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Gender and the
Genvres of Laughter

BY KATHLEEN ROWE

‘vé University of Texas Press, Austin




Roseanne
The Unruly Woman
as Domestic Goddess

Sometime after I was born in Salt Lake Ciry,
Usah, all the little babies were slesping soundly in
the nursery except for me, who would scream at the
vop of my lungs, trying to shove my whole fist into
my mouth, wearing all the skin off on the end of
my nose. 1 was put in a tiny restraining jacket. . . .
My mother is fond of this story because to her it
ilustrates what she regards as my gargantuan ap-
petites and excess anger. 1 think I was probably
Just bored.

—ROSEANNE BARR (ARNOLD) (ROSEANNE 3)

Last week, America’s patience snapped. With a
single voice the nation thundered, “Intolerable!”
We are a people slow to anger but fierce when gal-
vanized, as by Pearl Harbor or, as last week, by
Roseanne Barr’s vendition of “The Star Spangled
Banner.” Barr is a star and a slob. She is a star
because the countyy has a robust appetise for slob

-




television, the theme of which is: Crude is cute. Up
to a point. There are limits.

—GEORGE WILL
(“CITIES GLEAM WITH GUNFIRE”)

In July 1990, Roseanne Barr Arnold, star of the top-rated ABC sitcom
Roseanne, was invited to sing the national anthem at a double-header be-
tween the Cincinnati Reds and the San Diego Padres. Tom Werner, co-
producer of the TV show and owner of the Padres, thought that the fat
and noisy comedian would give a boost to his losing team. It was Working
Women’s Night at the San Diego stadium, and Arnold was nationally
known for her depiction of working-class family life in Roseanne. With
thirty-thousand fans in the stands, Arnold screeched out the song, grabbed
her crotch, spit on the ground, and made an obscene gesture to the booing
crowd. Werner had been right; the team won its next two games. But the
performance, intended as a parody of baseball rituals, unleashed a fire-
storm in the press. CNN broadcast the story with interviews of outraged
“people on the street.” In one segment, baseball fans drove a steamroller
over a boom box containing a tape of her voice. Angry calls flooded the
switchboards at ABC. On national television, President George Bush
called her performance “disgraceful.” Arnold received threats on her life.

The incident boosted media coverage of the already controversial Ar-
nold from the tabloids to the establishment press and from the gossip
columns to Page One. Headlines joked about “the fat lady singing” or the
“Barr-mangled banner,” while the tabloid Star more graphically exclaimed
“Barrf!” and then listed “Her 10 most gross moments.” From sports writ-
ers to political commentators, all felt compelled to say something about
the incident. William C. Rhoden wrote in the New York Times: “Barr is
merely the symptom of the excesses of greed in American sports. . . . One
gets what one pays for” (Bo). Opera singer Robert Merrill, who had sung
the anthem at Yankee Stadium for eighteen years, spoke of “this woman,
who obviously has no taste at all. . . . It was like, ‘Here I am, and to hell
with you.” . . . I almost upchucked my dinner. . . . I don’t know if I've ever
felt so angry” (quoted in Georgatos A4). Perhaps the most virulent reac-
tion was that of conservative columnist George Will. Leading his column
with quotations from five news stories about children killed or critically
injured that summer by gunfire in New York City, he linked Arnold’s per-
formance not only to the horrors of American cities in decay but to the
sneak attack on the nation by the Japanese at Pear]l Harbor. What seemed
to distress him most was that, in his view, she was feeding the nation’s
fatal appetite for “slob television.” First paraphrasing the American epic
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poet Walt Whitman (“I hear American bullets singing™), he then lamented
the “alabaster cities” of “America the Beautiful” which no longer “gleam,
undimmed by human tears!” (Ais).

Obviously Arnold had struck a nerve. Other singers have been criticized
for their highly stylized renditions of “The Star Spangled Banner”—
among them Jose Feliciano, Bobby McFerrin, Marvin Gaye, and Willie
Nelson. And one could argue that Arnold, as a comedian, was doing noth-
ing more than they had, shaping the performance according to her own
comedic artistry. But none provoked a reaction comparable to this one.
Armnold jested about it—"“T must be the greatest singer. My voice can stop
a fucking nation.” But a year later she said more reflectively:

It’s because Pm a woman. And I was making fun
of men and, you know, we have to remember, that’s
really dangerous. It still is. I really thought I was
to that point in my career where 1 had broken all
those barriers down, and it served to vemind me
that it’s still dangerous to be a woman whe makes
fun of men, or a woman who is funny, or a woman
who does any social criticism, or a woman who has
a brain, or a woman who has anything to say, or,
you know, a woman, period. . . . It’s dangerous and
frightening. (Arnold, Interview) !

In other words, as Will insists, there are indeed limits or barriers, especially
for women who behave as Arnold does. His description of her as a “star
and a slob” only dimly suggests the powerful and contradictory status she
has achieved by whining, wisecracking, munching, mooning, screeching,
and spitting her way into the national consciousness. If it is dangerous
“to be a woman, period,” it is especially so to be an unruly woman, and
Arnold’s performance in San Diego that summer confirmed her status
as such.

Women rarely have the opportunity to claim the kind of public space
that Arnold did that day, and her experience offers abundant lessons about
the relation between social power and public visibility. Invisibility helps
constrain women’s social power; as long as women are not seen in the
public sphere, they do not exist. Arnold heightened her visibility by forc-
ing herself from one—Iless visible—category of popular discourse into an-
other usually unavailable to women—from “soft news” to “hard news.”
Soft news includes gossip, the tabloids, Peogple magazine, lifestyle and en-
tertainment sections of the newspaper; hard news covers events clearly in
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the public sphere and appears on the front pages and op-ed pages of news-

papers and at the beginning of newscasts. If sports is not exactly hard

news, it’s not soft cither, because of its particular status in masculine cul- 3

ture. When Arnold walked into that stadium, she made herself the subject 5 "

of hard news, subject to those voices that had never touched her when she il

was safely contained in a place marked “sitcom” or “HBO Comedy Spe- ;

cial,” or in the feminized discourse of gossip columns and tabloids.

Implicit in the unruly woman’s heightened visibility is her potential to

bring about a process Erving Goffman describes as “breaking frame.”

Goffman suggests that social life is an “endless negotiation” about which

cultural frame should surround, and thereby give meaning to, various

events and bits of behavior. He argues that the meaning of a social situ- !

ation can be radically altered by chmgmnc in which it 1s percerved Ei
‘—and-thatframes are most vulnerable at their margins. Because she is dan-

gcrously situated in the margins of social life, the > unruly woman enjoys
{

"heightened “frame-busting” power. TrT e
Amold entered a space that day already defined as liminal or sacred
in patriarchal culture. Baseball is not merely a game, something that is
played, but a collective, public, and masculine ritual, a quasi-religious re-
affirmation of patriarchy, patriotism, and the myth of our nation’s Edenic
history. Unlike football, its rival in the national mythology of sports (at | _
least until the rise of basketball in the past twenty years), baseball, with its il
grace and decorum, is the game of choice for intellectuals and the up- '
wardly mobile. It is George WilPs favorite sport. Free of the narrative

constraints of her television series, Arnold staged a joke that :cﬁgmgd that
‘ritual event and turned it into something else—a carnivalized moment of

leveling, mockery, and inversion. By exceeding the limits of play olerated

on that diamond, parodying the gestures of the Boys of Summer, and
__singing the national anthem less than rexerentially—in_effect, by being
who she was, a comedian, joke-maker, and unruly woman—she violated
the space of that ritual and, indeed, 1 the_national airwaves that hiad been ™~
given over to its celebration. What might have been a harmless spoof of
the tropes of masculinity and patriotism became a threat to the sanctity of
_ all American institutions, invoking that “perilous realm of possibility,” in

_ Victor Turner’s words, where ‘anything may go’” (41).

According to Turner, at times of dramatic social change, sacred sym-
bols—such as baseball, the national anthem, and the flag—burst into the
public arena to mobilize people to defend their cultures. In the summer of i
1990, the U.S. government was laying the groundwork for its showdown
with Saddam Hussein and preparing to deploy sixty thousand troops in
Kuwait. Flag-burning had become a controversial issue, with proposals in
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Congress for a constitutional ban against it. Arnold’s performance made
her vulnerable to the official voices of masculine authority, the voices of
news and government from George Will to George Bush, which projected
onto her all perceived threats to the dominant culture. Indeed, Will’s near
loss of control over his own rhetoric exposed his column’s subtext—the
range of repressed fears this disorderly fat woman released about racial
threats to the nation’s “alabaster” cities, about mass culture with its “slob”
values encroaching on the tidy domain of those who know Walt Whit-
man’s poetry well enough to paraphrase it.2

-Not only in this incident but. throughout her career Arnold-has used
thc he semiotics of unruliness to break frame, to distupt,.to exposethe gap
“between, on the one hand, the New Left and the women’s. movement of
the late 1960s and early 1970s, and on the other, the realities of working-
class family life two decades later. On one level, of course, Arnold’s joke
backfired. On another and more important one hw as
a powerful demonstration of the disruptive_power of the unruly woman.
" Even as fans were booing her in the stadium, others were cheering.? As
Arnold’s career has unfolded, her fat, unruly body—and her noisy, angry,
funny persona—have shape-shifted into forms that might appear less
transgressive than the ones that first defined heLAncmhistoquhapcd by
__her disclosures of ingest, a new body shaped by dicting and cosmetic sur-
gcry, and even a new name when she dropped Barr for Amold have cre-
ated what might be considered a new Roseanne, whose power to continu-
ally re-create herself as a boundary breaker remains to be scen. L will retirn
to these changes at the conclusion of this book, where I discuss them in
terms of genre and the pressure to rewrite unruly- women’s-stories_as
melodrama rather than comedy. But for now I wish to emphasize how
she created her definitive persona (re-created nightly on syndicated reruns
of Roseanne) through an inspired use of the semiotics of unruliness.
Throughout this discussion, I use “Arnold” to refer to Roseanne Barr Ar-
nold not as a “real” person but in Richard Dyer’s sense, as a sign created
by her various public roles, performances, and interviews and by the com-
mentaries about them. I reserve “Roseanne” to refer more narrowly to the
character she plays by that name. Together, these elements evoke an am-
bivalence that has both produced and threatened her popularity.

l In the Press: “Roseanne—Leal”
“Roseanne—Nay !’

The cover of the December 1990 issue of Vanity Fair—headlined “Rose-
anne on Top”—shows Arnold holding the wrists of her husband Tom
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Arnold to pin him beneath her. Her mouth is open in what appears to be
a laugh. She is wearing a low-cut red dress, a strawberry-blonde wig, dia-
monds, and a white fox fur, a look that parodically recalls the blonde
bombshells and gold diggers of early classical Hollywood film. The pho-
tograph, a medium shot, centers on Arnold’s massive clcavagc Tom Ar-
nold’s face, looking at the camera and registering little emotion, is up-
side down.

The words and images of the cover suggest that Arnold wields power
in multiple dimensions—power over men, financial power, celebrity
power, sexual power. These words and images also acknowledge that she
has achieved that power by cultivating a particular persona defined by gen-
der inversion. Inside, more photographs give Arnold’s outrageousness,
vulgarity, and excesses the validation of high style. Shots of her mud
wrestling with Tom Arnold in playful, sexually suggestive poses literalize
her “carthiness.” One photograph, captioned “filthy rich,” shows the
couple covered with mud and bathed in golden light. It brilliantly displays
the ambivalence and danger—the “dirt”—represented by the convergence

of money and sexuality in the person of the unruly woman. Beneath the

“Roseanne on Top” cover headlin bhead asking,
“But Who s the Boss?” Whllcmgnmmg,anmcnmlehmnng,mn@w

status as one of television’s highest-paid performers, the magazine still has

" trouble fully. grantmg.that this monumcntal_ﬁgp__c is indeed the boss.

Arnold’s rise to such success began in Denver in the early 1980s, when
she worked first as a wisecracking cocktail waitress and then as a performer
in local comedy clubs. After auditioning for the Comedy Store in Los
Angeles, she was invited to perform on The Tonight Show. A concert tour
followed, and her national career took off. Here, briefly, are some of her
personal and professional milestones of the next few years.

Arnold produced her first HBO special, “The Roseanne Barr Show,” in
1987, and in January 1988 signed on with producers Marcy Carsey and Tom
Werner. Carsey/Werner, who had developed the top-rated sitcom The
Cosby Show (1984—1992) out of Bill Cosby’s standup comedy act, hired
Matt Williams as executive producer, but almost immediately Williams
and Arnold started battling over artistic control of the show. According to
Arnold, he wanted to name it Lifz and Stuff so that it would not become
a star vehicle for her. The show made its debut in October of that year as
Roseanne and became one of the top three television series of the year. In
January 1989, Williams was forced off the show and two weeks later it hit
number one. That spring, the tabloid press pried open confidential records
and identified a daughter Arnold had given up for adoption eighteen years
earlier. In July she filed to divorce her first husband, Bill Pentland. In
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September, she published her autobiograf)hy, Roseanne: My Life as
Woman, which became a best-seller. In December, she made her film debut
in Susan Seidelman’s She-Devil, also starring Meryl Streep. The film was a
critical and box-office failure.

In January 1990 Arnold married her longtime friend, standup comedian
Tom Arnold. (The New York Times noted that he was six years younger
than she.) Meanwhile, the turmoil on the Roseanne set continued. In
March Jeff Harris, the executive producer who had replaced Williams, re-
signed, taking out an ad in Variety about leaving for a vacation “in the
relative peace arid quiet of Beirut.” On July 25, Arnold touched off a na-
tional scandal by her rendition of “The Star Spangled Banner.” In Septem-
ber, Little Rosey, an animated Saturday-morning children’s show, made its
debut, with Arnold providing the voice for the show’s main character. She
described the cartoon show as the only one on television with a girl hero,
no violence, and no sexism. The show lasted only one season because she
refused to comply with the network’s insistence that more boy characters
be added.* In December, Amy Heckerling’s film Look Whe’s Talking Too
was released, with Arnold providing the voice of the wise-cracking girl.

Amold’s second HBO special, “Roseanne Barr: Live from Trump
Castle,” was aired in January 1991. In June, she and Tom Arnold settled a
$35-million lawsuit against the Natsonal Enquirer and the Star, the terms
of which were not disclosed. Tom Arnold converted to Judaism, the
couple renewed their vows in a religious ceremony, and Roseanne Barr
changed her name to Roseanne Amold. In September, she announced that
she was an incest survivor at a conference in Denver attended by 1,100
people. Backfield in Motion, a made-for-TV movie starring Roseanne and
Tom Arnold, was broadcast in November of that year, and her third HBO
comedy special, “Roseanne Arnold,” in June 1992. By 1992, Roseanne had
reached number one in the United Kingdom, a sign of the international
success Arnold had achieved, and she was now one of the highest-paid
performers on television, earning about $100,000 per episode. In 1992 she
and Tom Arnold completed a deal with ABC, which included the series
The Jackie Thomas Show for him. When Roseanne finished its fourth sea-
son in 1992, it went into syndication, reportedly earning Arnold at least
$30 million (Hirschberg 186), while continuing to run at or near the top
of the ratings in prime time.

Despite this record, Arnold’s success has por generated universal enthu-
siasm, as the national-anthem incident made clear. Nor was that incident

-an isolated event, bue merely the most pravocative ina series of episodes
__that included drapping her pants at other public events, cracking jokes

about menstruation on national television, and generally “making a ‘spec-
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tacle of herself.” Many people find Arnold’s persona deeply offensive, and
controversy has followed her up almost every rung of the ladder to success.

" She and hier Series have been trashed by the tabloids, snubbed by, the Em-
mies, and condcsccndcd to by media critics.® At the same time, her fans

mloyal and numerous cnough to propel her to, and sustain, her
success. In a People magazine poll, readers voted her their favorite female
television star and the one most likely to have a flourishing career in the
year 2000. The August 1989 issue of Esguire, on its favorite (and least
favorite) women, concisely displayed this ambivalence, or difficulty in
placing her, by running two stories by two men, side by side—one called
“Roseanne—Yea,” and the other, “Roseanne—Nay.”

While this ambivalence cuts across media and class lines, the super-
market tabloids have perhaps played the Targest role in 1 creating and popu-
lanzmg Arnold’s unruly persona. The tabloids are the carnivalesque of

~ —the popular print media, giving heightened representations of the kinds
“of “weirdness or disjunction” -threir “readers—experience-ir-everydaylife—
(Fiske 114). They are popular with the same demographic group targeted
by Arnold’s show, women aged 18—34, or, as comedian Alan King more.. _
colorfully describes them, “the hopeless underclass_of the, femmale sex.. The .
ycstcr-clad overweight occupants of the slow track. Fast-food wait-
E’s‘s’é’s‘fictogy workcrs houscwwcs—mcmbcrs of the 1nv1$1blc pmk collar. .
:L_y_r‘r—n”:'l_‘_lﬂlc___dcspmcd,xhc. jilted, the underpaid.” “In other words,” as Arnold
replies, “the coolest people” (both quoted in O’Connor B27). Arnold
"shares with the tabloids a taste for the self-consciously excessive, vulgar,
and sensational. Both Arnold and the tabloids carnivalize, invert, and
mock the norms of bourgeois taste.
Consider this description of Arnold’s wedding to Tom Arnold:

Hilarious five-page photo album—ROSEANNE’S
SHOTGUN “WEDDING FROM HELL”—Dud re-
fuses to give pregnant bride away— Don’t wed
that druggie bum!” Maids of honor are lesbians—
best man is groom’s detox pal. Ex-hubby makes
last-ditch bid to block ceremony. Rosie and Tom
wolf 2 out of 3 tiers of wedding cake. (“Roseanné’s
Shotgun Wedding from Hell’”)

The headlines cover a simulated photo of her tossing her bridal bouquet.
With her tongue protruding, she is grotesquely shot from below to exag-
gerate her size. Other tabloid headlines proclaim additional atrocities:
“ROSEANNE TELLS KIDS ‘DROP OUT OF SCHOOL.”” “ROSEANNE BEAT UP
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HER HUSBAND—AND HAD AFFAIRS WITH SIX MEN (She often ignored
her children, leaving it up to Bill to fix the youngsters’ meals and wash
their clothes).” “ROSEANNE INVESTIGATED FOR CHILD ABUSE.” “STAR-
SPANGLED SICKO ROSEANNE: ‘DON’T SEND ME BACK TO THE PSYCHO
WARD’.” “ROSEANNE’S DISGRACE! THE REAL REASON TV’S STAR IS MAK-
ING AMERICA HATE HER.” “ONE OF THE MOST HATED WOMEN IN AMER-
ICA.” “BEFORE, HER ADVISERS WOULDN’T LET HER GO OVER THE BOR-
DER OF DECENCY, BUT WITH TOM THERE ARE NO BORDERS!”

It is hard not to see much of Arnold’s treatment by the tabloids as
tongue-in-cheek, as in the remarkable list of taboos called up by the de-
scription of her “wedding from hell,” or the inversion of the classical wife-
beating story that elicits sympathy for her husband as victim (for having
to “fix the youngsters” meals and wash their clothes”). However, that tone
often conveys a scarcely concealed condescension. Granted that the tab-
loids are about excess and about showing celebritics in revealing or com-
promising poses, there is an edge of cruelty to their treatment of Arnold,
especially in photographs that exaggerate her fatness and her willingness
to show her anger or to ignore the conventional standards of female
beauty. The media have betrayed the same mixed bag of emotions toward
a group of wealthy, aging women (among them, Imelda Marcos, Leona
Helmsley, Tammy Faye Bakker, Elizabeth Taylor, and Zsa Zsa Gabor)
who have shared the tabloid covers and gossip columns with Arnold.

The tabloids can be cruel to everyone, but when that cruelty is directed
against the transgressive older woman it often takes the form of comedy,
turning her into a grotesque clown. For example, Zsa Zsa Gabor’s advanc-
ing age has increased her unruly standing. Her circus-like trial (at the age
of seventy-two) for slapping a Beverly Hills police officer coincided with
Arnold’s anthem episode and made her a rival for coverage in the gossip
columns. After her trial, she was booed and called a floozy when she rode
her horse in a parade. The case of Leona Helmsley is even more suggestive
since, unlike Gabor, she does not work in show business and so would
seem protected from the excesses of publicity associated with stardom.

- Newsweek brought considerable criticism on itself for the tone of its cover

story about the 69-year-old billionaire when she was charged with tax eva-
sion. The story used her age and sex to ridicule her. Headlined on the
magazine’s cover with “Rhymes with Rich” and written as a take-off on

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, the article described “Leona-bashing”as

“summer’s most fashionable sport” (Waters et al. 46). The story-elicited

angry letters from women-complaining that powérful male figures charger
"and_convicted-of mueh-more serfous-crimes are never triviatized in such a__

manner. As sociologist Jack Leven said in the article, “Here’s this abrasive,
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aggressive, stubborn, wealthy person who happens to be a woman. If
Dotiald Tromp-behaved i the-sane"way, people would overlook it or
™ “might even admire it” (s1).

“ i Arnold’s case, especially in the early years of her career, the tabloids
displayed an effort to wrest her definition of herself from comedy—where
she asserts her power to be the subject of laughter—and transfer it to
melodrama, where she becomes an object, a victim. When Tom Arnold
gets the “credit” for Roseanne’s transgressions, she becomes a victim of
her own powerlessness, simply a woman out of control. Melodrama, un-
like much comedy, punishes the unruly woman for asserting her desire.
Such parodies of melodrama make the unruly woman the target of our
laughter, while denying her the power and pleasure of her own.

Arnold hardly fared better among more sophisticated commentators.
In an early review of Roseanne, Elvis Mitchell noted in the Village Voice
how “startled” he was to see “this kind of arrogance so early in the run of
a TV series” (47). He criticized the general lack of “class” or “taste” in
television viewers and reviewers, describing her show as the “1040 EZ,

] .l_OW_i_ng)_n_l_e_,_g_Q_d_e_dm:tiong version of The Cosby Show. And according to
_ Joyce Mi Mamglﬁ,jxcmr and. Yale- cducatcd author of thc sygdlcatcd col-

umn “Domestic the av-
erage American wife/mother and homemaker” (Cr). Both commentators
" displayed certain recurring problems in contemporary cultural criticism—
the left’s difficulties with gender, and middle-class feminism’s with class.
While Mitchell appreciated the “tastelessness” of Married With Children,

finding the show a hip send-up “of work working-class family life, Roseanne, with
_its strong female character and feminist content, was “arrogant.’ May-
“nard’s s difficulty in understanding Arnold’s appcal began with her unthink-
ing assurance that she could speak for the “average American wife/mother
and homemaker,” despite the class privileges that she enjoys.
One explanation for the contradictions that have characterized Arnold’s
reception in U.S. culture lies in the phenomenon of stardom itself. As
Dyer has explained (Stars), people become stars because their images play
on—and magically resolve—ideological contradictions of their times. In
Arnold’s case, her copious body could be seen as a site which makes vis-
1ble and reconciles, ttTc‘chﬂcmdec’x’p“&Multurc that says
consume (food) but ook asif youdon’t. Or it makes visible the conflict
Za any member of the working-class mlght-cxpcnmJ: in a culture that says

consume (goods—conspicuously and lavishly) but don’t expect a job that
_provides you with the means to do so. This_explanation is apt, but it
doesn’t fully explain the extreme ambivalence that has marked Arnold’s
“career from its outset. o
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Such an explanation, I believe, would locate Arnold in the historical
and theoretical context of female unruliness. In an article on the op-ed
page of the New York Times (“What Am 1, a Z00?”), Arnold describes
her own awareness of the carnivalesque heterogeneity of her image by
enumerating the groups she has been associated with—the regular house-
wife, the mother, the postfeminist, the “Little Guy,” fat people, the
“Queen of Tabloid America,” the “body politic,” sex, “angry womankind
herself,” “the notorious and sensationalistic La Luna madness of an ovu-
lating Abzugian woman run wild”—and so on. All are valid, she believes,
although many people insist on reducing this multivalence to a single
truth:

Some people, they look at me, and they'll see a real
person that’s “down,” you know, earthy or (what
are some of the nasty things they say about me?)
“crude.” They'll say that. And it is there. And then
other people will see that there’s some spivitual or
deeper meaning, and theyll see that. Some people
will just see one and then other people will see both
of them, because 1 think that what Pm really try-
ing to do is project both of them at the same time,
because I think they are equally here and equally
valid and equally buman. (Arnold, T nterview)

She projects both that “crudeness” and that “deeper meaning” most exu-
1€ projects both t 4t _dceeper meanin

~berantly and defiantly by inscribing across her body the gign_iﬁ;cr@cmalc
unruliness.

l Arnold’s Carnivalesque Body

Arnold’s unruliness is more clearly paradigmatic than syntagmatic, less vis-
ible in the stories her series dramatizes than in the image cultivated around
her body: Roseanne Arnold-the-person who tattooed her buttocks and
mooned her fans, Roseanne Conner-the-character for whom farting and
nose-picking are as much a reality as dirty dishes and obnoxious boy
bosses. It is Arnold’s fatness, however, and the looseness or lack of personal
restraint her fatness implies, that most powerfully define her and convey
her opposition to middle-class and feminine standards of decorum and
beauty. Indeed, the very appearance of a 200-plus-pound woman on a
weekly prime-time sitcom is significant. More than anything, I believe, her
fatness is the source of _the hostility directed against her. Even if a fa_t
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The tabloid press did much to construct Avnold as a fig- il
ure of carnivalesque excess. Here, the National Enquirer ' : }f :
portrays her as a physically aggressive and sexually vo- R
racious woman on top whose behavior is “shocking” be- g F_[. :
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woman says or does nothing, her very appearance, cspccmﬂy in public
space, can give offénse. Fatness hias carried more positive implications for
women in other historical pCI‘lOdS and among other cthmc and racial

groups, but in white, late-twentieth-century America, it significs a disturb-
ihg unrcspﬁnvaéﬁessmmi‘tomrol'"
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As Michel Foucault has shown, social groups exercise control over their
members by inscribing standards of beauty and perfection, of social and
sexual “normalcy,” on their bodies. At the same time, the body serves as a
vehicle for communication from subject to social world—a nonverbal
communication that is often hidden by the social privileging of speech
(Douglas, Implicit Meanings 87). Body language conveys the individual’s
relation to the social group along a continuum of control, from strong to
weak, from total relaxation to total self-control. Among the socially pow-
erful, relaxation signifies “ease.” Among those deemed in need of social
control, it signifies “looseness” or “sloppiness.” The body that “refuses to
be aestheticized,” that does not control its “grotesque, offensive, dirty as-
pects,” can thus communicate resistance to social discipline (Fiske 97).
George Will could find no better way to express his reaction to Arnold’s
rebelliousness than by describing her as a “slob.”

Armold’s body epitomizes the grotesque body Bakhtin described, an
affinity that is clear from the first paragraph of Roseanne: My Life as a
Woman (Barr), where her description of her “gargantuan appetites” even
as a newborn baby brings to mind Bakhtin’s study of Rabelais. Arnold
compounds her fatness with a looseness of body language and speech. She
sprawls, slouches, and flops on furniture; her speech—even apart from its
content—is loose, its enunciation and grammar “sloppy,” and its tone and
volume “excessive.”

In twentieth-century U.S. culture, these qualities have long lost the
positive charges they might have carried in the cultures Bakhtin described.
Our culture stigmatizes all far people by psychologizing or moralizing
their obesity.” For women, body size and bearing are governed by espe-
cially far-reaching standards of normalization and acstheticization, which
forbid both looseness and fatness. Women of ill-repute, whether fat or
thin, are described as “loose,” their bodies, especially their sexuality, seen
as out of control. Similarly, fat women are seen as having “let themselves
go.” To protect themselves against the threat of rape, violence, come-ons,
and offensive male vulgarity, poor women, especially women of color, may
assume a bearing that is “stiff” and “ladylike.” Anita Hill displayed ex-
treme dignity and reserve during the 1991 Senate hearings on the appoint-
ment of Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas, although that bearing
did not protect her from sexual innuendoes by men or charges of “aloof-
ness” by women.

The cult of thinness is among the most insidious means of disciplining
the female body in contemporary U.S. culture. Because a woman’s social
well-being is largely dependent on her appearance, heavy women suffer
more than heavy men from the culture’s tendency to stigmatize fat people.

-
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Comedians make fat jokes about Arnold but they usually spare John
Goodman, the equally fat actor who plays her husband on her sitcom.
While other cultures have considered round and fleshy women as sensuous
and feminine, our culture considers them unfeminine, rebellious, and
sexually deviant, either undersexed or oversexed. In her studies of women’s
relation to food (Fat is a Feminist Issue and Hunger Strike), Susie Orbach
has described anorexia as the “metaphor of our times,” an expression of
the extreme contradictions women experience when they are socialized to
tend to the needs of others but deny their own. Femininity is gauged by
how little space women take up; women who are too fat or move too
loosely appropriate too much space, obtruding upon proper boundaries
(Henley 38). It is no coincidence, Orbach writes, that since the 1960s,
when women accelerated their demands for more space in the public
world, the female body ideal has become smaller and ever more unattain-
able. At the same time, the incidence of anorexia has sharply increased.
The anorectic takes the imperative to deny her desire and “aestheticize”
her body beyond healthful limits, her emaciated form becoming a gro-
tesque exposure of the norms that seek to control women’s appetites in all
areas of their lives.

The transgressive, round female body is also the maternal body, and
maternity ties women to the process of generation and aging. As a result,
the figure of the grotesque old woman often bears a masculinist culture’s
projected fears of aging and death. While Arnold is hardly an old woman
and the media do not attempt to portray her as such, fatness and age are
closely related because both foreground the materiality of the body. Warn-
ing against a misogyny she finds in camp aesthetics and certain post-
modern tendencies in general, Tania Modleski argues that the “disem-
bodiment” or “body without organs” celebrated by some theorists of
postmodernism (such as Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari) remains a
uniquely male body. The “essentially 8os figure of masculinity,” she writes,
is Pee Wee Herman, who remains pre-adult and pre-sexual while the “fat
lady” and “aging actress,” stock figures in the camp aesthetics Pec Wee
draws on, must get old, get fat, and die (Feminism Withour Women
99—103).

Women are expected to keep not only their bodies but their utterances
unobtrusive. As Henley notes, voices in any culture that are not meant to
be heard are perceived as loud when they do speak, regardless of their
decibel level. The description of feminists as “shrill”—with voices that are
too loud and too high-pitched—quickly became a cliché in accounts of the
women’s movement. Dominant cultures characterize minorities among
them as loud—Americans in Europe, Japanese in the United States. In
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white U.S. culture, the voices of blacks are characterized as not only
“loud” but “unclear,” “slurred,” and “lazy”—in other words, loose. Fart-
ing, belching, and nose-picking convey a similar failure—or refusal—to
restrain the body. While boys and men can make controlled use of such
“uncontrollable” bodily functions to rebel against authority, such an ave-
nue of revolt is generally not available to women. But, as Henley suggests,
“if it should ever come into women’s repertoire, it will carry great power,
since it directly undermines the sacredness of women’s bodies” (o1).

Expanding that repertoire of revolt is entirely consistent with Arnold’s
professed mission. She writes of wanting “to break every social norm . . .
and see that it is laughed at. I chuckle with glee if I know I have offended
someone, because the people I intend to insult offend me horribly” (Barr,
Roseanne 50). Arnold describes how Matt Williams, the producer she even-
tually fired from her show, tried to get ker fired: “He compiled a list of
every offensive thing I did. And I do offensive things. . . . That’s who I
am. That’s my act. So Matt was in his office making a list of how gross I
was, how many times I farted and belched—taking it to the network to
show I was out of control” (quoted in Jerome 85—86). Of course she was
out of control—Ais control.

By being fat, loud, and ever willing to “do offensive things,” the star
persona “Roseanne Arnold” displays, above all, a supreme ease with her
body—an ease which triggers much of the unease surrounding her be-
cause it diminishes the power of others to control her. Pierre Bourdieu
describes such a manner as an “indifference to the objectifying gaze of
others which neutralizes its powers . . . [and] appropriates its appropri-
ation” (208). It marks her rebellion against not only the codes of gender
but those of class, for a culture’s norms of beauty or the “legitimate”
body-—fit and trim—are accepted across class boundaries while the ability
to achieve them is not. Ease with one’s body is the prerogative of the upper,
classes. For the working classes, the body is more likely to be a source of
embarrassment, timidity, and alienation.

While her body bears the coding of the working-class woman’s “alien-
ated” body, Arnold rejects what that coding signifies. Her indifference to
conventional readings of her body exposes the ideology underlying them.
Concerning her fatness, she resists any efforts to define and judge her by
her weight. Publicly celebrating the pleasures of cating, she argues that
women need to take up more space in the world, not less. She similarly
attacks the “legitimate” female body, which conceals any traces of its re-
productive processes. On national television she announced that she had
“cramps that could kill a horse” and described the special pleasure she took
from the fact that she and her sister were “on their period”—unclean,
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according to Orthodox Jewish law—when they carried their grandmoth-
er’s coffin. And in her autobiography she writes about putting a woman,
a mother—her—in the White House: “My campaign motto will be ‘Let’s
vote for Rosie and put some new blood in the White House—every
twenty-eight days’” (Barr, Roseanne 117).

A woman’s relation to cultural standards of female beauty, Arnold sug-
gests, is complex, created from an interplay between her internalized body
image and her external resources. Arnold often appears in public and on
her series fashionably dressed and immaculately groomed, and in her sec-
ond HBO special, “Roseanne Barr: Live from Trump Castle,” she parodies
glamorous stars by appearing convincingly glamorous herself. Yet in the
more typical style of the Domestic Goddess, her basic character, she also
shows why the overworked housewife may not have the time or money to
spend on the regime of personal beauty required by a patriarchal con-
sumer culture. She rejects the barrage of ads that tell women they can
never be young, thin, or beautiful enough and that their houses—an ex-
tension of their bodies—can never be immaculate enough. She denies the
pollution taboos that foster silence and self-hatred in women by urging
them to keep their bodies, like their bathroom fixtures and kitchen appli-
ances, deodorized, anticepticized, and “April fresh.” Instead, she reveals
the social causes of female fatness, irritability, and messiness in the strains
on working-class family life. For “Roseanne Conner,” junk food late at
night may be a sensible choice for comfort after a day punching out plastic
forks on an assembly line.

I Authorship and Standup Comedy

Out of Arnold’s ease with her body comes her power not only to resist
objectification but also to name her own experience, to create herself. Per-

haps her greatest unruliness lies in the presentation of herself as author
\-———\// .

rather than actor or comedian, and indeed as author of a self over
she claims control. “Koseanne” is a persona she has created for and by
herself. Her insisténce on her authority to create Roseanne is a claim to
subjectivity, an unruly act par excellence, which has provoked derision or_
dismissal much like Jane Fonda’s earlier attempts to “write” her-self did,
QIW. Building on the transgressiveness already
MQWSWW-
ing advantage of its capacity to isguising i

Arnold has created Roseanne in part by effacing the lines that separate
her various roles. Her show, and the character she plays on it, bear her
name, and in interviews she describes her act as who she is. She sees Rose-
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anne as a work of comedic artistry fashioned out of her interviews, perfor-
mances, public appearances, and television series, which together give ex-
pression to her consciously developed perspectives on ethnicity, gender,
and social class.® Nowhere has Arnold asserted her power to create her self
less ambiguously than in her 1989 autobiography, Roseanne: My Life as a
Woman (Barr). The book fits comfortably into'the genre of star biography,
describing her triumph over adversity and key turning points of her life.
But by its very existence, it also grants a historicity to Roseanne and helps
legitimize her claims for authorship. Like any autobiography, it is valuable
less for its factual authenticity and completeness than for the portrait it
creates of the-auther-as-she-Wishes to present herself, (Indeed, the memo-
ries shé lter-uncovered about her childhood abuse darken much of the
book’s account of her early family life and explain its occasionally elliptical
references to violence [for instance, 163].) The book contains an eclectic
array of poems, jokes, and meditations sprinkled throughout a loosely or-
ganized account of her life up to her move to Hollywood. It reveals a side
of Arnold not immediately evident in her performances—a side as com-
fortable with the language of the poetic as with that of the comedic, and
as ready to discuss her views on spirituality as to explain the reasons why
“fuck” is her favorite word.

In Roseanne: My Life as a Woman, Arnold identifies the significant
events in her life before her move to Hollywood. She learned about female
strength when for the first time in her life she saw a woman, her grand-
mother, stand up to a man, her father, after he struck one of his children.
Growing up as a Jew in Utah among relatives who remained haunted by
memories of the Holocaust taught her about marginality and fear. She
learned about madness and institutionalization at the age of sixteen when
she spent eight months in a mental hospital because of nightmares and
other symptoms of psychological trauma she experienced after being hit
by a car. Like other labels of deviancy, madness is often attached to the

g woman, and it is @ fejtmotif in Arnold’s autobiography and the
tabloid talk about her.”As she points out, madness is uniquely unco-
optable by the “normat”Wworld, especially when it can be concealed behin

the guise of “writer, comedian, storyteller, artist or whatever.”? Later, she

became disillusioned with feminism and counterculturé politics whermrtire

women’s movement was taken over by women unlike herself, “hand
icked,” she writes, to be acceptabiz to the establishment.

* Covexisting with the pain of her childhood and &l Sulhood was a

love of laughter, the bizarre, a good joke. While she always had a strong

desire to write, it was only in performance that she feltsafe -And because,
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sjr;cc\hcr_chiidhgc_ifhe could always say what she wanted to as lo i

wswmﬁmﬂmMWL
“write” herself. She has often described comedy, as practiced by Lenny
Bmgg,%ﬁ—G_rfgory, and other rule-breakmg, limits- -testing corm comcdlans

as the “last free speech form,” “rmghn?fﬂlan,dmpcn AND sword,”

street-fighting art form? that is not supported by grants_Comedy opens
_up space for the expression-of-anger. It can both wound-and-heal. At first

she was afraid of comedy, feeling “unworthy,” she writes, perhaps put off

_by the masculine aura about-the-aggressive comedy she admired. So she
aspired instead to create herself in the familiar, feminine genre of melo-
drama, as “some poetess tragically and forlornly trying to scrape some
piece of misery off the sole of my soul and write some touching little fat
girl shit about it.” What finally convinced her to cast her lot with comedy
was “the thought of a woman, any woman, standing up and saying
NO... a huge, cosmic NO.” She explains, “The first time I went on stage,
I felt myself say it, and I felt chilled and free and redeemed” (Barr, Roseanne
152). This “no” draws on laughter’s power to negate. It refuses the affir-
mation men often like to attribute to women, as in Molly Bloom’s famous,
unconditional, rhapsodic “yes” at the end of James Joyce’s Ulysses.

In her book’s acknowledgments, Arnold thanks twenty-eight women
who have inspired her, from Mae West, Moms Mabley, Marilyn Monroe,
and Judy Holliday to Gilda Radner and Elaine May. They helped her dis-
cove « ¥ womanness”—“a_brand new theory that we

women have our own way of thinkingreally-different from the way men

thi ifferent from th think we think” (Barr, Rose- . _

anne 175). In other words, as in A Question of Stlence, the different experi-
ences of men and women produce different epistemologies. Yet finding a
female tradition in which to locate her own voice was not easy. Early in
her career, she rejected academic feminism because it seemed “dead” and
so she declined to speak from a middle-class position, choosing instead the
voice of a “working-class woman who is a mother” (Barr, Roseanne 161).
At the same time, she chose to work in the popular media rather than the
avant-garde. These choices explain the difference in tone between the Do-
mestic Goddess, the character she would ultimately create, and the house-
wife “Judith Beasley,” a similar character created by Lily Tomlin. Where
Tomlin’s humor is campy and appeals to the taste for irony of her more
upscale audience, Arnold’s humor is more direct.

Arnold discovered her stance (or attitude, if you will) when she realized

at she could take up the issue of female oppression by adopting i
language. Helen Andehn’s Fascinating Womanhood (1965) was one of the
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most popular femininity manuals for the women of her mother’s genera-
tion. Part of a movement that cxalted homcmakmg as a form of self-

mestic goddcsscs » th Arnold mscmd such terms might also be used
for “self-definiition, rebellion, truth-te or telling a truth tharimher
case is both angry and affirmative (Barr, Roseanne 172). So she built Her act
and her success by exposing those “tropes of femininity” styhzcd and val-
orized, as Mary Ann Doane explains in The Desire 2o Desire, in the women’s
- _melodrama. Ariold attacked the ideology of “true womanhood”—how to

be the pgwﬂmommmwma@w« |
crent

— the unruly woman. Appropriating Andelin’s words but to very
ends, she called t this figure the “Domestic Goddess.™ ~__ ~

"It is no accident that a tradition of funny, angry women is hard to find,
for the closeness between laughter and anger produces deep constraints
on how women may express or participate in both. These constraints are
illuminated by Freud’s theory of wit (Jokes and Their Relation to the Uncon-
scious), which points to the importance of gender in much comedy and
laughter. For Freud, joke work arises from the unconscious much as .
dream work does. It has three related forms—the joke itself, the comic,
and the humorous—which all release energy otherwise spent in repres-
sion. In brief, the joke produces pleasure by releasing inhibitions, and,
unlike the comic, it is “made,” not “found.” The comic arises from the
recognition of human dependence on external factors, often social in na-
ture. Humor gives pleasure by substituting itself for more distressing emo-
tions, such as anger. The most tendentious of the three is the joke, which \
is also the only one structurally dependent on gender.

In Freud’s account, the joke in its basic form requires three parties— )
two men and a woman. The first man initiates the joke to release an ag-
gressive impulse, originally sexual, toward the woman. He forces her to
participate in the joke through her embarrassment, her acknowledgment
that she understands its content. (Such was the case when Anita Hill was
made to repeat Clarence Thomas’s remarks to her about pubic hair on a
Coke bottle.) Through its cleverness, the joke veils and makes socially ac-
ceptable its underlying aggression. The joke does not exist until the laugh- ;
ter of the second man confirms it; the woman, as the joke’s passive butt, ‘
thus enables the formation of a bond between the two men. According to ’
Freud, the replacement of an actual woman by a symbolic substitute marks
the advance of civilization, as does the joke’s evolution from smut to con-
tent that is less overtly sexual.10

Freud’s account of the joke suggests why so much [aughter is directed
at women and why so much comedy is misogynistic. It also explains why
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women so often feel alienated from many traditions of comedy, whether
the slapstick of early silent film or the routines of standup comedians from
Andrew Dice Clay to Eddie Murphy. For this reason, standup comedy—
highly dependent on the dynamics of joke making—has, until the 1960s,
been an unfriendly place for female performers. Until then, women rarely
appeared in a comic act without a male partner. Even after the sixties
women who succeeded as standu W
“Cupy the ‘Wiﬁng@cﬁ jokes at themselves in self-
" deprecating barbs, or at_other women, Much of the humor of Phyllis
" Diller and Joan Rivers falls into this ¢

" Freud’s analysis explains how precariously the unruly woman is poised
between serving as a target of hostile laughter herself and hurling that
laughter back at its sources. It also gives yet another explanation for the
furor Arnold provoked in San Diego. Not only did she violate the space
of baseball, but she encroached on another sacred masculine territory—
that of the joke-maker. Arnold “made” a joke, and a tendentious one, con-
taining a thinly veiled message of aggression. Refusing to play the passive
victim herself, she forced men into that role. As in her standup routine,
she used the social pressure mobilized by the joke to force men to assume
a perspective, even if only briefly, they ordinarily would not—to laugh at
their symbols of masculine pride. In order to laugh, men had to adopt the
double perspective that characterizes women’s lives, experiencing the joke
as both subject and object, as butt and complicitous second party. For
many, obviously, that was impossible.

Women’s comedic traditions, whether in print or performance, have
tended toward the less aggressive form of what Freud calls humer;-which
preserves mﬁ_zgpﬂcwmm@&@g _
tions. Because anger is one of the most socially unacceptable emotidns-for
woch@dgMWm&cd into_humor (see
Mellencamp, “Situation Comedy”). The tradition of woman’s comedy,
then, is aptly described as “domestic humor.” Mostly written, this tradi-
tion is typified by the columns of Erma Bombeck, which chronicle’a wom-
an’s life as wife and mother, after the rosy illusions promised by the nar-
ratives of romantic comedy have been replaced by a very different reality.
Domestic humor or “matriarchal laughter” expresses accommodation and
resignation, according to Judith Wilt, by piling “sandbags of wit against
the flood of anger and pain” (192). Freud believed humor to represent the
highest and most mature form of human development. But, as Arnold’s
joke making suggests, the accommodation of humor may not always be
the ideal response to the pain produced by situations that can be changed.
Through the persona of the Dorfiestic Goddess or unruly matriarch, Ar-
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nold takes up the traditional issues of the domestic humorist—housework,
children, men, husbands, aging—but with the harder, sharper, tougher
voice of the feminist joke-maker.

Success in comic performance has often required the creation of a per-
sona strong enough to endure from performance to performance. Jackie
“Moms” Mabley and Sophie (first “Red Hot Mama” then “Big Fat
Mama”) Tucker both established well-known personae in their vaudeville
routines—in both cases, those of bawdy older women.!! With the excep-
tion of Mae West and the salty, warm-hearted prostitute she played
throughout her career, however, female comedians have rarely been able
to use their personac to anchor a series of films, as male comedians from
Charlie Chaplin to Woody Allen have done (Fischer, “Sometimes I Feel
Like a Motherless Child™).1? Arnold’s success with the Domestic Goddess
is perhaps most significant in that it gave her a critical entry not into film
but into prime-time network television. Arnold introduced the Domestic
Goddess to a national audience in 1987 with “The Roseanne Barr Show,”
her first HBO special, and within a year Marcy Carsey and Tom Werner,
producers of The Cosby Show, signed her on.

I “The Roseanne Barr Show”:
The Domestic Goddess

Arnold’s move to network TV can be attributed in part to the symbiotic
relationship between standup comedy and cable television. Because
standup comedy is cheap to produce, it helps feed cable’s enormous ap-
petite for programming, and an explosion of standup comedy accompa-
nied cable’s expansion during the 1980s. Indeed, standup comedy has be-
come a staple on cable television, giving exposure to aspiring performers
from comedy clubs throughout the country. Cable has also helped open
the door for women in comedy, familiarizing U.S. audiences with such
performers as_Elayne Boosler, Rita Rudner, Carol Leifer, Louise Duart,
and Stephanie Hodg@ 7 privately owneéd medium, cable is not subjéct
o the samie content regulation as the broadcast networks, and so it allows
standup comedians the freedom to test limits essential to the form. Pay
cable also does not need to keep sponsors happy by avoiding controversy.
On HBO, Arnold’s act retained its edge of vulgarity and anger. Its success
paved the way for her network series, where she softened the edges of the
crude, outspoken Domestic Goddess in exchange for massive exposure.
“The Roseanne Barr Show” is not a conventional standup act merely
performed before television cameras. Instead, it is designed as a television
show that both parodies the medium and takes advantage of its inherent
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intertextuality. The show shifts from domestic drama or soap opera to
horror film to TV advertisement to live standup comedy. It respects then
disregards an invisible proscenium between the audience and the per-
former. In its generic structure, the show parallels the tensions that com-
prise its thematic content: between the levels of Arnold’s persona, between
a woman’s experience of the private and the public, between narrative and
performance, and between melodrama and comedy.

The show opens outside a suburban stucco house at night with its win-
dows invitingly lit up, and then it cuts to a woman’s hands in a sink wash-
ing dishes. The woman is “Roseanne,” wearing a frown on her face and
rollers in her hair. She calls to her family seated at a nearby table. “Hey,
you guys, I got this joke,” she yells. She tells it to them, but they are
distracted and don’t pay much attention. Aunt Grace, a large, outspoken,
and sour old woman with bright red hair, warns her that she shouldn’
swear so much when she performs. “And don’t do any of those uterus
jokes,” she says. Roseanne protests, “But what I do is more like an act—
it isn’t really about jokes.” When Roseanne mutters a complaint to her
husband about his aunt, he protests that Grace is ber aunt. A TV news-
cast interrupts the conversation by announcing that Grace “The Aunt”
Klotsky has just escaped from a mental institution. Aunt Grace vanishes,
and the husband locks the door. The camera moves outside the house
again, the wind picks up, and Freddy Krugar from the A Nightmare on
Ebm Street horror films appears by the window, holding an ax. He runs
past a trailer to the stately house next door. A woman’s voice calls, “Is that
you, Richie?” and then screams.

This sequence establishes the essential themes of the show, from its
setting in domestic space to its self-reflexivity. It begins by locating its own
origins, which are the origins of Arnold’s career, somewhere between the
hands in the sink and the furrowed brow, between the drudgery of house-
work and the frustrated ambition of the housewife. When Arnold says,
“If’s more like an act,” she sets herself apart from those comedians who
mainly tell jokes, cuing the viewer not only about what to expect in the
next hour but about how all of her work should be understood. Beginning
with her opening appearance, when she seems to be playing herself, she
interweaves elements of historical truth about her own life and career with
a fictional narrative, playing with the boundaries between Roseanne Barr
Arnold, Roseanne the character, and the Domestic Goddess. This ambi-
guity is complicated by the presence of actors, relatives, and friends in the
show.!?

The sequence’s use of genre, especially horror and melodrama, both
deepens this ambiguity and dramatizes the view of domestic life that lies
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at the heart of Roseanne’s act. When within moments the cozy world of
the domestic drama becomes A Nightmare on Elm Street, we see how hor-
ror haunts the family, which can be infiltrated by insane strangers who
pass themselves off as long-lost relatives or stalked by monsters that ter-
rorize those unwary enough to keep their doors unlocked. Like Arnold,
Aunt Grace draws on the iconography of the unruly woman, but by em-
phasizing its grotesqueness she creates a peculiarly threatening image. Yet
the horror film remains within the framework of comedy, suggesting that
if domestic life can be a nightmare, it can also have its share of laughs and
happy endings. The show changes tone with a fast-motion drive down the
freeways of Los Angeles accompanied by the theme song “I Am Woman.”
This drive alludes to Arnold’s own trip to success, which she identifies
with her move to Los Angeles. The trailer that had been parked in the
driveway of the stucco house pulls up by a Santa Monica theater with
Arnold’s name on the marquee. A male voice-over makes a pitch for
“FemRage—for the one time in a month you’re allowed to be yourself,”
and Arnold makes her appearance on a stage as the Domestic Goddess.

At this point, Arnold shifts into the mode of standup comedy, and
while her act may not be “about jokes,” she now makes heavy use of them.
This shift in emphasis from narrative to standup comedy allows her to
sharpen her critique of the family, showing that it is threatened less by
external monsters than by those from within. In the mode of standup
comedy, Arnold continues to invite identification with her character, but
through moments of recognition delivered by each punch line rather than
through the emotional engagement and resolution of narrative. Using the
direct address of standup comedy aimed at a visible studio audience, she
delivers a monologue about men, fatness, children, yuppies, male impo-
tence. She establishes a perspective and style that are resolutely working
class and uses sarcasm to puncture sentimental illusions about domestic
life. She is aggressive and vulgar. Here, as in the national-anthem episode,
she uses the joke to express the socially unacceptable emotion of anger
toward men. She does not mediate her position by simulating feminine
coyness, flakiness, or deference, as more feminine comedians such as
Elayne Boosler and Rita Rudner often do. She recounts how when some-
one criticized her for not being more feminine, she answered, “Well, suck
my dick.”

Moments into her routine, Roseanne is interrupted by two of her chil-
dren who walk on stage to complain to her about how their father is
neglecting them. She talks with them and sends them back to what we
learn later is the trailer, parked behind the stage. Throughout the act, the
children interrupt Roseanne, never understanding that she is working. At

-
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one point, she excuses herself from the studio audience to tend to them,
apparently abandoning the onstage Domestic Goddess persona for the
Roseanne of the opening melodrama. The camera follows her offstage to
the trailer. She mutters, “Jeez, I have to do everything myself. I have to do
everything around here. Some big star I am.” While her husband snores
in an easy chair before the TV, she begins to clean up the kitchen. The two
settings—trailer and stage—literalize the deep and familiar conflict many
women experience between the private and the public, between home and
work. Throughout the show, Roseanne moves between the two. She is
never able to escape the demands of her family. They follow her every-
where, remaining always only a few steps away.

The show concludes by returning to the stucco house. This return to
the private also shifts the generic emphasis back to narrative. Roseanne’s
performance is over, but nothing has changed. Aunt Grace is back. She
gives Roseanne a prescient warning—*T warned you about your language,
young lady. They may go for that sort of thing on cable, but you’ll never
get your own show.” The daughter answers, “Yes, she will” Again, the
wind picks up, and this time it is Jason from Friday the Thirteenth who
skulks outside. A different female voice calls out from the house next door
then screams. The scenario is the same but different. The return to narra-
tive is also a return to a particular kind of narrative—that of the soap
opera, laced with tropes of horror which themselves become domesticated
within the context of family life. The soap opera is defined neither by
recognition, like the joke, nor by resolution, like the conventional narra-
tive, but instead by repetition and familiarity, like domestic life itself.

I “Roseanne Barr: Live from Trump Castle”:
The International Goddess

In “Roseanne Barr: Live from Trump Castle” (1991), her second HBO spe-
cial, Arnold again both comments on her career and presents herself in at
least two voices or personae. Yet the changes that have occurred in her ca-
reer allow her to intensify her anger significantly. With her sitcom Rose-
anne a smash hit and into its third season, she is now not only “one happy
fat” woman, but “one happy, smart, fat, rich” woman, or, as Tom Arnold
said, “America’s worst nightmare—white trash with money” (both quoted
in O’Connor). Out of that money and success she creates a new persona,
the International Goddess or Diva, who plays one performance mode—the
sadism of many male comedians toward their audiences—against another,
the highly emotional relationship of many female stars with theirs.

The Diva dominates the first half of the show, allowing Arnold to ex-
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amine the new status she now enjoys. In the second half, Arnold draws on
her success—and the power it has brought her—to abandon &oth perso-
nac, the Domestic Goddess and the Diva, and to speak as “herself,” Rose-
anne (Barr) Amnold, Standup Comedian and Joke-Maker. Of course, this
Roseanne is a persona too, with the backdrop of the Diva ever present,
but one that engages more directly with its audience, fully utilizing the
direct address of standup comedy to heighten the impact of her voice.
Speaking with the authority of an international star who knows her audi-
ence has paid forty dollars per ticket to see her, this Roseanne makes vis-
ible the power that allows her to speak as she does—more clearly than ever
in the mode of standup comedy and the tendentious joke.

Opening with aerial shots of Atlantic City and the glitzy Trump Castle
ablaze with light and filmed as a cabaret act before a live audience, this
show appears strikingly different from the first. Arnold makes her entrance
in the role of the Diva, driven on stage by Donald Trump in a classic
Deusendorfer car and opulently dressed in a sequined gown, with a white
fur draped over her shoulders. “Oh, you're all my friends,” she says in a
husky, dramatic voice. Then she dramatically poses and displays her body
to be adored in an act of mock generosity with undertones of aggression
that persist throughout the show. For the rest of the first half, she moves
through the clichés of a celebrity making a comeback, blowing kisses, and
telling her audience how they are what “happened” to her in the four years
that have passed since her last special. Several times, she refers to her
“awakening political consciousness.” The Diva appears to be a composite
of such stars as Elizabeth Taylor and Judy Garland, whose tempestuous
private lives contributed to their highly emotional relationships with their
audiences. A recurring theme in Arnold’s work concerns the effects of
sudden wealth on ordinary people. The Diva persona enables her to criti-
cize the feigned sincerity of many celebrities who forget who they are once
they become famous, who adopt political causes because they are fashion-
able, who even become Republicans.!4

As the Diva, Arnold doesn’t abandon the issues the Domestic Goddess
addressed but presents them in a setting appropriate for the new character.
For example, she uses a series of popular ballads that sentimentalize tradi-
tional notions of gender to point out its social construction. First she ad-
dresses the women: “Sometimes it’s hard to be a woman . . . Oh Mandy,
you came and you gave without taking, and I sent you away . . . Whether
I'm right or whether Pm wrong.” Then she sings to the men: “How do
you thank someone who has taken you from crayons to perfume? . . .
Davy, Davy Crockett, king of the wild frontier . . . To Sir, With Love.”
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She sings each medley to a prop of life-size photographs—a group of men,
dressed in bikinis, striking beefcake poses, and another of women wearing
the clichés of men’s working uniforms, such as hard hats and briefcases.
The juxtaposition of images and words dramatizes the arbitrariness, and
the foolishness, of our culture’s notions of gender.

Early in the show the Diva fires off a series of “classic jokes, the jokes
that made me the suge star that I am today,” while Tom Arnold stands on -
the side of the stage by a drum set, giving a snare roll and cymbal crash
for each punch line (“The other day on Donabue 1 saw these men who
dress up like women, and when they do, they can no longer parallel park”
[CRASH!]). In this segment Arnold makes a joke of these jokes, but she
doesn’t dismiss the Domestic Goddess so much as add another layer to
her. The movement from Domestic Goddess to Diva expands the scope of
the character’s influence and concern from the private to the public, just
as Arnold’s life has brought her into the public world in increasingly wider
circles, from trailer-bound housewife to international star, and, indeed, as
the U.S. women’s movement has expanded its concerns from its early em-
phasis on the home and the workplace to such global issues as interna-
tional peace and the environmental well-being of the planet.1s

In the earlier HBO special, Arnold deflects much of the anxiety that
men in her audience might feel by directing many of her jokes at “generic”
men or a fictional husband. In this show, however, she tests the tolerance
of her audience by eliminating much of that distance and repeatedly set-
ting up her audience, both male and female, as butt. This sharper tone
asserts itself even less ambiguously in the second half when we discover
that Arnold’s new voice is not tied to the persona of the Diva. A persona
forms a buffer that protects the audience from the direct force of her
jokes.'¢ Moreover, the strong working-class coding of the Domestic God-
dess further distances middle-class audiences from her critique. In the sec-
ond part of the show, Arnold sheds most of the signs of the Domestic
Goddess that she usually displays in other public appearances. Her voice
becomes less tentative and her diction more articulate. Now she is dressed
in an understated “power outfit” of black silk and high heels. By assuming
the transparent style of the middle class, she furthers the impression that,
unlike the earlier Roseannes, this fearless woman on stage is uncon-
structed, her message unmediated, and her anger real.

No longer having to filter her anger through the Domestic Goddess or
any other persona, she lists the groups who annoy her, and there are few
exceptions. “Women are jerks, too,” she says. She describes the “relation-
ship experts” who judge other women who don’t meet their standards for
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liberated behavior, or “women who are mean to other women,” like
Wellesley students who protested Barbara Bush’s visit to campus, or les-
bians who disapprove of women who are with men. Most of these com-
plaints are directed at women who use their “awakened political con-
sciousness” or social privilege self-righteously to judge other women.

Arnold’s anger, along with the show itself, reaches its climax in its last
moments, when she delivers a long and furious challenge to comedian
Arsenio Hall for his repeated use of “Roseanne fat jokes” on his Fox TV
talk show. She grounds this display of her own strength in yet another
version of her autobiography, one which stands as the basis for her
broader critique of women’s oppression. In doing so, she recasts the events
of her life into a nightmarish monument to her own survival:

Excuse me, Arse. Pm thirty-seven years old. I got
four kids. P'm Jewish and I was raised in Salt Lake
City, Utah. My Dad sold crucifixes door-to-door to
Mexicans. When I was seven 1 fell down, tore off
my whole lip, bad to have it sewed back on. When
I was sixteen, 1 was bit by a car and my head was
impaled on the hood ornament . . . I got pregnant
the first time I bad sex. My parents made me give
ber up for adoption. I found her eighteen years
later when her face was splashed across the cover of

the National Enquirer. I spent eight months in a -

state institution, a mental institution. I bitchhiked
three times across the country by myself, with bepa-
titis. I lived in a car, a cabin, a cave. I marrvied a
guy just because he had a fucking bathtub. I had
three more kids. He treated me like shit every day
for sixteen years, and when I finally got the guts to
dump that sonofabitch, I have to pay him half the
money I make for the vest of my goddamn life, Ar-
sento. FUCK WITH ME!

Such a narrative of her life casts a compelling light on the success that is
so much a subject of the show. It also transforms a potential narrative of
victimization into one of power. While it is important to note that Hall’s
race makes him an easier target than, for example, Johnny Carson might
have been, Arnold in effect shows women, and all who experience social
injustice, that they need not contain their pain and internalize their anger

76 THE UNRIULY WOMAN




but instead can direct them outward toward their sources. Her eyes flash
when she flings her final challenge at Hall and walks off stage. The audi-
ence roars its approval, many in it rising to their feet.

i St e e
s - i

I Roseanne: The Domestic Goddess and the Sttcom

One year later, in January 1992, Arnold’s face appeared on the cover of TV
Guide wearing a red Lucille Ball wig. The headline asks, “Is Roseanne the
New Lucy? Not since the *s0s has one woman so dominated television”
. (sec Murphy and Swertlow). Like Ball, Arnold has achieved her success
through comedy and wields considerable power behind the scenes. The M
most important connection between the two, however, arises from Ball’s ;s,

¥
?
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influence (with her husband Desi Arnez) in determining the shape of the
sitcom and in carving out a place in it for the unruly, funny housewife. It

is on this tradition that Arnold builds in her ABC series Roseanne (1988—). i
Like television itself, the rise of the sitcom is tied to the development iE
of highways and flight to the suburbs during the 1950s, but its origins lie n

in popular forms from earlier in the century, such as the repeatable narra-

tives of newspaper sketches, comic strips, vaudeville, and radio shows. By v

offering regular characters and settings, these forms were readily adaptable ﬂﬂ \
w

for TV, with its institutional need to attract and maintain a regular audi-
ence which it could sell to advertisers. The comedy film short of the 1920s

and 1930s, which increasingly emphasized domestic situations, marital nal I
conflicts, and the everyday realities of its targeted middle-class audiences, wiinE
was also a forerunner of the TV sitcom (Neale and Krutnik 226—227). The ol
sitcom eventually evolved into two general categories—the domestic sit- H
com, such as T Love Lucy (1951—-1961) and Roseanne, and the workplace \ [

sitcom, such as The Mary Tyler Moore Show (1970-1977), MxA*SxH

(1972—1983), and Cheers (1982—1993), in which the workplace and cowork-

ers serve, in effect, as surrogates for home and family. In the context of {

American comedy since the 1940s, the sitcom has come to occupy what

David Marc describes as the “oceanic middle” between the two extremes

of standup comedy—one based on social consciousness, such as Lenny

Bruce’s work, and the other on social consensus, such as Bob Hope’s. A
“something_for everyone” form. of television drama, the sitcom ofteni™— !

teaches a kind of cheerful resignation to one’s lot in life and Shir- R
ley 1976—1983) or adjustment to prevailing institutions (the Norman Lear
sitcom)gggmmmummmmmmmmmﬂmﬁml

i se with Roseanne.

One of the most suggestive thematic sources for the domestic sitcom, I

ROSEANNE 77




In her sitcom Roseanne, Roseanne Arnold plays a
working-class wife and mother who doesn’t hesitate to
express her feelings for her husband, Dan (played by John
Goodman). Much of the sitcom’s activity takes place in
the diuttered kitchen of the family’s bungalow.

believe, is the romantic comedy of classical Hollywood cinema. The re-
maining chapters of this book will track the unruly woman’s position in
this classical and postclassical film genre, but for now I wish mainly to
point out that both romantic comedy and the sitcom center on the re-
lation between the sexes and provide a clearly delineated space for female
disruptiveness.

In classical romantic comedy (e.g., Ir Happened One Night [1934],
Bringing Up Baby [1938], and The Lady Eve [1941]), narrative pleasure
arises from conflict between the sexes generated in large part by the female
character’s rebelliousness, unconventionality, and sense of play. These
qualities are also the essence of her appeal, which was enhanced by the
conventions of classical Hollywood cinema, including the star system. If
such a romantic heroine seemed unsettlingly out of bounds, audiences
knew from their experience with the genre that she would be eventually
brought to the altar and domesticated there. By the 1940s, female unruli-
ness took on a more troublesome cast, however. The romantic heroine’s
desire for a career became a frequent source of friction between the couple,
along with the couple’s familiarity with each other, as films turned from
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Roseanne often asserts ber authority in the household by
teasing Dan, but the show does not compromise bis essen-

tial dignity.

the tensions of courtship to the battles of married life (although without
the trappings of domesticity, such as children). This pattern, which can be
seen as carly as The Philadelphia Story (1937) and His Girl Friday (1940),
characterizes many of the Hepburn-Tracy films (Woman of the Year [1942]
and Adam’s Rib [1949]).

It also characterizes the situation of Lucy and Ricky Ricardo in televi-
sion’s I Love Lucy (1951—1961). For, as the drive toward domestication and
containment associated with the 1950s was closing down familiar options
for representing female unruliness on the big screen, others were opening
up in TV, modified to suit the needs of the new medium. The married
couples of the late screwball comedy provided an important model for the
squabbling couples of the domestic sitcom (cf. Schatz, Hollywood Genres).
But TV’ intimate scale, its mode of consumption in the home, and its
need to attract and maintain regular viewers required the development of
narrative forms different from those of film—forms, such as the series and
serial, that were ideally suited to explorations of domestic life.!”

While film placed the unruly woman in plots about romantic love that
made use of the medium’s capacity to tap the Imaginary, TV placed her in
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situations that reflected its own consumption in the home and the issues
of family life that presumably concerned its largely female audience. In her
new incarnation on television, the unruly woman became anchored in the
family like television itself, no longer a bride bur a wife, a mother, a ma-
triarch; no longer in the realm of fantasy and the erotic, but part of the
everyday. Taking up the woman’s story after the high drama of courtship
and the wedding that resolves romantic comedy, the domestic sitcom ex-
plores what follows: children, the routine of family life, and marital dis-
cord with no promise of a magic, total reconciliation of difference.

Early TV attracted viewers not only by introducing new stars such as
Sid Caesar and Imogene Coca, but by recycling and adapting radio and
film stars, many of them middle-aged. One of these was Lucille Ball,
whose career provides an instructive example of the consequences of chan-
neling female unruliness from film into TV. As Alex Doty has argued, TV
domesticated and infantilized her screen image, but it also never fully
eradicated the “glamour, high style, wealth, wit and independence” she
brought from her earlier career on film, and she eventually became one
of the few female stars to combine sexuality, slapstick comedy, and
domesticity.

Television, of course, is an overwhelmingly conservative institution,
rigorously containing the excesses of its Lucys and Gracies. However, tele-
vision also possesses other attributes that have made it in many ways more
open than film to representations of female unruliness. For one, television
might well be considered the quintessential postmodern medium, emerg-
ing in a time of crisis about male authority and the erosion of models of
narrative, spectatorship, and subjectivity associated with classical Holly-
wood cinema. Television’s “flow,” in contrast to the tight causal logic and
textual “integrity” of narrative film, releases women from the confines of
the Oedipal plot and her positioning within a heterosexual couple into the
more loosely constructed image of the sitcom family. This image, while
appearing to uphold the authority of patriarchy, might in fact be scen as
masking the crumbling of its power.!8

Moreover, TV’s lack of visual intensity frees female performers from the
cinematic drive to position them as passive, eroticized spectacles and opens
up opportunities for more active modes of performance such as joke mak-
ing and even slapstick (as, for instance, in Lucy’s mugging at the camera).
In its early years, as Denise Mann has argued, TV undermined the stability
of the woman’s image through programs such as The Martha Raye Show,
which challenged dominant values of femininity and domesticity by par-
odying Hollywood scenarios of romance and melodrama: television thus
induced “an arena of liminality between the old and the new sets of values,
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between the gendered power relations typically associated with the classi-
cal Hollywood film . . . and the as yet unformulated power relations being
set forth in television’s address to women” (61).

Above all, TV has historically taken its female audience seriously, ad-
dressing women as active (if only as active consumers), rather than as pas-
sive objects of spectacle. In such figures as Lucy, Gracie (The George Burns
and Gracie Allen Show 1950—1958), Samantha and Endora of Bewitched
(1964—1972), and above all Roseanne, it has taken advantage of the cul-
ture’s willingness to grant women a certain degree of autonomy in the
private sphere in exchange for what it denies them in the public.

The pleasure of situation comedy does not arise primarily from narr?-_i
tive suspense about the actions of its characters or from its one-liners, but
from the economy or wit with which it brings together two opposing
discourses (Woollacott). With both its story lines and its jokes, Roseanne
juxtaposes two discourses on family life—one based on the liberalism that
underlies most popular culture, and the other on the hard-hitting, joke-
making “proletarian feminism” of the Domestic Goddess."” In effect, Ar-
nold tests the schema proposed by Marc by simultaneously speaking to the
“oceanic middle” and expressing the kind of “social consciousness” more
often found in standup comedy. The clash between these two discourses
was dramatically played out during Arnold’s much publicized battles for
artistic control of Roseanne in its first season. In her account, Matt Wil-7
liams, the show’s first producer, wanted what she had always seen on tele-
vision—“a male point of view coming out of women’s mouths . . . par-/
ticularly around families” (quoted in Jerome 85—86).%

Despite television’s interest in a female audience, that male point of
view informs most classics of the domestic sitcom genre, from I Love Lucy
and Leave It to Beaver (1957—1963) to All in the Family (1971-1979). And
while the domestic sitcom is founded on male/female conflict, the degree
of female unruliness each series allows is tempered by the ethnic, class,
and racial differences it attempts to negotiate. Sitcoms set in middle-class
WASP families (Leave It to Beaver, The Donna Reed Show [1958—1966], My
Three Soms [1960—1972), The Brady Bunch [1969—1974], and Father Knows
Best [1954—1060]) tend to leave the authority of the husband/father largely
unchallenged. The same is true of The Coshy Show, which replicates many
of the values of the WASP upper-middle-class family. Tolerance for a wife/
mother’s disruptiveness tends to increase when a sitcom plays across ethnic
or class difference. A husband’s authority can be tested more boldly when
he is non-WASP, like the Cuban Desi Arnez or the Jewish George Burns,
or if, like Darren in Bewitched, his wife makes use of extrahuman sources
of power. The working-¢lass sitcom also opens up more room to demys-
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tify the idealized WASP family and to mock the male, but in its best-
known examples, The Honeymooners (1955—1956) and All in the Family, it
has still supported masculine authority in the home and conveyed that
“male point of view coming out of women’s mouths.’?;dith may be the
moral center of All in the Family and she gains stagure and respect in later
seasons—but we remember her as the “dingbat.’.’:ghr
¢~ Arnold wanted something different. In expressing a woman’s point of
/vicw on the family, Roseanne acknowledges the frustrations of the wife and
mother but also affirms her strength and commitment to her husband and
children: “I’m not Lucy trying to hide 20 bucks from Ricky, or June
Cleaver gliding around in a dust proof house in pearls and heels. P’m a
woman who works hard and loves her family, but they can drive her nuss”
(quoted in Hicks 4). One episode explicitly alludes to Leave It to Beaver
by playing its theme music and switching to black and white when Aunt
Jackie, who has been a substitute wife and mother to the Conner family
during Roseanne’s absence, hands the children their lunches and books
with a beatific smile as they skip out the door on their way to school.
While Roseanne is often praised for seeming more “real” than most other
television sitcoms, the world of the Conners, like that of the Ricardos and
Cleavers, is, of course, a fiction as well—but one based on an explicitly
feminist and working-class point of view. In Arnold’s vision of family life,
the children talk back, the house is a mess, money is always in short supply.
The Conners, a blue-collar family, live in a tract of bungalows in the mill
town of Lanford, Illinois. Dan works in construction and eventually starts
up a small cycle business. Roseanne moves from one pink-collar job to
another and is often out of work. The series has followed goody-goody
Becky and tomboy Darlene through their rebellious adolescence, with DJ,
the little brother, mostly staying out of the way. Deviating from the tele-
vision norm (evident in such recent examples as Wonder Years [1988—1993],
, Doogie Howser, M.D. [1989—1993], and Brooklyn Bridge [1991—1093]), Rose-
| amne gives greater attention to the stories of the daughters than to those
! of the son.

In its first scason, the show presented its dramatic conflicts starkly, re-
lying primarily on one-liners and blunt confrontations between its char-
acters (“That’s why some animals eat their young”) for its humor and its
bite. By the fourth season (1991-1992), the Conners had acquired a
lengthy history, and the show approached the emotional range of the do-
mestic drama or soap opera. For example, in an early episode, fifteen-year-
old Darlene appears in a funk, and she remains that way for most of the
season, dressed in black, lying on the couch, radiating gloom. The series
did not attempt quickly to explain or remedy her depression.
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Roscanne has followed the two Conner daughters
through adolescence and into adulthood, giving unusual
attention to female vites of passage. Darlene (Sara Gil-
bert) spent much of the 10011992 season dressed in black
and sprawled on the living-room couch, suffering from a
generalized depression that the series did not attempt to
explain or quickly resolve.

As in the soap opera, the wife/mother in Roseanne is ultimately respon-
sible for the emotional well-being of the family, and in the title sequence
(which changes only slightly in the series’ fifth and sixth seasons), family
life is shown to be a circle which literally begins and ends on her. Roseanne
sits at a cluttered kitchen table with her husband, children, and sister
Jackie. The group is playing cards. The camera begins on Roseanne, then
moves around the table, until it finally returns to Roseanne and stops.
Meanwhile, the show’s folksy theme song plays. Roseanne wins the hand,
appears to burst out laughing, and sweeps up her earnings, clearly de-
lighted to be the “woman on top.” As the music fades into silence, its
sound is replaced by her exuberant laughter, which continues a few mo-
ments longer. The sequence provides a backdrop of resilient, uncompli-

cated laughter for the more sardonic laughter that usually follows in cacﬂ

episode.
Jackie, played by Laurie Metcalf, holds a special place in that family
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circle. Husbands and wives typically discuss family issues together in a
sitcom, and Roseanne is no exception. But Jackie provides Roseanne with
a female confidante and ongoing opportunities for “girl talk.” The series
motivates Jackie’s casual, regular presence in the household with the
simple fact of dirty laundry; she drops in to use the Conners’ washer and
dryer. As a character in her own right—the thirty-something single
woman who can’t find any track, never mind a fast track—she provides
interest and comedy through her efforts to find “meaningful” relationships
with men and “rewarding” jobs primarily in male-dominated fields, first as
a cop, then as a truck driver. Through her presence, the series examines
the ambivalences of sisters’ relationships with each other in adult life. Most
important, Roseanne’s regular conversations with Jackie allow her to ad-
dress her audience as women, and to continually provide female-to-female
commentaries on the events that unfold in the series.

While the Conners’ social circle is casually integrated, Roseanne leaves
the issues of race, ethnicity, and its own whiteness unexamined. Instead, it
mines the terrain of class and gender, showing how the Conners’ class
position affects their [ives af home and in the workplace. Home life dete-
riorates when Roseanne is out of work; the family suffers financially and
emotionally from her anxiety and loss of self-esteem. Home life also suffers
when she does have a job, since most of the ones available to her make no
allowances for her needs to tend to her family. Every visit to school when
a child is in trouble means time off without pay and an angry boss. In one
of the strongest episodes about the oppression of working-class women,
Roseanne confronts her threatening and patronizing new boss at Wellman
Plastics, where she has worked on an assembly line for eleven years. He
has increased the quota of piecework beyond what the workers can do.
He resents Roseanne’s refusal to be intimidated by him and when she asks
him privately to lower the quota, he agrees, as long as she displays a new,
subservient attitude toward him. For a while, she goes along with his pub-
lic humiliations but then he raises the quota anyway, teaching her that it
was not productivity he wanted but power. She saves her self-respect by
quitting the job.

That episode ends with a triumphant celebration at the Lobo Bar. But
subsequent episodes trace the trials of Roseanne’s unemployment and her
demoralizing search for a new job, continually interweaving the politics of
gender and class. Roseanne enters the pink-collar ghetto of phone sales
and fast food. She is disqualified from one appealing job because she hasn’t
learned to use a computer. Her boss at a fast-food restaurant is a spoiled
and arrogant teenage boy. Her search ends for a while when she takes a
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Halloween provides a chance for Roseanne to indulge
its taste for the carnivalesque. Gender stereotyping is
the theme of this episode, in which Dan tries to stop son
DJ from dressing up as a witch and Roseanne appears
in drag at the neighborhood bar, where she joins a group
of men playing pool and boasting about their sexual

conquests.
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job at a beauty shop sweeping the floor, answering the phone and making
coffee. The job is not ideal; she must walk Mrs. Wellman’s dog and pick
up her dry cleaning—even though after eleven years Mrs. Wellman still
calls her “Roxanne Conway.” “The work is degrading,” she tells Dan after
he makes an insensitive joke about the triviality of being a “shampoo girl,”
“but nobody there makes me feel like it is. That is your job.” Her female
boss, on the other hand, treats her with respect and appreciation. “I like
the people, they like me, and that makes sweepin® hair not so bad.” By the
fourth season, the series has muted its treatment of worker/management
conflict by creating her new boss, a gay man, as a sympathetic character.2?
Whether at Chicken Divine or Rodbell’s Coffee Shop, however, these are
Roseanne’s “jobs,” which she distinguishes from her career—the work she
docs at home raising her family. One episode focuses on exposing the
hidden work of that career. When Dan is invited to discuss his work on
Career Day at Darlene’s school, Roseanne protests that she wasn’t also
invited to discuss hers. She then takes Darlene’s home economies class on
a field trip to the grocery store, showing them how to juggle limited
money and time to produce a meal for five between errands and loads of
laundry.

Roseanne treats gender and issues related to the female body with par-
ticular candor, wit, and poignancy. In one Halloween episode (and Hal-
loween scems to hold a special place in the series), the holiday’s invitation
to masquerade and transgression becomes the means for commentary on
the social construction of gender. The episode combines one story line
about DJ’s insistence on dressing as a witch with another based on Rose-
anne’s disguise as a man. DJs costume distresses the normally easygoing
Dan, who urges him to be a warlock or wizard—a “guy witch”—instead,
and to carry a fire poker instead of a broom. Roscanne reminds Dan that
he thought Darlene was cute when she dressed up as a pirate for three
years. Later, when Roseanne’s car breaks down, she stops at the Lobo Bar
in costume. In her beard, scruffy hat, overalls, and bulky jacket, she infil-
trates the male culture of the bar, exposing the tropes of masculinity by
exaggeration and direct challenge. She swaggers, struts, grunts, and mocks
the sexual tall tales men tell each other.

In the course of its first four seasons (1988—1992), the series followed
the Conner girls from late childhood to the brink of adulthood, and it
gave a degree of attention unusual in American popular culture to female
rites of passage. An episode about Darlene’s first period acknowledges her
fears about growing up and losing the easy equality she has had with boys
before either have moved into their adult heterosexual roles. Her first pe-
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Roseanne often exposes the hardships of working-class
Sfamily life and gives dignity to women’s domestic labor.
When Dan is invited to Darlene’s school to give a talk
about his work in construction for career day, Roscanne
protests that taking care of a family is & career, too.
Here, she takes Darlene’s female classmates on a field
trip to the grocery stove and teaches them how to stretch
& housewife’s limited money and time.

riod makes her angry, sad, and afraid that she will take up the detested
feminine traits of her older sister. Dan doesn’t help when he congratulates
her with an awkward “Good job.” “My life is over and he congratulated
me,” Darlene tells Roseanne, when the two talk together in Darlene’s
room. Yet the episode uses this occasion to make a powerfully positive
statement about femininity. Roseanne, conscious of the negative feelings
her own mother conveyed to her about her body, telis her, “It’s not a
disease. It’s something to celebrate. Yow've become a full-fledged member
of the Woman Race.” Darlene is not convinced. “Pm probably going to
start throwing like a girl, anyway.” Roseanne answers: “Definitely. And
since you got your period, you're going to be throwing a lot farther. . . .
Now you get to be part of the whole cycle of things.”

The Conners rarely convey their love for cach other directly, but here
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Roseanne comes close when she ties her own participation in “the cycle of
things” with having Darlene as a daughter. The episode is a favorite of
Arnold’s, and she has been thanked for it by mothers who have used it in
conversations with their own daughters. In another episode, Becky asks
her mother for birth-control pills. Roseanne agrees, but with extreme re-
luctance. By the end of the episode, Roseanne learns that Becky has al-
ready had sex with her boyfriend. She gives her a long hug, Becky says,
“Mom, let go,” and Roseanne answers, “In a couple of years.” The mo-
ment captures the complexity of a mother’s feelings about the eventual,
inevitable separation between parent and grown child.

In other episodes the series looks at PMS and false-pregnancy alarms.
In one, PMS motivates Roseanne’s transformation into a demonic,
husband-terrorizing woman on top. The episode, which recycles material
from her standup routine, is told from Dan’s point of view in a takeoff on
the film Apocalypse Now (1979). Its opening allusion to the film also calls up
film noir, with its evocations of macho toughness and angst. In a point-
of-view shot from Dan on the bed, we sec a ceiling fan and its shadows
(which in the film become the blades of a helicopter). In a voice-over, Dan
describes the house in terms of a combat or war zone. “Today’s the day.
Twenty-four hours of hell. I must get out of the house. Far from ground
zero.” He then looks into the camera: “The horror! The horror!” In an-
other episode, Roseanne fears that she is pregnant. The family reacts self-
ishly. The girls complain about the extra work they’ll have to do and the
money they won’t be able to spend on themselves. Dan blames her for
getting pregnant. At the end, the test results are negative. The children are
delighted. Roseanne, however, is not so sure. While relieved, she also feels
a sense of loss, which she conveys when she flatly tells Dan the names she
had picked out for the baby.

One unusually stylized episode (“Sweet Dreams™) warrants a more de-
tailed look because it so effectively defines Roseanne’s unruliness against
its opposite, the ideology of the self-sacrificing wife and mother. It depicts
this clashing of discourses by playing three styles against each other: a
realist sitcom style for working-class family life; a surreal dream sequence
for female unruliness; and a musical sequence within the dream to recon-
cile the “real” with the unruly. Dream sequences invariably signal the erup-
tion of unconscious desire, and in this episode, the dream is linked with
the eruption of female desire, the defining mark of the unruly woman.

The episode begins as the show does every week, in the normal Conner
world of broken plumbing, incessant demands, job troubles. Roseanne
wants ten minutes alone in a hot bath after what she describes as “the

-
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worst week in her life” (she just quit her job at the Wellman factory). But
between Dan and her kids, she can’t get into the bathroom, and she falls
asleep waiting. At this point, all the marks of the sitcom disappear. The
music and lighting tell us we are in a dream. Roseanne walks into her
bathroom, but it’s been transformed into an opulent, Romanesque plea-
sure spa where she is pampered by two bare-chested male attendants (“the
pec twins,” Dan later calls them). She’s become a redhead. Even within
this dream, however, she’s haunted by her family and the law that stands

behind it.?* One by one, the members of her family appear and continue

to nag her for attention and interfere with her bath. And one by one, |

without hesitation, she kills them off with tidy and appropriate means. (In
one instance, she twitches her nose before working her magic, alluding to
the 1960s sitcom Bewitched). As A Question of Silence suggests, revenge and
revenge fantasies are a staple of the feminist imagination. In this case,
Roseanne murders not for revenge but for a bath.

Roseanne’s unruliness is further challenged, ideology reasserts its;la

and the dream threatens to become a nightmare when she is arrested for
murder and brought to court. We learn that her family really #7’¢ dead,
and, along with her friends, they testify against her, implying that because
of her shortcomings as a wife and mother she’s been murdering them all
along. Crystal says: “She’s loud, she’s bossy, she talks with her mouth full.
She feeds her kids frozen fish sticks and high-calorie sodas. She doesn’t
have proper grooming habits.” And she doesn’t treat her husband right,
even though, as Roseanne explains, “The only way to keep a man happy
is to treat him like dirt once in a while.” The trial, like the dream itself,
dramatizes a struggle over interpretation of the frame story that preceded
it: The court judges her desire for the bath as narcissistic and hedonistic
and her barely suppressed frustration as murderous. Such desires are taboo

for good self-sacrificing mothers. For Roseanne, the bath (and the “mur- +”

ders” it requires) are quite pleasurable, for reasons both sensuous and righ-
teous: Everyone gets what they deserve.* (Coincidentally, during this
episode ABC was running ads for the docudrama Small Sacrifices, aired
November 12—14, 1989, about a real mother, Diane Downs, who murdered
one of her children and tried to kill the other two.)

Barely into the trial, it becomes apparent that Roseanne severely strains
the court’s power to impose its order on her. The rigid oppositions it tries
to enforce begin to blur and alliances shift. Roseanne defends her children
when the judge—Judge Wapner from Pegple’s Court—ryells at them. Rose-
anne, defended by her sister, turns the tables on the children and they
repent for the pain they’ve caused her. With Dan’s abrupt change from

-

ROSEANNE 89

!

|

i Rrer =m o

oo

& sgvas

e

& & miow i MR HEE & 8

R ek BN N B H




v

prosecutor to crooner and character witness, the courtroom becomes the
stage for a musical. Dan breaks into song, and soon the judge, jury, and
entire cast are dancing and singing Roseanne’s praises in a bizarre produc-
tion number. Female desire #»’t monstrous; acting on it “ain’t misbe-
havin’,” her friend Vanda sings. Even though this celebration of Roseanne
in effect vindicates her, the judge remains unconvinced, finding her not
only guilty but in contempt of court. Dream work done, she awakens, the
sound of the judge’s gavel becoming Dan’s hammer on the plumbing.
Dan’s job is over too, but the kids still want her attention. Dan jokes that
there’s no place like home, but Roseanne answers “Bull.” On her way, at
last, to her bath, she closes the door to the bathroom to the echoes of the
chorus singing “We Love Roseanne.”

v The requirements for bringing this fantasy to an end are important.

First, what ultimately satisfies Roseanne isn’t an escape from her family
. but an acknowledgment from them of %er needs and an expression of their
feeling for her—“We love you, Roseanne.” ’m not suggesting that Rose-
anne represents a miraculous transcendence of the limitations of prime-
time television. To a certain degree this ending does represent a sentimen-
tal co-opting of her power, a shift from the potentially radical (what if
Roseanne woke up and walked out?) to the liberal. But it also indicates a
willingness to engage with the contradictions of women’s lives. Much of
Roseanne’s appeal lies in the delicate balance she maintains between indi-
vidual and institution and in the impersonal nature of her anger and hu-
| mor, which are targeted not so much at the people she lives with as at
| what makes them the way they are. What Roseanne really murders here is
the ideology of “perfect wife and mother,” which she reveals to be mur-
derous itself.

The structuring—and limits—of Roseanne’s vindication are equally
significant. Although the law is made ludicrous, it retains its power and
remains ultimately indifferent and immovable. As usual (whether at Well-
man Plastics or even at the Padres game), Roseanne’s “contempt” seems
ultimately her greatest crime. More important, whatever vindication she
does enjoy can happen only within a dream. It cannot be sustained in real
life. The realism of the frame story inevitably reasserts itself. And even
within the dream, the reconciliation between unruly fantasy and ideology
can be brought about only by deploying the heavy artillery of the musi-
cal. Few forms embody the utopian impulse of popular culture more in-
sistently than the musical, and within musicals, contradictions difficult
to resolve otherwise are acted out in production numbers (see Altman;
Feuer).

That is what happens here. The production number gives a fleeting
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resolution to the problem Arnold has typically plj
tuous career, the problem of representing what in
largely unrepresentable: a fat woman who is se>‘<j
housewife who is also a good mother; a loose
hates matrimony but loves her husband, and whg

of true womanhood yet consider herself a Domes"
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