, Zapruder Film : Reframing JFK’s Assassination (Lawrence, Kan: 
University Press of Kansas, 2003); Øyvind Vagnes 1972-, Zaprudered : The Kennedy 
Assassination Film in Visual Culture (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2011). 
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procession and the film of the assassination as I am, the swerving of the bullet and the 

car and the rationalization of how the president was killed all interestingly collapse 

into a metaphor of circumvention and suspicion that parallels with the series that I’m 

looking at.  To be clear, a parallel here and where I have mentioned it earlier in 

relation to my narcotic viewing is not one of straight lines and could not be accurately 

represented with the geometrical symbol ||; instead, it is a swerving parallel, a doubled 

outline of curves: ≈, )), {{. 

The single-bullet theory and its fairly immediate dismissal as the curving-

bullet and therefore magic-bullet theory present not only a practice of rationalization 

and understanding through swerving movements that reject straight trajectories 

because they don’t suit the narrative—and the trajectory that I’m following through 

this dissertation is one that arcs, that, like 

Pedro Zamora and Lombard Street, resists 

straightness—but also a longstanding and 

pervasive suspicion of the institutions and 

narratives that are meant to impose upon us 

a guided understanding of how things work.  

I realize that by valorizing both the single-bullet theory and the conspiracy theories 

that reject it equally I’m potentially contradicting myself, but within this frame it 

seems both unavoidable and provocative to do so: the swerve here is not only of 

bullets and limos but also of narratives and imaginings; it is and it isn’t, is out of time 

and space but also universal.  I should add that I’m using the word swerve here to 

perform triple duty: the swerve is Epicurus’s clinamen, but it also means both the 

Figure 38: the trajectory of the bullet if 
it didn’t curve; also from the “Single-
Bullet  Theory” Wikipedia page. 
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physical act of changing directions or a metaphorical reference to that and is 

colloquially used to refer to a denial or dismissal.  The swerve, then, is not only a 

circumvention but also a refusal of the direct trajectory; straightness in a narrative kills 

the imagination as the presumably straight bullet killed the president; refusing 

straightness circumvents the simplicity and provides space for the sort of imagination 

that has fueled conspiracy theorists for over fifty years.  Swerving is necessary 

because the straightness of the single-bullet literally requires the repositioning of 

bodies (in the model, if not in reality); JFK and Connally are literally shifted in the 

diagram that imagines the straight shot, and conspiracy theorists reject the possibility 

because it does not, at least in their imagining of the Zapruder video evidence, show 

what was real and true (fig. 38).  

To swerve back now to Perry Mason: the series itself reveals a pattern of 

narrating around obstacles, and the narrative then builds on a long history of Perry 

Mason as a character.  Lawyer and pulp writer Erle Stanley Gardner created Perry for 

novels, some of which appeared in The Saturday Evening Post as a serial, but before 

the transition to serialization in a magazine, Mason as a character had far more in 

common with the hard-boiled pulp and noir novels that clearly inspired Gardner’s 

writing.  Francis M. Nevins traces the character’s ongoing success through Gardner’s 

manipulation in his section on Perry Mason that appears in the encyclopedic Lawyers 

in Your Living Room!: 

How did the character mutate into the radically different Mason of the TV 
series?  The process accelerated around 1937, when the Saturday Evening Post 
began offering big bucks for the right to serialize Gardner’s novels before their 
hardcover appearance.  But in return Gardner had to tone down Perry Mason to 
satisfy the magazine’s requirements.  He did so in a way that was nothing short 
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of brilliant.  He effectively promised his readers that Mason’s clients would 
always be innocent, so that the reader could enjoy the way Mason skated on 
the thin edge of the law without suffering any moral qualms about the causes 
he served.  This was Gardner’s personal “contract with America,” which he 
kept until the day he died.340 
 

Much of the writing on Perry Mason picks up this idea of contracts and a similar 

concept of Perry Mason as a trust set up for its audience.  Analysts read the series as 

performing some sort of promissory role: even Raymond Burr, who goes through a 

similar transformation from pulpy villain—which he was typically cast as before 

becoming Perry Mason—to humorless but benevolent lawyer, sees his interpretation 

as obligated to the fans.341  The contract, then, is one that allows the series to 

circumvent the possible limitations imposed by a culture machine that requires a 

certain wholesomeness in order to distribute Gardner’s texts by adamantly occupying 

the space offered, even if it requires a certain trickiness.  And, importantly, Gardner 

accomplishes this by changing the clients, not the protagonist. 

Bounds writes of Mason that “[f]or each media production there is an altered 

version of the Perry Mason formula.  Thus, the formula is both a static and a dynamic 

pattern.  And it is this balance within each media production of Perry Mason that 

provides both stability and freshness to the narrative.”342  The trajectory of Perry’s 

mediation moves from novels to magazines to radio to a comic strip to television to a 

television reboot to TV movies.  The extraordinary proliferation of the character, first 

in more than eighty novels and later in several versions of him, creates even more 

                                                
340 Lawyers in Your Living Room! : Law on Television (Chicago: American Bar Association, 
2009). 55. 
341 Bounds, Perry Mason. 1-3. 
342 Bounds. 2. 
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space for occupation.  Mad magazine 

published a spoof of the TV series in a 1959 

issue, recalling in this parody both the comic 

and the television series, as Perry may be 

appearing within the panels of a comic, but he 

still looks like Raymond Burr instead of like 

the 1951 comic rendition 

of the character.  In the 

Mad parody, cartoonist 

Mort Drucker mocks the 

will-they-won’t-they 

relationship between 

Perry and his secretary 

Della while 

simultaneously 

skewering the way Perry 

miraculously (and, eventually if not always, 

improbably) talks his way around every piece of 

Figures 39-41 (from top): panels from Mad’s 
parody of Perry Mason, wherein Perry loses after 
his usual smooth-talking and tricks fail to stump 
Burger, who has orchestrated a murder in Yankee 
Stadium in order to have 70,000 witnesses—more 
than Perry can talk his way around. 
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evidence that Ham Burger produces (figs. 39-41).343  Perry demonstrates how the 

pistol works in an effort to prove that it wouldn’t kill, except when he shoots Della in 

the head, she’s actually injured.  Perry explains this away by pointing out that the 

victim is a man: while the gun could injure a woman, it apparently wouldn’t do the 

same to a man.   

I want to read something like a failed attempt at occupation here; it fails partly 

because of the trivialization of the female character, up to and including shooting her 

in the head, then dismissing her as she’s wheeled out on a gurney, and ultimately ends 

with the same joke that the cast members tell.  By this I mean that the Mad comic, like 

the actors who appeared in Perry Mason, write Perry’s wins off as what happens on 

Saturdays (the night episodes aired for much of the series run), not what happens 

during the week.  As late as 2009, Barbara Hale, who plays Della, joked in an 

interview with NPR that “you don't realize the other cases that were tried during the 

week, when we weren't on television” and which Perry might have lost.344  What I 

want to consider more than the casual, joking violence against Della is the 

immediate—this comic was published in the series’ second season, and it had nine—

occupation of this narrative as something ridiculous and therefore habitable.  Drucker 

occupies the series narrative by flippantly rewriting it, at least temporarily, casting Per 

as MasonMint and Ham as BurgerBits, laughing at the emptiness of Della Sweet (as 

he calls her, instead of Della Street) and the ridiculousness of sending Paul Drake 

                                                
343 “Pappy’s Golden Age Comics Blogzine,” accessed April 4, 2018, 
https://pappysgoldenage.blogspot.com/2011/08/number-1008-mort-druckers-perry-
mason.html. 
344 Robert Siegel, “‘Della Street’ On Perry Mason’s Sole Loss,” in All Things Considered, 
2009. 
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gallivanting around the country in the middle of a case in order to collect evidence.  

Ultimately Perry loses the case, which is itself nonsensical and clearly only a vehicle 

for Perry’s hijinks, because they tricked him into trying it on a Friday; as a result, 

Drucker might not actually be occupying the text in the way that I have read other 

occupations in this dissertation.  He does, however, still find space within the narrative 

that Perry Mason already presents, and he occupies it with a different, questioning, 

challenging sort of narrative.  It is possible that even the violence against Della that I 

find so off-putting is actually a parodic device that critiques the series’ treatment of 

her, especially as she ultimately finds the ridiculous reason why they lost the case, but 

it is still a device that I cannot appreciate considering the conflict between Perry 

Mason as serial and Perry MasonMints as a brief excursion into Gardner’s world. 

In any case, the Mad parody draws our attention to swerving in Perry Mason, 

even if it’s only successful on Saturdays.  Perry performs this wholesomely, following 

the model that Gardner developed in order to publish in The Saturday Morning Post 

without worrying about Perry coming off as amoral or villainous in any way; there’s 

no complicity for the audience as they cheer for Perry because his clients are innocent 

and therefore the ends justify the means.  The fact that the series is made wholesome 

by removing this complicity strikes me as catering to a preoccupied audience, an 

audience who sees in Perry’s law practice the literal practice of the only available 

actions.  It also caters to the television industry, where, as Thomas Leitch writes in his 

book on Perry Mason, “[t]he timing could not have been better for the advent of a 

dramatic series that depended on the most tightly scripted formula in the industry.  

Perry Mason provided a model for networks that wished to shift from the writer’s 
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medium of 

anthology drama 

to the producer’s 

(and sponsor’s) 

medium of 

dramatic 

series.”345  

Practicing and 

narrating play out 

quite differently in HTGAWM, which arguably considers the ends not the client’s 

acquittal but the complex representation of people of color, women, and queer 

characters, and the means the courtroom drama whodunit that has become an 

incredibly recognizable formula thanks to series like Perry Mason.  I’m even 

imagining the possibility that HTGAWM shows itself to be an occupying viewer of 

Perry Mason by seeing the law practice as practice for something else instead of the 

mechanical rehearsal of gestures that will be replicated exactly.  The law is the 

negative, the void that Annalise and the series itself swerve around.  Much of the first 

episode of HTGAWM plays out quite like a Perry Mason episode might have: 

Annalise brainstorms with her class, selecting some of them to work for her law firm.  

They work together to acquit their client and to hide the client’s salacious secrets, just 

as Perry Mason does in his own series, in which he regularly keeps divorces, affairs, 

and other secrets quiet even when revealing them would prove his client’s innocence.  

                                                
345 Thomas M Leitch, Perry Mason (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2005). 20. 

Figure 42: Lorna Simpson’s “Waterbearer” 
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In contrast to Mason’s narratives, though, curved as they may be, HTGAWM’s 

narrative immediately swerves: it opens not with the single, episodic case but with the 

overarching mystery of the season.   

We begin by flashing forward to Annalise’s students trying to figure out how 

to dispose of a body and murder weapon before returning to their first day of class and 

meeting Annalise herself.  I want to linger especially on Annalise’s introduction 

because of how deliberate it is in presenting depth and complexity, especially 

following the performance of the dual narrative through the flash-forward moment that 

begins the series.  To do this, I want to connect her to bell hooks and hooks’s analysis 

of Lorna Simpson’s “Waterbearer” (fig. 42).346  hooks writes about the photograph: 

Here in this image the keeper of history, the griot, the one who bears water as 
life and blessing, is a black woman.  Her knowledge threatens, cannot be 
heard.  She cannot bear witness.  She is refused that place of authority and 
voice that would allow her to be a subject in history.  Or so the phrases 
suggest.  Yet this refusal is interrogated by the intensity of the image, and by 
the woman’s defiant stance.  By turning her back on those who cannot hear her 
subjugated knowledge speak, she creates by her own gaze an alternative space 
where she is both self-defining and self-determining.347 
 

hooks admires Simpson’s work because it sees blackness in a way that resists the 

white supremacy that defines the culture industry as racist, as seeing flatness in 

blackness and an impossibility of depth.  Simpson doesn’t see black women as 

“[c]aretakers whose bodies and beings are empty vessels to be filled with the needs of 

others” but instead as “bodies that resist and revolt, that intervene and transform, that 

rescue and recover.”348  Most essentially here for my connection with HTGAWM, “Her 

                                                
346 Holland Cotter, “Lorna Simpson - Art - Review,” The New York Times, March 2, 2007, sec. 
Art & Design, https://www.nytimes.com/2007/03/02/arts/design/02lorn.html. 
347 bell hooks, Art on My Mind: Visual Politics (New York: New Press, 1995). 94-5. 
348 hooks. 97. 
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images of black female bodies are initially striking because so many of them are not 

frontal images.  Backs are turned, the bodies are sideways, specific body parts are 

highlighted—repositioned from the start in a manner that disrupts conventional ways 

of seeing and understanding black womanhood.”349  In other words, because blackness 

is understood as flat, depth is regained and performed in representations of blackness 

that refuses a frontal view because it seems legible, simple, and therefore negligible. 

hooks connects with Simpson because Simpson sees beyond the simple 

narrative of discounting; she follows the Waterbearer’s gaze into the dark depths of 

the photograph, seeing what she sees or at least seeing that there is space there, that 

there is something beyond the surface of the photograph itself, lingering in the 

celluloid darkness that captured the Waterbearer.  The looking beyond both refuses the 

flatness of a full-frontal representation of black womanhood but also imagines: if we 

want to see what the Waterbearer sees, we have to see it through her eyes and we still 

realize that this is impossible, that her memory is inaccessible because she is not all 

surface.  We value her memory by seeing it as darkness and depth, even if we can’t 

comprehend what it is.  While the photograph invites us to imagine, it also reminds us 

that we cannot see what she sees, that her depth is unknowable even if we might 

imagine it.  The same is true of Annalise, and her introduction to the series audience 

makes that clear to us by refusing to show us her face until she has already established 

her power.  The camera, which shows the students in the classroom before Annalise 

arrives, panicking because they need to impress Professor Keating—Connor (Jack 

Falahee) tells Wes (Alfred Enoch), “You should find your seat; you don’t want to be a 

                                                
349 hooks. 98. 



 

278 

sitting duck when the shooter gets here”—, doesn’t show us their view of her entry.  

Instead we follow her into the room.  She enters and we shadow her into the lecture 

hall (fig. 43), we watch her back and her hands as she commands the classroom and 

sets the terms both for the course and the series: “This is Criminal Law 100, or as I 

like to call it, How to Get Away with Murder.”350  By the time Annalise turns around, 

it is clear that HTGAWM is hers; this prime-time Thursday night narrative is, in 

essence if not in reality, written by a black woman in her late forties.  Shonda Rhimes 

is four years Viola Davis’s junior, and the series’ executive producer but not its creator 

(Peter Nowalk is), but this image of Annalise standing in front of the series title—

which she wrote on the board herself, and which we will see in opening sequences 

following this, refusing the official title of the course to call it what she wants, what 

actually represents what happens in this narrative—establishes that the depth of the 

narrative is representative of the depth of the character, of a complex, dark-skinned 

black woman 

                                                
350 Peter Nowalk, “Pilot,” How to Get Away with Murder (ABC, September 25, 2014). 

Figure 43: Our first shot of Annalise Keating as she enters her 
lecture hall (“Pilot”). 



 

279 

pushing fifty (fig. 44).351 

 Like the Waterbearer, Annalise turns her back, but perhaps it is not on those 

who cannot hear her speak and instead on the possibility that we will not.  We might 

even see it as Davis turning her back on the assumption that a series starring an actress 

who is her age, let alone an actress who looks, walks, and talks as she does, will not 

take.  And it is not the space beyond her that is dark but Annalise herself; I’m referring 

partly (complicatedly) to her skin, but more to the dark red shade of her jacket, the 

shadowy silhouette that we first see of her (fig. 43), the contrast to the grasping 

students whom we can better imagine as flat, as revealed, than Annalise.  She begins 

speaking the moment she enters the room, even if the audience cannot see her doing 

so; students scatter like ducks when they hear the restless dog in the blind, terrified of 

being the sitting duck now that the shooter has arrived.  It is clear from the 

                                                
351 Nowalk. 

Figure 44: HTGAWM’s first shot of Annalise from the front as she stands in front of the 
series title. 
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conversations in the lecture hall that occur before her entrance and hush following it 

that Annalise has a reputation for being experienced and brilliant.  They may fear her, 

but they also respect her, and the shooter comment that Connor makes does not feel 

like it’s coded, like it’s dog-whistling; she is a sharp-shooter who holds her own and 

has confidence in her expertise.  She owns her power and we see that repeatedly in this 

pilot: Annalise offers her students a trophy for impressing her, and simply expects that 

students will prioritize her class and her case over their other coursework and 

professors. 

That is not to say that the series, like some of its Shondaland predecessors, 

refuses to deal with race.  Instead I mean to draw attention to the fact that Annalise 

Keating is immediately understood as a black woman but also as exceptional by any 

standards.  Throughout the episode we see that there’s depth to this character, both 

through the narrative and through the cinematographic choices.  Wes, who seems like 

he might be the protagonist of this series but is ultimately killed off at the end of 

season two, functions as something like an audience surrogate as he gains his bearings 

in this first episode (this is also true of the other students, but it’s particularly clear in 

Wes, “The Puppy,” as he’s learning the ins and outs of Annalise’s practice).  He 

constantly, in actor Alfred Enoch’s usual style, cocks his head to the side to show that 

he’s curious and a bit lost, as we are as we try to follow the dual narratives of the 

episodic case and the overarching season narrative; he catches Annalise with her lover, 

Nate (Billy Brown), a younger, muscular black cop; he meets her husband (Tom 

Verica), a relatively unassuming and fairly stereotypical (at least in his appearance) 

white professor; he tries to navigate the disadvantages he has as a broke Haitian 
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immigrant with a complicated past who was admitted to law school last-minute from 

the wait list.  He is out of place in this world, providing correspondence for the 

audience member who might feel similarly displaced as she watches a prime-time 

network series that unabashedly takes a black woman as its muse, its guide, for 

understanding the law and the justice system. 

After meeting Annalise’s lover and then her husband, Wes retreats to the 

washroom and gives us another moment of depth: when Annalise follows him to have 

a conversation that’s too personal and oddly erotic, we see her enter the room through 

the mirror behind Wes’s back (fig. 45).  The scene repeatedly stages both characters—

the black professor and her young black student—with the depth provided by their 

reflections.  In contrast to only seeing backs and imagining depth, we see doubles, 

different angles, different perspectives.  We see that while there is complexity and 

depth here, there is also 

wholeness, even if we can’t 

literally see it.  The narrative 

refuses to look at black bodies 

as simple, as nothing more than 

a medium close-up of torsos.  

Instead, they move, they 

reflect, they are highly visible but still unknowable.  At the same time, if Wes and the 

other students function somewhat like an audience surrogate, they also contrast the 

version that appears in Mason by being more diverse and more active.  Just as we see 

Annalise in the mirror, we see Wes in the mirror; mirrors are important for Annalise 

Figure 45: Annalise and Wes in the men’s washroom, 
discussing Annalise’s marriage (“Pilot”). 
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but also essential for other parts of the narrative that don’t directly involve her.  

Similarly, Annalise’s students work behind and around and with her, taking her as a 

model for their behavior in much the same way that we might: after Annalise’s client 

is acquitted and Annalise stands on the front steps of the courtroom to speak to the 

press, her students look on and one announces, “I wanna be her.”352 

Annalise embodies the darkness and depth of the antihero, and her students, 

who begin by wanting to either be or impress her and continue by becoming her 

enemies, her friends, and even something like her family, model for us a relationship 

with the protagonist that engages with her as an antiheroine.  Margarethe Bruun Vaage 

writes in Antihero in American Television that “the male antihero’s moral code is 

typically some sort of loyalty with his own group—he is basically doing it for his 

family (or so he claims).  [The female antihero who inverts this] rejects most of the 

personal relations in her life, and she is loyal to none.  She does what she needs to 

win.”  We see this as Annalise manipulates and endangers Nate, as she helps her 

students cover up first her husband’s and then the ADA’s murder, and as she 

continually swerves to teach her students and clients How to Get Away with Murder 

while also doing so herself.  “But… it is enjoyable to empathize with powerful 

characters.  And [this female antihero] is surely powerful… She is feared.  For female 

spectators in particular, it may be pleasurable to watch such a powerful female 

character—there are not that many of them in antihero series.”353  Annalise, as I have 

already mentioned, is particularly powerful and rare, showing depth where we usually 

                                                
352 Nowalk. 
353 Margrethe Bruun Vaage 1975-, Antihero in American Television (New York ; London: 
Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2016). 176. 
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presume flatness, and combining a private and public life as she navigates her success 

as a lawyer. 

In an echo of the arc of mediation that I tracked with Perry Mason, I also want 

to follow this depth and this reflexivity in order to consider Shondaland, the 

production company established to make Shonda Rhimes’s primetime series like 

Private Practice, Scandal, and HTGAWM after she proved so successful for ABC 

following Grey’s Anatomy.  But first, I want to explore this episode’s connection to 

my organizing metaphor of the curving bullet.  I mentioned that this episode echoes 

Mason, as many courtroom dramas do, by showing a lawyer who flirts with (and, in 

Annalise’s case, simply violates) a code of conduct and the line between what’s moral 

and legal and what’s not as she acquits her clients.  But where Perry’s pilot gave us the 

curve in the road and the bullets in the post, Annalise’s gives us the swerving 

machinations of Annalise and of her students, who know that only these methods of 

discovering information will put them ahead and impress Annalise.  Superstar 

Michaela (Aja Naomi King) helps discredit a witness by impersonating a health 

insurance agent to find out that a witness is colorblind, Connor screws his way into 

evidence by negging (manipulating someone by flattering them and then undermining 

their confidence) the geeky IT guy (Conrad Ricamora) who will later become his 

boyfriend and eventual fiancé, and princess Laurel (Karla Souza) witnesses an 
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exchange between the client and her lover’s wife that implies the two conspired to rid 

themselves of the man they had in common (figs. 46 and 47).  In each case, and 

literally in Laurel’s, these students are looking into the void and both understanding 

the negative and swerving away from it to construct the positive (which is, regardless 

of whether we understand it as getting the client acquitted or earning Annalise’s 

respect, itself questionable as a “positive”). 

The above shots of Laurel with her eye pressed to the crack in the washroom 

stall door, her view of the victim’s wife and Annalise’s client,354 and the Zapruder film 

as it tries to see around the road sign blocking part of his view down the hill355 all 

visually recall each other (figs. 46-48).  The cameras in these three instances are all 

trying to see through or around obstacles, and the materiality of the settings in which 

they’re used and the views that they have prove the camera’s inability to show 

everything and evoke an interest in the darknesses that surround what’s visible.  The 

still from an extremely slowed-down video showing the Zapruder film frame by frame 

                                                
354 Nowalk, “Pilot.” 
355 ertGaming, Zapruder Film FRAME BY FRAME (HIGH QUALITY), accessed April 5, 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A1Lyv4wrJQU. 

Figure 46 (left): Laurel watching the client through the washroom door.  47 (middle): 
What Laurel sees: the victim’s wife comforting the client (both from “Pilot”).  48 (right): 
The Zapruder film of Kennedy after the first shot, partially blocked by the road sign and 
slowed to watch frame-by-frame (ertGaming). 
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shows the perforation at the edge of the celluloid film that captured the assassination 

(fig. 48).  There the technology literally shows us blanks in what the film can record, 

blurring the edges and overlapping the blank within the shot itself: the road sign on the 

edge of Elm Street.  There is something in celluloid film that is always about the void: 

the film has to be nothing to capture something, it has to be developed in darkness, 

maintaining the void in order to reveal the image captured by the camera’s shutter.  

The still I’ve chosen follows the first shot, showing JFK reacting to being shot in the 

back (though the exact position of the shot varies depending on who you ask).  As 

almost the only photographic/filmic evidence of the assassination, it requires and even, 

as the ongoing conspiracy theories affirm, provokes imagination in order to occupy the 

narrative.  We see what Zapruder does; similarly, we mostly see what Laurel does.  

Though there is yet another mirror shot from outside the stall that shows the wife’s 

and client’s reflections from behind their backs, and several shots of Laurel herself, 

there is no dialogue and we realize with Laurel what this means and that Annalise and 

her team already knew that the client was likely guilty and working with the wife. 

Again I want to think about Annalise’s students and their role as audience 

surrogates, as the mobile, present, active, occupying versions of the Perry Mason 

camera that simply lingers on the side of the uniformly lit courtroom scenes to evoke 

an idea of a jury that passes something like judgment on the proceedings.  Laurel and 

Wes as well as the others work to occupy the narratives that Annalise builds—fairly 

literally, it turns out, as she constructs the narratives that serve as protection and 

institute mutually assured destruction within the group in order to help her students 

and associates get away with killing her husband, or the ADA, or other witnesses.  
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What makes Annalise’s role as an antiheroine both more significant and more 

complex than the male antihero who simply uses his family as an excuse while 

rejecting actually having a role in that family (e.g. Walter White in Breaking Bad) is 

that the narrative of HTGAWM is about redemption.  Getting away with murder 

obviously refers to Annalise’s law practice and the literal act of getting away with 

killing various people throughout the series, but it also refers to the redemption of the 

self.  The crisis of the first two seasons is covering up murders, but the crisis of the 

following two seasons is clearly becoming a better person, rebuilding relationships, 

and beating toxic addictions like Annalise’s alcoholism.  This plays out even in 

episode titles: seasons one and two feature episodes like “She’s a Murderer,” “Skanks 

Get Shanked,” and “I Want You to Die;” season three begins with “We’re Good 

People Now,” continues to “No More Blood” and, after a brief relapse at “We’re Bad 

People” (admitting the problem is the first step to recovery), moves on to “Live. Live. 

Live.” and “Nobody Else is Dying.”  The series melodrama doesn’t diminish over the 

course of these seasons, but the tenor of that drama does: Annalise begins as a clear 

antiheroine but always demonstrates, in a way that male antiheros do not, a private life 

and resulting depth that guides her from her mercenary actions to speaking before the 

Supreme Court on behalf of convicted murderers in defense of their right to competent 

counsel—their right to a version of herself that she aspires to as she completes a 

twelve-step program.  I’ll return shortly to these narratives of addiction that I’m 

already considering in my narrative about Perry Mason in order to connect these 

themes in both series together. 
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But before I do that, I want to consider that we see Annalise redeeming herself, 

and before that she impresses us and her students with her ruthlessness and depth: in 

the pilot Annalise ultimately discredits the entire police department by using 

information that her lover Nate told her in confidence to essentially accuse the entire 

department of tampering with evidence.  She even prevents him from talking his way 

around her by asking him where he was when he was busy cheating on his wife with 

Annalise; we see here that her leisure time with Nate transitions rather easily into the 

work she does in the courtroom.  She will later temporarily pin a murder on Nate in 

order to conduct more and more complicated machinations.  The fact that Annalise 

uses this personal knowledge—knowledge that she gained through her personal 

liaisons and she is fully aware will put Nate, a dark-skinned black man, in danger—

also demonstrates that the depth here is not one that is black-and-white like Simpson’s 

“Waterbearer” is, and part of that depth is in showing that Annalise has learned to 

always work instead of, like Jess Fletcher, watching her leisure turn into labor.  It 

certainly isn’t black-and-white like Perry Mason is, but it also rejects the flatness that 

we see in that series because it always occupies the courtroom instead of the living 

room or the bedroom.  Leitch writes, 

Following television’s penchant for staging melodrama in interior spaces, the 
earlier sequences of each [Perry Mason] episode are shot to look like 
courtroom sequences.  After the opening exterior long shot that begins each 
episode, virtually every sequence takes place indoors in a shallow, evenly 
illuminated space with action typically staged in a single place and a liberal use 
of medium close-ups and close-ups for dialogue, which more often than not 
involves exactly two speakers.356 
 

                                                
356 Leitch, Perry Mason. 31. 
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In contrast to the monochromatic law office and courtroom that hold most of Perry’s 

narrative and narrating, Annalise’s narrative is built in classrooms, offices, bars, 

washrooms, living rooms, bedrooms, and kitchens; her office, which is in her home, is 

situated between the kitchen and living room.357  She and her students and associates 

freely move between the three rooms, connecting Annalise’s professional and personal 

lives through a polychromatic set (and a diverse cast). 

In fact, Annalise is complex partly because of her consciousness and 

ruthlessness; she recognizes each time what she has done and what she will continue 

to do to endanger Nate, but she also decides that the ends—her success—outweigh the 

means when she will ultimately be able to rescue Nate from her own machinations and 

reunite him with his father by making his incarcerated father the face case of her class 

action suit against the state of Pennsylvania that lands all three of them (and another 

Shondaland character, Scandal’s Olivia Pope [Kerry Washington]) in the US Supreme 

Court.  The audience might, by the end of season four, agree that even her 

manipulation of Nate is worth the ends, that she is becoming less of an antiheroine 

because the trajectory of this narrative is one of swerving through obstacles to find 

redemption.  Towards the end of the season, Annalise takes a case to the Supreme 

Court and delivers a stunning monologue about how people of color are neglected and 

oppressed by a justice system that doesn’t have the time for them: “this court helped 

Mr. Lahey [Nate’s father] get closer to the equality that our constitution promises 

                                                
357 The use of the kitchen in the series is particularly poignant, as it recalls both the dismissive 
understanding of a woman’s place to be in the kitchen but also evokes a history of black 
women as domestics, enslaved and/or kitchen maids who toil over stoves and appear only to 
serve. 
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every citizen in this country.  But he’s still not there: he’s still not equal.  Instead, he’s 

the victim of a broken system… race is the determining factor.”  She finishes her 

argument by proclaiming, “Racism is built into the DNA of America.  And as long as 

we turn a blind eye to those suffering under its oppression, we will never escape those 

origins.  The only safeguard people of color have is the right to a defense, and we 

won’t even give them that, which means that the promise of civil rights has never been 

fulfilled… Jim Crow is alive and kicking.”358  Margaret Tally writes in The Rise of the 

Anti-Heroine in TV’s Third Golden Age that “Rhimes views these anti-heroines [in 

both HTGAWM and Scandal] as ‘belonging’ to her viewers, referring to them as 

‘yours.’”359  The fact that Annalise is ours—our advocate, our model, our antiheroine 

and heroine at once—means that she is also creating the space that we’re occupying. 

The Supreme Court episode works to materialize the depths of injustices 

perpetrated against people of color while it also connects HTGAWM back to its 

Shondaland predecessor, Scandal, through a crossover, and to current events like the 

real work that the ACLU is doing on a similar case in Missouri and California 

Representative Maxine Waters interrupting Steve Mnuchin as he attempts to ramble 

his way around her questions.  Waters refuses this sort of swerving—a false sort of 

swerving, when we consider swerving to be looking into but moving beyond the 

void—,360 and declares repeatedly that she’s “reclaiming [her] time,” rejecting his 

                                                
358 Peter Nowalk, “Lahey v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania,” How to Get Away with Murder 
(ABC, March 1, 2018). 
359 Margaret Tally 1960-, Rise of the Anti-Heroine in TV’s Third Golden Age (Newcastle upon 
Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2016). 77. 
360 Mnuchin as part of the Trump administration (he currently serves as the Secretary of the 
Treasury) is representative of a different sort of void than the one Epicurus and subsequent 
theorists and philosophers refer to.  That is to say that he is representative of a moral void, an 
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attempts to interrupt her and speak over her.361  Within the HTGAWM episode, we see 

Annalise struggling with a white justice who interrupts her repeatedly in order to tell 

her not to interrupt him; she reflects, retreats momentarily, and then denies and 

silences this judge by quoting his own words from a previous case in support of her 

own case.  This rhetorical gesture clearly speaks around the white, male structures that 

attempt to silence Annalise and her clients, who say things that they then refuse to 

hear from someone who doesn’t look like they do; her student Michaela, another 

ambitious and brilliant black woman—the student who announced at the end of the 

pilot that she wanted to be Annalise—, runs to the library to fetch the quotation that 

Annalise needs and returns just in time for the (erstwhile) professor to use her own 

knowledge and her students’ ingenuity to reclaim her time.  Annalise occupies: she 

occupies the time she is allotted, she occupies the US Supreme Court in which she 

stands, and she clearly occupies the series that begins with her students but is clearly 

built around her.  In an interview about cast members being killed off, Viola Davis 

joked that she’s the only character safe from being murdered, implying that HTGAWM 

doesn’t and wouldn’t work without her.362  While she may be jesting, it seems like a 

                                                
absence of expertise and probably even capability, but also the voids of unfilled seats and 
empty departments that characterize this administration because only bottom-feeders and 
white supremacists see working for/with Trump as anything but career suicide.  And, at a risk 
of getting even more morbid than usual, the void here also evokes an imagining of the possible 
consequences of Trump’s twitterpated taunts directed at the Supreme Leader of North Korea. 
361 Christine Emba, “Opinion | ‘Reclaiming My Time’ Is Bigger than Maxine Waters,” 
Washington Post (blog), August 1, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/post-
partisan/wp/2017/08/01/reclaiming-my-time-is-bigger-than-maxine-waters/. 
362 TV Guide Magazine, How to Get Away with Murder 2015! Viola Davis! Season 2!, 
accessed April 6, 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NaWbfpoYNeQ&feature=youtu.be. 
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pretty credible reading of the series and her character, considering our first shot of her 

face in the pilot and her amazing monologuing at the end of season four. 

I want to return briefly to my consideration of addiction in this chapter to pick 

up on Annalise’s narrative of addiction.  In seasons three and four, we watch Annalise 

descend into an alcohol addiction that results in her losing her license, her job, and 

almost all of her credibility.  Part of the antiheroine narrative is one of her redeeming 

herself for herself, crawling her way through the twelve steps at first to appease the 

Bar Association and then because she is genuinely working towards sobriety.  

Interestingly, this work, once it becomes genuine, occurs largely off-screen: when we 

see Annalise at AA it is when she is reluctant or manipulating.  When she’s attending 

meetings as a private practice of bettering herself, she does it privately (and 

anonymously), away from the cameras and both the actual and surrogate audience of 

the series.  My interest in this addiction, however, is to connect it back to the addiction 

to confession that Sokolsky talks about.  Again, she writes that addiction is “against 

one’s better judgment,” and we can see that HTGAWM negotiates narratives of 

addiction to regain agency.  In particular, HTGAWM, again in the Supreme Court 

episode, shows us an essential moment of leaving and taking that shows Annalise 

occupying a narrative that is adamantly not giving into her addiction.  When she gets a 

call from Philadelphia that upsets her, Annalise insists that Olivia Pope get her a bottle 

of vodka to help her collect herself before appearing in the courtroom.  Once Olivia 

has the bottle in hand she offers it to Annalise: “You’re doing this for you… Whatever 

it is you think is in this bottle is already in you.  I know that, but I don’t have time to 
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convince you of that.  So if you think you need to drink, drink.”363  It is this moment 

that gets both women back on their feet and into their stilettos, sober and ready to 

reclaim their time and occupy the narratives that have brought them to this moment on 

the floor of an office in the Supreme Court Building. 

Much of the racial depth of the series is thanks to Viola Davis.  In her first 

conversation with creator Nowalk, Davis proposed one of the most astounding scenes 

of the series: Annalise sits at her dressing table and removes her wig, eyelashes, and 

makeup.  Davis told interviewers that “acting is like stripping naked in front of an 

audience and turning around really slowly.”  The connection here to hooks’s reading 

of Simpson puts Annalise’s appearance in the first episode, where she turns around 

really slowly to reveal herself to the audience, in clear parallel— (( —with this scene 

where she, using a mirror, removes her feminine armor and turns around to confront 

her husband.  These moments bookend the first episode of the first season and the 

final moment of the mid-season-one finale.  Davis says that she even made this scene 

a condition of her taking the role: “I wanted to see who we are before we walk out the 

door in the morning and put on the mask of acceptability — 'Please see me as pretty, 

please love me'” because she wasn’t seeing herself, a woman who isn’t a size two, 

who doesn’t have straight hair, who doesn’t have eyebrows, and who looks like she 

has to use all of her body just to walk, on television.364  hooks also writes in her book 

communion that, “[s]ince the feminist revolution to give us all the right to 

                                                
363 Nowalk, “Lahey v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.” 
364 Diane Gordon, “Viola Davis Wouldn’t Have Played Annalise Keating If Her Wig Didn’t 
Come Off,” Vulture, May 30, 2015, http://www.vulture.com/2015/05/viola-davis-came-up-
with-htgawms-wig-scene.html. 
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unconditionally affirm, accept, and admire the female body was not sustained, 

returning to this project is crucial if we are to create a meaningful cultural foundation 

in which females can learn to love our bodies.”365  Davis’s push for the slow turn, then, 

is an essential return to this project, and one that is also motivated by her efforts to 

understand her character.  For her, “[t]here was something for me that I didn’t buy 

about Annalise in private. It felt like who she was in private had to be diametrically 

opposed to who she was in public. And so in order to do that, I felt like I had to 

physically take the wig off.”366  Most of the brilliance of the series is the brilliance of 

the character, but also of the actress playing her; the investment in Annalise’s private 

life is also the space for occupation and the space wherein Davis bodily inhabits the 

screen.  She sits in front of the mirror, revealing herself in order to create an image 

within the culture machine of a woman who looks like her: this is swerving, from the 

courtroom to the bedroom, from the one-way mirrors that we’re used to seeing in 

police interrogation rooms that appear in crime dramas to the washroom and dressing-

table mirrors that show depth from in front and behind, thereby providing a vivid 

imagining of what a character can be—and what a woman can be—for its viewers. 

I want to return now to my claim that HTGAWM is not black-and-white like 

“Waterbearer” is, and also to my reading of Shondaland’s trajectory.  There is an 

obvious contrast between HTGAWM and “Waterbearer”—and Perry Mason—in that 

the first is in color and the others are (with the exception of a single episode of 

                                                
365 bell hooks 1952-, Communion : The Female Search for Love (New York: W. Morrow, 
2002). 110-11. 
366 Gordon, “Viola Davis Wouldn’t Have Played Annalise Keating If Her Wig Didn’t Come 
Off.” 
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Mason), black and white.  The distinction that I find more telling when comparing 

HTGAWM to “Waterbearer” is that the latter is a still, a silver print.  The movement 

and shadows and dialogue and ongoing run of the series make it able to explore the 

depths that the backs of these women refer to and direct us towards.  We can imagine 

what the Waterbearer sees, but we can follow Annalise as she moves through her 

world.  While Simpson’s work essentially shows that space, it is still only dark and 

physically, if not metaphorically, flat; we might think about what’s there, but there are 

fewer frames for us to imaginatively explore than we see as we follow Annalise 

through four seasons of darkness and complexity.  HTGAWM shows that space and 

then explores the darkness, ferrying us through with Annalise but also with her 

students: a younger black woman raised by a white family in the rural south, a gay 

man and his nerdy partner, a Mexican woman who was raised by a corrupt 

businessman, the highly obnoxious token white boy, and, at least until his murder, 

Wes, whom Annalise mothers because her involvement with Wes’s actual mother and 

father led to Wes’s mother committing suicide.   

I want to be conscious here, of course, of the fact that talking about black and 

white versus color is complicated when this is the chapter wherein I am taking up race 

in more detail and with greater purpose; I do not want, for example, for the word color 

to ever imply its past participle.  That said, it is not actually possible to talk about 

color TV in a credible fashion without also thinking about its representation of race; 

I’ll take this up in greater detail later when I return to a consideration of Perry 

Mason’s color episode, but it is worth noting here already that the NTSC—the 

National Television System Committee—was also referred to as No True Skin Color, 
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and its standards for color television technology were based on sample images that 

feature mostly white people (one image shows a black chauffeur from a distance), 

animals, and inanimate objects.367  But when I’m looking at HTGAWM, Simpson’s 

photograph helps me to think about skin tone and sets and costuming when I think of 

color and to be attentive to how color plays a role in both of these series and helps 

portray the depth that is so essential in HTGAWM.  Thus I’ll return to NTSC and 

Mason’s anticipation of making the change from black-and-white to the newer 

technology later after I think about color in Shondaland and in Scandal and HTGAWM 

in order to think about the representation of blackness and the ways in which 

HTGAWM does more to literally and metaphorically show the vividness and variety of 

color in its narrative.  The episode which I’ve already mentioned that ends with 

Annalise reclaiming her time is the second half of a crossover event with another 

Shonda Rhimes series that airs immediately before HTGAWM on ABC’s Thursday 

nights and that ended in the spring of 2018.  Scandal made waves when it first aired in 

2012 because it stars Kerry Washington, a black actress, as Olivia Pope.  Pope is a 

fixer in Washington and the white, Republican president’s mistress.  In early seasons, 

Pope always wears white: she’s crisp, put together, walking pristine through the 

murky swamps of Washington.368   

Even after the melodrama of the series starts to get too messy for Pope to 

always wear white—she’s (of course) kidnapped and ransomed in an effort to 

                                                
367 Dylan Mulvin and Jonathan Sterne, “Scenes from an Imaginary Country: Test Images and 
the American Color Television Standard,” Television & New Media 17, no. 1 (January 1, 
2016): 21–43, https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476415577211. 
368 Shonda Rhimes, Scandal (ABC, 2012-2018). 
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blackmail several parties, including the president—she tends to stick to neutrals and 

pastels.  Calvin Monroe writes in “Televised Progress?  Politics of Televised 

Representation and Black Creative Control” that Scandal “provides viewers, both 

White and Black, with a compromise in only offering implicit depictions of ethnicity 

on the screen; Blacks may be happy that they can see strong, dignified Black men and 

women in the upper echelons of American politics, and White viewers may be content 

by not having to deal with explicit cultural difference within the show.”369  This is the 

same sort of black representation that we can find across a long history of television 

that starts at least with relevant programming in the 1970s and continues to today; 

notable examples are the Huxtables, Lisa Turtle, and the Banks family, while there are 

plenty more examples of blackness that lingers in stereotype without even really 

attempting complexity or depth (e.g. any character of color that appears on South 

Park, or, more helpfully here as the series was, before Scandal, the last to feature a 

black female lead, Get Christie Love!).  Series like these cater to white fragility, 

presenting network executives and television viewers with the sort of blackness that 

doesn’t threaten white supremacy because it’s so exceptional and largely not actually 

attainable for most black Americans: upper class (and often light-skinned, especially 

in the case of the women appearing in the narrative) black families present a version of 

blackness that is legible to white viewers because it doesn’t challenge them or make 

them uncomfortable.  What stereotypes are challenged can also be written off as not 

applicable to these exceptional characters, and in the case that the characters are 

                                                
369 Africana Race and Communication : A Social Study of Film, Communication, and Social 
Media (Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 2017). 79. 
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clearly based on stereotypes and pose no challenge to them (e.g. basically all of reality 

television), white viewers can avoid complicity in the reproduction and proliferation 

of these stereotypes by telling themselves that it’s the black actor’s fault for 

“allowing” themself to fill these roles, willfully ignorant of the reality of an industry 

that doesn’t actually provide complex roles for black actors, and that is usually just as 

white behind the camera as it is in front. 

In the crossover episode, Pope’s pallor in comparison to Annalise’s vividness 

seems stark.  Not only is Kerry Washington fairly light-skinned, but she wears light 

blues and neutrals to contrast the bright yellow that Annalise wears in both episodes, 

or the vivid blue suit that she stands in as she argues her case in the Supreme Court.  

Annalise is, in the terms I was using earlier when considering the overlap between 

televisual and narcotic vocabularies, Technicolor; Pope is faded.  Carmen Phillips 

reads the versions of blackness that play out in the crossover, recalling an important 

episode of Scandal that clearly refers to the Mike Brown murder: 

I think adding Annalise to Scandal put in direct light Olivia’s own complicated 
relationship with blackness and black womanhood, much like Courtney B. 
Vance’s character did in season four’s Black Lives Matter themed episode, 
“The Lawn Chair.”370 Olivia is a black woman who was purposefully not raised 
around other black people. She would judge Annalise because she’s in 
financial straits… and as much as I think she wouldn’t like this about herself, 
she would judge Annalise’s skin color and body frame and speech patterns.371 
 

                                                
370 It is worth noting here that “The Lawn Chair” repeatedly stages shots that include the dark 
street lit with the bright red and blue of police lights; that blackness, even partially lit as it is, 
is also frequently contrasted by the brightly lit, white marble of various monuments in 
Washington D.C., but especially the capitol. 
371 Carmen Phillips, “Shondaland’s ‘How To Get Away With A Scandal’ Crossover Event 
Was a Black Feminist Masterpiece,” Autostraddle, March 2, 2018, 
https://www.autostraddle.com/shondalands-how-to-get-away-with-a-scandal-crossover-event-
was-a-black-feminist-masterpiece-412849/. 
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Pope is light, willowy, surrounded by whiteness in her home, her wardrobe, the White 

House, etc.  Her childhood was dark, but it wasn’t because she was raised in a realistic 

environment: her parents are both super spies and murderers who try to kill each other 

and, in her mother’s case, disappear for decades only to turn up in time to complicate 

the series’ ludicrous plot.  In contrast, Annalise was born Anna Mae Harkness into a 

poor family in Tennessee, where her father left, her uncle raped her, and her mother 

burned the house down with her uncle in it in revenge.  She worked her way up; her 

skin is darker, her gait is stronger, her speech patterns refuse the lyricism that, in 

Scandal, started with Kerry Washington and spread to all of the other characters when 

they speechified.372  When Annalise goes home, it is to very recognizable and realistic 

surroundings and family dynamics, especially considering that she was raised by a 

(mostly) single black mother in the South.   

The series themselves, like the main characters, show blackness differently.  

Reviews of both series complain that both Pope and Annalise have ongoing 

relationships with white men at the beginning of their respective series.  Annalise also 

performs some sort of queerness (queerishness?), occasionally taking up with a white 

woman whom she knew in law school despite Annalise’s claims that she’s not gay and 

everyone’s confusion over the relationship.  The relationships in the series can 

certainly be problematic: Pope seems grasping no matter who she’s with, and usually 

                                                
372 This cadence is, in fact, what made me stop watching the series.  The melodrama and 
ridiculousness of the plotlines didn’t push me over the limit, but the fact that everyone speaks 
in monologues and they all do it in the same style that Kerry Washington does was ultimately 
intolerable because there seemed like no real distinction could be made between situations: 
they were all ridiculous, and equally weighted, because all of the characters talked about them 
in the same way. 
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outright ignorant about how the politics of her lovers affect people who look like her 

but who didn’t have the chance to go to finishing school.  Annalise, at least in the first 

half or more of the series to date, seems incapable of having any relationship that is 

not work- or sex-based, and they’re frequently both.  She comes across almost 

ravenous at times, fondling Wes, receiving oral sex from Nate, and canoodling with 

her husband in the pilot and then taking lovers seemingly whenever a new character 

appears.  Imani M. Cheers writes about Annalise and Pope, pointing out that, while 

Rhimes’s characters are complex, 

[h]er two highly successful programs with outstanding lead actresses have both 
received numerous accolades for their performances as, ultimately, 
multidimensional mistresses.  Both characters are successful, powerful 
entrepreneurs with authority, agency and ownership.  They are leaders who 
command a presence yet have chaotic personal lives that have led them both to 
the beds of married men.  While being a flawed character definitely makes for 
great television, I wonder if representationally these Black women as the 
mistresses of White men does more harm than good.373 
 

That is to say that, as Cheers points out, the representation that we see even in 

HTGAWM, which I’m arguing is a better representation of race because it is interested 

in characters who are and casting that is definitively not color-blind, still has its faults.   

The mistresses angle is one that rightfully bothers many critics, less because it 

shows these characters to be complicated women with sex lives but because it 

predicates some of that complexity and humanity on the whims of white viewers and 

especially of white men.  Erica Chito Childs points out that “These images of black 

women chasing wealthy or powerful (sometimes older) white men support the long-

standing beliefs about black women and plays into white male fantasies where these 

                                                
373 Imani M Cheers, The Evolution of Black Women in Television. Mammies, Matriarchs and 
Mistresses (Basingstoke: Taylor & Francis Ltd, 2017). 56. 
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black women are sexually attracted and available only to white men.”  While she 

makes a good point, and this certainly seems to apply at least partially to both but 

definitely to Pope, HTGAWM does more.  Childs is writing about Rhimes’s first major 

Thursday-night, network prime-time series, Grey’s Anatomy, in this chapter, which 

was published before either Scandal or HTGAWM premiered.  That is perhaps clearer 

in this argument, though it still applies to the early portions of both subsequent series: 

“While the black women depicted tend to be very successful and very attractive like 

most women on television, they are disconnected from black communities, and their 

beauty is often based on white standards with light skin and long, straight hair.”374  

These standards are far more present in the earlier series, but the chronology of this 

evolution of colorful and complex representation, both in terms of the series premiers 

and the times they air on ABC’s TGIT (Thank God It’s Thursday) lineup, shows how 

we might understand how these narratives of blackness, femininity, and occupation are 

performed within the media itself.  One of the clear gestures towards updating this 

conception of blackness throughout the trajectory of TGIT programming is the beauty 

parlor scenes that appear in HTGAWM, one at Annalise’s usual place in Philly—

featuring Mary J. Blige as the proprietor375—and the other at a churched-up 

Washington version that Annalise goes to with Pope, at one point dressing Pope down 

for being bourgeoise and out of touch.376 

                                                
374 Erica Chito Childs 1971-, Fade to Black and White : Interracial Images in Popular Culture 
(Lanham, Md: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2009). 46-7. 
375 Peter Nowalk, “It’s About Frank,” How to Get Away with Murder (ABC, October 20, 
2016). 
376 Rhimes, “Allow Me to Re-Introduce Myself.” 
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In other words, I want to draw attention to how these Shondaland series are 

progressively more invested in the representation of people of color without catering 

to white supremacist standards like the ones that bell hooks points to when she says 

that “technologies in this culture depict us [black women] as hard, low down, mean, 

nasty, bitchified.”377  Grey’s Anatomy features “color-blind” casting, where Rhimes 

pushed for casting to be based on the actor’s talent with no attention paid to their race.  

Kristen Warner argues that this sort of representation is plastic: “the degree of 

diversity [is] synonymous with the quantity of difference rather than with the 

dimensionality of those performances.”  What we see in programs like Grey’s 

Anatomy—and, to a lesser extent, in Scandal—“is the production of thinly written 

characters of color with a mirage of depth added by audience members and pop-

culture critics who labor to thicken the characterizations in public discourse.”378  The 

plasticity here is what “approximates blackness enough to stand in as a superficial 

version of the real,” what shows people of color without showing the sort of depth that 

hooks sees in Simpson’s work.  There is no imagined depth, because the character is 

performing an implicitly white role, thereby looking like a person of color without 

having the experiences and narratives and depths of a person of color.  Childs writes 

that “the pattern of presenting some black characters as ‘just ordinary people’ as part 

of a color-blind ideology that pretends race no longer matters” is empty and toxic; it 

“does not make us forget race, but rather we simply interpret the interaction within the 

                                                
377 hooks, Art on My Mind. 98.  I alluded to hooks’s reading here in my analysis of The Real 
Housewives, especially the Atlanta and Potomac installments. 
378 “Plastic Representation,” Film Quarterly (blog), December 4, 2017, 
https://filmquarterly.org/2017/12/04/in-the-time-of-plastic-representation/. 
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existing understandings of race” instead of questioning, challenging, or occupying 

those understandings.379  This is what we see on Grey’s Anatomy, and it’s also what 

we saw on The Cosby Show: Kiese Laymon writes of that series that it’s about “how 

white folks watched black folks watch ourselves [black viewers] watch him [Cosby].”  

He, with hindsight, rejects the Huxtables as a representation of blackness because 

“[o]nly in science fiction could a black man doctor who delivered mostly white babies, 

and a black woman lawyer who worked at a white law firm, come home and never 

once talk mess about the heartbreaking, violent machinations of white folks at both of 

their jobs, and the harassing, low down, predictable advances of men” towards a black 

woman in a position of power.380 

The occupying that figures like Bill Cosby—who is now always already a 

problem to talk about, as his sexual aggression towards women and propensity for 

Spanish Fly obviously makes him a bad role model no matter how you look at it—

performs is, at best, plastic in the way that Kristen Warner imagines it.  In her article 

“Plastic Representation,” Warner looks at the Barbie made to resemble Ava 

DuVernay, making the literal connection between the plasticness of the doll and the 

emptiness of the representation; Childs sees the emptiness of color-blind casting as 

something that tries—but necessarily fails—to exist in a vacuum, and Warner is 

similarly pin-pointing emptiness as the problem with diverse representation that is not 

actually attentive to a difference of experience instead of merely a difference of skin 

                                                
379 Childs, Fade to Black and White : Interracial Images in Popular Culture. 48, 54. 
380 “What Bill Cosby Taught Me About Sexual Violence and Flying,” Literary  Hub (blog), 
February 16, 2016, https://lithub.com/what-bill-cosby-taught-me-about-sexual-violence-and-
flying/. 



 

303 

tone.  The doll, and especially her head, is empty, as is the representation of DuVernay 

as a darker-hued Barbie that still fits the Barbie brand and takes essentially the same 

shape that every white, blonde Barbie does.381  The emptiness there is like the 

emptiness of representation in Grey’s Anatomy and Scandal; if people of color are not 

vivid, are not shown and imagined to have depth and darkness and vivid lives, then 

they are simply a coloration of plastic in the same way that colorized black-and-white 

celluloid film does not represent the actual color and variety and shadows and light of 

what appears on the negative but still seems to present something other than whiteness 

when projected onto the screen.  The emptiness of plastic representation, then, needs 

to be occupied in order for that representation to seem genuine and meaningful; for 

that, we can look to Shondaland’s progression from colorblind Grey’s Anatomy to 

whitewashed Scandal to more complex and more adamantly representational 

HTGAWM. 

 There are many signposts that direct us to understanding representation in this 

series; the signs here help us know where to swerve, instead of simply blocking our 

view of what matters and what’s at stake.  In the first season, as I have mentioned, 

HTGAWM made waves when the camera showed Annalise at her dressing table.  In 

Annalise’s mirror we see the depth of an entire culture, of femininity and blackness as 

they present and how they are.  In many ways, Annalise is removing color from her 

skin as she wipes away her makeup, but importantly, she is also revealing what it 

means for women of color to live in skin that is the color hers is.  This negotiation 

                                                
381 Kristen Warner, “Plastic Representation,” Film Quarterly (blog), December 4, 2017, 
https://filmquarterly.org/2017/12/04/in-the-time-of-plastic-representation/. 



 

304 

with color, brief though it is, is like a 

profoundly amplified version of 

Mason’s brief negotiation with color 

television.  Perry Mason’s only color 

episode, “The Case of the Twice Told 

Twist,” was also temporarily wiped 

from the series’ anthology: it was not 

included in original syndication and 

therefore was not a part of the series as it circulated following the original series run.  

But before that, it staged a narrative that swerved twice, as the title would indicate, 

because of Perry’s leniency/kindness towards a teenager who stripped his car in the 

ten minutes that Perry and Della were ferrying about together.382  Lennie, the car 

stripper, immediately goes back to the gang that he was working with, but he also feels 

twinges of conscience, eventually turning on them when they loot a house.  The series’ 

experiment with color has both its strengths (Burr’s blue eyes are even more piercing) 

and weaknesses (the fake blood they use looks like a spilled strawberry milkshake), 

but it importantly also speculates about the future of the program and its ability to 

navigate beyond the monochromatic nine seasons of its run.  The episode is the 

twenty-first in a final season of thirty episodes, and though it was made in anticipation 

of perhaps transitioning into color, it feels a bit plastic in that regard.  The opening 

sequence that shows Perry Mason sitting in the courtroom is simply a color version of 

                                                
382 Gail Patrick Jackson, “The Case of the Twice Told Twist,” Perry Mason, February 27, 
1966. 

Figure 49: Thieves in “The Case of the Twice 
Told Twist” trying to escape with pillowcases 
of booty and a suitcase TV. 
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that series’ opening segment, and there’s a point in the episode where television is 

literally left behind: the thieves, when confronted with the police, drop the suitcase 

television they were carrying with the pillowcases of loot to keep fleeing (fig. 49).   

 To me, this, more than any episode, feels like Perry Mason resigning from 

television.  This is, of course, understandable: Burr was working some days from 

3:30AM until 7:30PM, justifiably exhausted from the work of starring in a series that 

stages most of its conversations between two characters, and almost all of those 

conversations involve Burr.383  At the same time, the layering of the color film itself 

might help reveal a layering of the episode and its swerving, as I’m taking that up as a 

method of occupying.  When the celluloid—plastic—film is color film, the silver 

halides that structure black-and-white photography is instead a colored dye, and here it 

feels that the series is simply dyed in the same way that it’s dying.  Nevertheless, it 

maintains the structure of swerving that makes Mason such an essential model of 

narrative-construction both within my analysis and within television generally 

speaking.  Even as it dwindles off in its final season, the series is layering and 

swerving through both Perry and the car stripper Lennie: Lennie tries to navigate 

dealing with the police and with his gang, and he ultimately successfully does so 

because Perry supports him.  Similarly, Perry attempts to parallel—}}—the crimes 

occurring within the episode, following their swerving in order to comprehend the 

entire series of events.384 

                                                
383 Erickson, Encyclopedia of Television Law Shows. 222. 
384 There’s another problem here that, given more space and a different direction, would be 
worth taking up.  More specifically, the juxtaposition of this episode, where Perry defends his 
choice by saying, “I’m afraid I have to pause before stamping a felony conviction on an 
eighteen-year-old boy” about Lennie, who looks to be at least twenty-five, and the obvious 
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 I want to again connect the episode back to the history of Perry Mason’s 

development, but this time through considering how the technology of television was 

developed from still images into moving narratives.  Dylan Mulvin and Jonathan 

Sterne summarize the development of color television in their article “Scenes from an 

Imaginary Country: Test Images and the American Color Television Standard.”  They 

point out that, because the first NTSC (National Television System Committee a.k.a. 

No True Skin Color) established monochrome standards for television and the second 

NTSC worked within the existing monochrome standard in order to develop the color 

standard, what were assumed to be the perceptual limits of the human eye were 

exploited to also set limits on how much information needed to be transmitted.  In 

other words, “[i]f the relations between technical protocols and institutions had to be 

relatively undisturbed, the relation to people would have to change… But the 

committee’s perceptual judgements were made in the artificial context of testing and 

built around specific aesthetic materials.”385  We see here that the technology of color 

television and the development of an acceptable Perry Mason narrative for The 

Saturday Evening Post resemble each other: both modified themselves for new 

mediation according to limiting parameters, and the result was a less realistic 

representation of the original than what would have been accomplished without 

required, limiting standardizations.  In fact, this connection that I’m making between 

technologies and content—even when I’m looking at content for a magazine even 

                                                
refusal to grant the same leeway to young black men then and now, is provocative.  The 
leeway allowed to young men of color is, at most, three-fifths of the graceful allowance 
afforded to pale, ginger Lennie. 
385 Mulvin and Sterne, “Scenes from an Imaginary Country.” 
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before it appears on television—is one that Mulvin and Sterne struggle with 

throughout their analysis.  Though they consider the medium separately from the 

content because the NTSC has done so, they express that this is not an accurate 

representation and therefore ask for the reader to give them a little leeway for irony as 

they track this willful ignorance on the part of the NTSC as it standardizes color. 

 Part of the problem that they’re recognizing is both that the NTSC is 

developing moving image broadcasting from still images, but that they’re developing 

supposedly accurate representation using images of white bodies and inanimate 

objects—and, because the signal needs to still transmit to monochrome sets, they’re 

particularly interested the green that will be translated to greyscale there.  It’s not hard 

to carry the fact that white (even the horses are white!) and green are the most 

important colors in this technological development forward into a metaphor that 

pinpoints the interests of the executives and engineers working on this project: 

expanding a medium that represents them and making money.  This is a metaphor that 

also easily plays out if we think about stock photography and stock ownership, tying 

these common phrases to the obvious interests of the executives of TV industry that 

are invested in the development of color TV in the fifties and later sitting in the 

audience that listens to Newton Minow’s comments about the vast wasteland of 

television in 1961.  Mulvin and Sterne baldly state that “[t]he NTSC standard held a 

functional aesthetic desire—represent white skin tone—in dynamic tension with the 

technical limits of an infrastructure,” and that the stock images were chosen because 

they were, despite being representations of whiteness and middle-class leisure, 

interpreted to not really hold any meaning: “[t]hey were meant to call attention to 
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color capacities of television, not to themselves.”386  This assumption that WASPiness 

is somehow free of markers, is a default without any distracting meaning, is one of the 

underpinnings of the white supremacist media structure that hooks, Laymon, Warner, 

Monroe, etc. are writing about and against.  Of course, by ignoring any “markers” of 

otherness, the NTSC actually draws attention to the incapacities of television to 

represent color, establishing a long-standing practice of representing people of color 

and anything that doesn’t fall under the rubric that the white middle class sets either 

poorly or not at all. 

While I do not want to ignore these foundational white supremacist structures 

of the narratives and technologies, I also want to consider vividness in Perry Mason in 

connection to its literal vividness in this color episode featuring the typical twists that 

characterize Perry’s stories and establish them as rhetorically significant within my 

understanding of occupying in televisual narratives.  Nevins writes that “what vivifies 

these novels [on which the series is based] is the sheer readability, the breakneck 

pacing, the convoluted plotting, the fireworks displays of courtroom tactics based 

largely on Gardner’s own law practice, and the dialogue, that inimitable Gardner 

dialogue, whose every line, whether spoken in or out of court, is a jab in a complex 

form of oral combat.”387  This carries into the TV series, and we see stalwart Raymond 

Burr—stalwart both in body and in spirit—bodily occupying the courtroom and the 

narrative in the way that an attentive, active viewer should.  One of the interpretations 

that appears in about half of the (especially lawyerly) analyses of Perry Mason is the 
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reading of the opening sequence.  In every season, Perry sits in the courtroom as the 

credits are superimposed on his face; he looks at a paper or a folder and smiles, 

confident in his knowledge that he will acquit his client.  The first season shows us 

Perry, Della, and Drake sitting at the same table with Ham Burger and Lieutenant 

Arthur Tragg (Ray Collins), the police presence that appears in most episodes.  In later 

seasons, the courtroom is less populated; by “The Twice Told Twist,” Perry sits alone 

in the courtroom.  Bounds reads this moment as a viewer: “Mason comes to the aid of 

an innocent citizen at the mercy of the relentless legal system, and from the moment 

Mason lays hands on the case, the innocent will go free and the guilty will be 

punished.  From the manner in which he acts, Mason appears to know that.  And it can 

be presumed that we as audience should know that, too.”388   

The smugness and confidence of this moment comes across to other readers 

like Michael M. Epstein as uniquely masculine.  He writes in “From Willy to Perry 

Mason: The Hegemony of the Lawyer Statesman in 1950s Television,”  

As a reconstituted lawyer in the public sphere, Mason, I would argue, becomes 
hyper-masculine. Whether a product of producer intent, a reflection of the 
times or, more likely, both, it is significant that Perry Mason, as a character, 
assumes the persona of detective and therapist, each with a tradition of 
emotionally detached, circumspect professional demeanor that Modernity 
codes as masculine. Like a psychoanalyst probing a woman's hysteria or a film 
noir detective who outsmarts a femme fatale, Mason uses his detachment and 
circumspection to avoid blurring distinctions between public and private 
spheres.389 
 

                                                
388 Bounds, Perry Mason. 106. 
389 Michael M. Epstein, “From Willy to Perry Mason: The Hegemony of the Lawyer 
Statesman in 1950s Television Law and Humanities: Symposium on the Image of Lawyers in 
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His reading here certainly holds weight, and Raymond Burr’s corporeality in the series 

operates in much the same way that Viola Davis’s does in HTGAWM in that both 

actors represent characters whose bodily presence deeply affects the narrative in which 

they appear.  But where Davis occupies her character by demanding complex, 

personal representation, Burr occupies his character by performing the sort of 

blankness that the NTSC imagined their stock images to have, thereby potentially 

allowing the occupying viewer to move through his body. 

I want to be clear that this is not an attempt on my part to ignore the 

implications of a white man serving as the savior of the innocent, always right and, as 

Rosenberg writes in his Perry Mason entry, “above but not beyond the law.”390  But the 

fact that Burr’s character is humorless, has essentially no personal or sex life, and 

expresses almost no interest in the personal lives of those around him makes him an 

aspirational object and even a Mary Sue.  Epstein writes of the courtroom opening 

sequence that “Mason is a figure greater than the state or any individual,” 

understanding his masculinity as it manifests as listening to and negotiating the 

personal without actually demonstrating that there is a corresponding interiority to his 

character rather uncomplicatedly, even if he does make a gesture in the passage I have 

quoted above towards how Mason might be “a reflection of the times.”391  This is, to 

my mind, a cop-out, and I want to work to understand Perry’s masculinity, Epstein’s 

reading of it, and how I’m reading this series as a model for feminine occupation.  
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Epstein writes, without reflection on how incredibly and negatively masculine this 

seems, that Perry “holds himself out to be an expert in virtually every other area of 

practice as well [in addition to murder defense], including probate, defamation, theft, 

and divorce.  Just as he can simplify the complex, he is able to master all the practice 

specialties that our increasingly technocratic society has wrought upon us.”  Leave it 

to a man to be an expert in absolutely everything, and to another man to see this as a 

redemption from technology performed on and through technology.   

Where he continues is of actual interest to me, however, because he writes that 

Per “functions to mediate tensions between nature and technology, familiarity and 

alienation, and tradition and change.” 392  This sounds a lot like the role that Lynn 

Spigel describes mid-century housewives performing when the television begins to 

take over the living room.  She writes about how “[p]opular discourses tried to tame 

the beast [television], suggesting ways to maintain traditional modes of family 

behavior and still allow for social change.  They devised intricate plans for resistance 

and accommodation to the new machine, and in so doing they helped construct a new 

cultural form.”393  Those plans were executed by the housewife in the home: she tamed 

the beast by turning it into stylish furniture, putting it behind screens, arranging it so 

that the family could gather around it, or considering its position for when she’s 

entertaining.  When I called Perry a Mary Sue (a Perry Sue?), I wanted to refer to his 

apparent perfection and corresponding emptiness.  While he certainly may be a stand-

in for Gardner—“[i]n the 1950s, [Gardner] helped start ‘The Court of Last Resort,’ 
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uniting top investigators, lawyers, and forensic scientists to review, and where needed, 

try to reverse, wrong convictions. Of particular interest to Gardner's group were 

convictions due to inadequate legal representation, wrongful prosecutions, or 

misapplication of forensic science”—he also serves as a space for the viewer to 

occupy.394  I am cautious to mention Burr’s fluctuating weight and general bigness 

when scholars like Sokolsky have used it to associate him with compulsion, addiction, 

and a lack of control, but his size and the looseness of his suits combined with his 

status as Perry Sue makes him a figure that perhaps literally makes space for the 

audience to imaginatively occupy and to rhetorically connect to the rounded, 

encompassing arguments that he makes.395  

Furthermore, it seems to me that Burr himself—and his size is an important 

part of this—enables the series’ negotiation of standards for wholesomeness that 

maintain the rhetorical hijinks of the original character without making him too 

threatening.  I don’t want to align this sort of domestication of potential threats fully 

with the way white fragility is working in the other series that I’ve looked at, but there 

is something essential about Burr’s affability, and about the possibility for him to be 

rhetorically agile while not necessarily physically agile, or at least not demonstrably 

so.  When Perry chases down criminals, he doesn’t literally run after them.  Rosenberg 

also reads why Perry works in a time that had no courtroom dramas and didn’t 
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Confession.” 195. 



 

313 

particularly trust lawyers, partly due to the 

popularity of westerns and the resulting 

affection for outlaws and rebels instead of the 

domineering lawmen: “[i]n order to become a 

successful, prime time television show then, 

Perry Mason needed to negotiate the deep-

seated, historically-rooted suspicion of law and 

legal practitioners that still dominated the 

representations in mass commercial culture.”396  

His humorlessness and something like 

blankness allow Perry to form relationships that led me to misunderstand the apparent 

rivalry between him and Ham Burger, but they also domesticate him so that he can 

occupy spaces that are legible to viewers.  Perry isn’t swinging onto horses or 

traversing the desert, but he shows himself to be equally capable without ever having 

bloodstained (or milkshake-stained) hands.  Like Harold in Person of Interest, Perry is 

not actually feminine but is functioning in ways that we might see as importantly 

modeling behavior that women perform: Perry outthinks the unfair structures that 

disadvantage or persecute his clients (he’s frequently doing it on behalf of women, 

who essentially have no agency within the courtroom) and he delivers the solution 

without the sort of performativity that we might expect from anyone else who 

repeatedly bests a man named Ham Burger.   

                                                
396 Jarvis and Joseph, Prime Time Law: Fictional Television as Legal Narrative. 118. 

Figure 50: Perry Mason passing the 
murder weapon to Lt. Tragg in the 
series pilot; his physical softness 
(and, presumably, his whiteness) 
marks him as unthreatening in an 
instance like this, where is literally 
pointing a gun at a cop (“The Case of 
the Restless Redhead”). 
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Perry Sue allows the viewer to imagine—if she is an occupying viewer who is 

not simply sitting in the hypothetical jury because of where the camera is situated 

within the courtroom set—that she might similarly occupy a space of such power and 

magnitude within the justice system.  He is simultaneously powerful—he is the 

ultimate agent within the courtroom—and soft, both literally and in his performance of 

justice (fig. 50).  The cordial relationship with the DA and police that so confused me 

is also a signal to viewers that they can accept Perry as both rebellious like the 

cowboys in the westerns that were so popular and nonthreatening enough that viewers 

don’t have to feel complicit about a narrative that lives in the world they do instead of 

in the Old West.  But there is also something very familiar about this for women, who 

tend to remain cordial even when we are fundamentally at odds, because we’re taught 

that we’re always obligated to perform kindness and hospitality.  This is also, as 

Spigel reminds us, work, and that work is always connected to the technology of the 

television because of its place in the home: “[i]ndeed, at least for the housewife, 

television was not represented as a passive activity; rather, it was incorporated into a 

pattern of everyday life where work is never done.”397  Perry might not look like a 

boob as Spigel discusses men might when faced with television, and he may or may 

not assume power that would otherwise belong to the man of the house, because he is 

performing an occupying that the women watching him can understand as a model for 

their own agency when they occupy the narratives and the structures that surround 

them.  This perhaps explains why, like Murder, She Wrote, Perry Mason is especially 
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popular among older female viewers who take pleasure in a sort of light version of 

rebellion.398   

While the television itself, like the one in “The Twice Told Twist,” is not 

enormously portable when confronted by the structures that seek to dictate and 

organize our behavior, the model that characters like Perry Mason present is.  He and 

Annalise Keating both present us with complex and, in varying ways, unexpected 

models of feminine occupation.  The fact that the trajectories of their mediation—and, 

in Mason’s case, of the technology that developed when he was on air—are similarly 

moving around other narratives is essential.  At the same time, they both correspond 

with contemporary movements or legislation that demonstrate occupying outside of 

televisual narrative: the Miranda v. Arizona coincided with Perry Mason’s final 

season, though Ernesto Miranda himself was arrested in 1963, and the Black Lives 

Matter movement—as well as the actual cases and conversations which I have 

mentioned—parallel HTGAWM’s narrative of complex representation and 

understanding.  That the series are opening spaces for occupation is clear in their 

success, and the way in which they open up other conversations that are essentially 

interested both in justice and in the American judicial system’s execution of it.  
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Conclusion 

 I have resisted throughout this dissertation a deep dive into fan studies and 

explicitly considering the labor that these groups do in order to produce meaning and 

paratexts.  At the same time I have myself constructed a paratext— {{ —and 

attempted to perform the same sort of occupying gesture that I locate within How to 

Get Away with Murder.  I’ve read what’s on offer in these series and modes of 

televisual narratives in order to take what models benefit a reading that attempts to 

occupy and leaves what is ultimately unhelpful or insufficient.  The trajectory that I’ve 

followed here, using the two trios of terms that I proposed in the introduction as 

guidance through the arcs/swerves of my readings—technology-environment-

experience and space-time-rhetoric—bring me to a conclusion that, as the introduction 

did, resists closure.  I realize that there is something circular about my reading that 

itself mimics what I’m writing against; in an attempt to comprehend all of the 

possibilities, the positives and the negatives, I have ultimately also tried to occupy this 

space without projecting outwards in a definitive fashion.  My writing has looped 

rather like the popcorn gif in chapter one does, and the history that I’m narrating is 

interconnected, uneven, simultaneous, multitasking.  I want to inhabit instead of 

outstripping the televisual narratives that I’m looking at, partly because I do not want 

to enter into a space that feels disconnected from the corporeal, non-academic reality 

of the culture industry, but also because I want to continue occupying and looping. 

 In closing, then, I want to revisit the small experiences of occupying that I 

mentioned in my first and fourth chapters: my response and my mother’s to not being 

“allowed” to watch television.  I wrote in chapter one about how I watched my 
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grandmother Bee watching TV, not allowed to watch TV myself, and I wrote again in 

chapter four about how my mother grew up in a household where television was as 

limited as she decided it would be in the house I grew up in.  The reason that I want to 

think about those moments here is because they are moments wherein I found (and I 

assume the child version of my mother found) empowerment in the supposedly low 

culture, but also in ignoring the dictates of consuming, using, or understanding that 

culture.  As girls we were performing the same sort of resistant action that women in 

the early days of the telephone did when they made social calls to friends instead of 

work calls to vendors.  Television in the home settings I’ve mentioned was considered 

beneath notice because it was also considered beneath reflection, and my interest here 

in this dissertation belies that assumption that television is beneath notice not only 

because I’m writing about it but also because I’m taking up modes of meaning-making 

that are especially dismissed.   

 Narratives that incorporate the emotional are often dismissed as too feminine, 

too silly, too forgettable (we might include here the WWE narratives that I briefly 

mentioned in chapter one, which would not be too feminine but are typically 

considered too silly); the fact that I “know” my great great aunt Lilian only through a 

tenuous televisual connection and stories of girlish sneaking is therefore fascinating to 

me as a gesture towards community, connectivity, and even family.  It provides a 

potential explanation for why my parents’ attempt to raise children who don’t watch 

TV backfired (all four of us do, but even if we didn’t, I’ve watched enough at this 

point to compensate for my siblings).  Especially as someone who arrived in media 

and television studies via first early modern theatre and then eighteenth-century novels 
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and theatre, the supposed trashiness of much of what I’m looking at—trashiness that 

was also assumed about some of the most impressive works of literature by today’s 

standards—impresses upon me the important connections between theory and 

accessible narratives just as my connection to my female relatives through television 

programming impresses upon my the possibility for meaningful experience through 

and around a medium that supposedly engenders nothing but passivity. 

 Ultimately, then, it seems that I need to finish here by considering the other 

implications of occupy as a mobilizing word, etymology, and concept for my 

argument that occupying gestures are modeled for us within certain kinds of televisual 

narratives.  While this is a paratext for Murder, She Wrote; Person of Interest; 

Charlie’s Angels; The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills; Law & Order: Special 

Victims Unit; The Real World; Perry Mason; and How to Get Away with Murder, it’s 

also potentially a paratext for the Occupy movement.  The Occupy movement brought 

attention to economic inequalities by taking up physical space in financial districts 

around the world, and it organized at its start using social media.  William A. Gamson 

and Micah L. Sifry have suggested that perhaps social media was part of the Occupy 

movement’s problem and a cause of its relative disappearance at this point (and, if we 

can judge by the recent transfers of power and wealth in this country, its failure): 

social media potentially dispersed attention to the movement, thereby diluting its 

possible strength and power.399  There is a fairly obvious connection here to the 

enormous proliferation of programming now in the post-network, possibly post-cable 

                                                
399 William A. Gamson and Micah L. Sifry, “The #Occupy Movement: An Introduction,” The 
Sociological Quarterly 54, no. 2 (March 1, 2013): 159–63, https://doi.org/10.1111/tsq.12026. 
160. 
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era wherein consumers can find entertainment through any number of devices 

connected to various networks. 

 Gamson and Sifry are thinking about the contrast between the literal 

Occupying of Wall Street and other physical places, a gesture that most readings of the 

movement say gave it the strength necessary to draw attention and become a 

recognizable protest.  The standing inconvenience of Occupiers in physical spaces also 

drew repeated presence; if the digital dispersal of their message was also potentially 

their downfall because it resulted in more “slacktivism” online and activism in person, 

then perhaps imaginative occupying isn’t enough.  That’s why I have maintained 

throughout this essay that occupying needs to remain active and imaginative; the final 

reading that I have performed here of How to Get Away with Murder becomes 

essential because it reads how models of swerving can lead to the literal, bodily 

occupation of underrepresented and frequently elided bodies on the screen.  Annalise 

Keating as something like the Waterbearer shows how turning away but also 

occupying televisual narratives and spaces can change perception and rearrange the 

structure of these institutions.  The success of Rhimes’s programming on ABC has 

turned her into a powerhouse producer with an entire night of television that is touted 

as so good it’s worth thanking god over.  This puts her on a level with producers like 

Dick Wolf, Andy Cohen, and Aaron Spelling, or at least on her way there. 

It's also important to note that much of the success of the series that I’ve 

looked at is due to their use of teamwork and conscious gestures towards building 

community.  Frances Fox Piven writes about the Occupy movement in the fall of 2011 

that “[t]he recognition of interdependent power is always the initial problem in 
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activating interdependent power.  Before people can try to exercise power by using the 

leverage inherent in social cooperation, they have to see that their cooperation is 

necessary to those who are ordinarily in charge.”400  When the televisual narratives 

that I’m identifying here as being about the self and about positioning the self within a 

narrative are doing so by considering also the ways in which collaboration with other 

bodies and minds—instead of just with technological devices—can assist when we try 

to circumvent or wrest power, then they build support systems and expand the space 

which we are able to occupy.  The Occupy movement was successful partly—if not 

largely—because it extended beyond national borders and coopted a relatively simple 

concept in order to overrun spaces that are typically considered unattainable or 

separate from the spaces that the general public can and does traverse.   

Piven also writes,  

Distinctive features of contemporary capitalist economies make them 
exceptionally vulnerable to the withdrawal of cooperation; in other words, to 
the strike power in its many forms.  These features include extended chains of 
production, reliance on the Internet to mesh elaborate schedules of 
transportation and production, and just-in-time production doing away with the 
inventories that once shielded corporations from the impact of the production 
strike.  Contemporary economies rely on dense and fragile interactions, often 
over long distances.  Many groups have appointed roles in these interactions.  
Therefore, many of them also have the potential capacity to disrupt the 
interactions by exercising interdependent power.401 

 
She’s pointing to the power of the Occupy movement to disrupt physical spaces while 

also considering the more tenuous, less material spaces that are vulnerable to 

occupation.  Thus paratexts like the one that I’m writing and those that I’m gesturing 
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to have potential power that we might not see in the same way that we see the Occupy 

movement but that are still potentially powerful because of their capacity to fill space. 

 Finally, I want to connect briefly to another kind of occupying that I alluded to 

in a couple of footnotes.  In a chapter-one footnote about the relationship between 

violence and occupying, I mentioned an article about drone warfare that identified the 

use of drones as a queering of the militaristic masculinity;402 I gestured towards the 

history of plastic surgery and therefore to syphilis and conquering armies in chapter 

two.403  The connection that I want to make here is, again, less to this claim and more 

to the use of the word occupation as it is used to describe the military seizure of a 

region.  It is perhaps the most physical manifestation of that word and that concept, 

and potentially the most violent, but it is also the strongest model for what we might 

aspire to when occupying these narratives because it is a model of seizure.  By reading 

the models of feminine occupation presented in these modes of televisual narrative, 

imagining the methods of occupation that we can take up, and then actively instituting 

those methods and concepts without becoming rigid and incapable of the same 

reflecting, swerving, and connecting that gave us insight into how we might occupy, 

we might be able to perform the same sort of corporeal and experiential occupation 

that we see in figures like Annalise Keating, and Viola Davis. 
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