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2. Write an argumentative essay supporting, refuting, or complicating Stark’s as-
sertion that talk shows have helped to bring about the “democratization”
(para. 23) of television.

3. Watch an episode of The Oprah Winfrey Show, and write an essay in which
you offer your own analysis of its appeal. To develop your support, you might
interview some avid fans of the program.

4. Write a letter to talk-show critics such as william Bennett, supporting or refut-
ing their desire to “purify” television.

5. Another television genre that relies on sensationalism is reality TV. Write an
essay in which you compare and contrast talk shows with RTV programs, €x-
amining their content, the claims made by marketers about their appeal, and
your own reading of why they attract their viewers. Be sure (0 base your argu-
ment on a study of specific programs of both genres. To develop your ideas,
consult Francine Prose’s “Voting Democracy off the Island: Reality TV and the
Republican Ethos” (p. 222), Anita Creamer’s “Reality TV Meets Plastic Surgery:
An Ugly Shame” (p. 229), and Rick Pieto and Kelly Otter's “The Osbournes:
Genre, Reality TV, and the Domestication of Rock 'n’ Roll” (p. 232).

SUSAN DOUGLAS
Signs of Intelligent Life on v

Do you look for television programming that reflects an enlightened view
of American women? Susan Douglas (b. 1950) does, and in this essay that
originally appeared in Ms. in I 995, she reports her findings, which are
mixed, at best. Although popular TV dramas like ER and NYPD Blue
appear to present characters and plotlines that defy gender stereolypes,
Douglas still finds the telltale signs of cultural bias against women in such
programs — especially a bias against strong professional women. When
not watching TV, Douglas is chair of the department of communication
studies at the University of Michigan and media critic for The Progressive.
She is the author of Where the Girls Are: Growing Up Female with the
Mass Media (1994), Inventing American Broadcasting, 1899-1922
(1987), and Listening In: Radio and the American Imagination (1999).

When the hospital show ER became a surprise hit, the pundits who had de-
clared dramatic television “dead” were shocked. But one group wasn't sur-
prised at all.

Those of us with jobs, kids, older parents to tend to, backed-up toilets,
dog barf on the rug, and friends/partners/husbands we'd like to say more
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than “hi" to during any diurnal cycle don’t have much time to watch televi-
sion. And when we do—usually after 9:38 p.M.—we have in recent years
been forced to choose between Diane Sawyer interviewing Charles Manson or
Connie Chung chasing after Tonya [Harding] and Nancy [Kerrigan). People
like me, who felt that watching the newsmagazines was like exposing yourself
to ideological smallpox, were starved for some good escapist drama that takes
you somewhere else yet resonates with real life and has ongoing characters
you care about.

When NYPD Blue premiered in the fall of 1993 with the tough-but-
sensitive John Kelly, and featuring strong, accomplished women, great light-
ing, bongo drums in the sound track, and male nudity, millions sighed with
relief. When ER hit the air, we made it one of the tube’s highest rated shows.
Tagging farther behind, but still cause for hope, is another hospital drama,
Chicago Hope.

All three shows acknowledge the importance of the adult female audience
by featuring women as ongoing characters who work for a living and by
focusing on contemporary problems in heterosexual relationships (no, we
haven’t yet achieved everyday homosexual couples on TV). More to the point,
hound-dog-eyed, emotionally wounded yet eager-to-talk-it-through guys are
center stage. So what are we getting when we kick back and submerge our-
selves in these dramas? And what do they have to say about the ongoing pro-
ject of feminism?

For those of you who don’t watch these shows regularly, here’s a brief
précis: NYPD Blue is a cop show set in New York City and has producer Steven
Bochco's signature style —lots of shaky, hand-held camera work, fast-paced
editing (supported by the driving, phallic backbeat in the sound track), and
multiple, intersecting plots about various crimes and the personal lives of
those who work in the precinct. Last season there were more women in the
show: and last season there was John Kelly.

This year, the show is more masculinized. Watching Bobby Simone, played
by Jimmy Smits, earn his right to replace Kelly was like witnessing a territorial
peeing contest between weimaraners. Bobby had to be as sensitive and emo-
tionally ravaged as Johnny, so in an act of New Age male one-upmanship, the
scriptwriters made him a widower who had lost his wife to breast cancer. But
Bobby had to be one tough customer too, so soon after we learn of his wife’s
death, we see him throwing some punks up against a fence, warning them that
he will be their personal terminator unless they stop dealing drugs.

ER has the same kind of simultaneous, intersecting story lines, served up
with fast-tracking cameras that sprint down hospital corridors and swirl
around operating tables like hawks on speed. And there are the same bongo
drums and other percussive sounds when patients are rushed in for treat-
ment. Chicago Hope is ER on Valium: stationary cameras, slower pace, R&B
instead of drumbeats. It’s also ER on helium or ether, kind of a Northern Expo-
sure goes to the hospital, with more offbeat plots and characters, like a patient
who eats his hair or a kid whose ear has fallen off.

.
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Whenever | like a show a lot—meaning | am there week in and week out—
I figure | have once again embraced a media offering with my best and worst
interests at heart. Dramatic TV shows, which seek a big chunk of the middle-
and upper-income folks between 18 and 49, need to suck in those women
whose lives have been transformed by the women’s movement (especially
women who work outside the home and have disposable income) while keep-
ing the guys from grabbing the remote. What we get out of these twin desires
is a blend of feminism and antifeminism in the plots and in the female char-
acters. And for the male characters we have an updated hybrid of masculinity
that crossbreeds decisiveness, technical expertise, and the ability to throw a
punch or a basketball, with a soft spot for children and a willingness to cry.

On the surface, these shows seem good for women. We see female cops,
lawyers, doctors, and administrators, who are smart, efficient, and successful.
But in too many ways, the women take a backseat to the boys. In NYPD Blue,
for example, we rarely see the women actually doing their jobs. The overall
message in the three shows is that, yes, women can be as competent as men,
but their entrance into the workforce has wrecked the family and made
women so independent and hard-hearted that dealing with them and under-
standing them is impossible. Despite this, they’re still the weaker sex.

In ER it is Carol Hathaway (Julianna Margulies), the charge nurse, who
tried to commit suicide. It is Dr. Susan Lewis (Sherry Stringfield) who is taken
in by an imposter who claims to be a hospital administrator. Dr. Lewis is also
the only resident who has trouble standing up to white, male authority fig-
ures: She is unable to operate while the head cardiologist watches her. In
Chicago Hope, a psychiatrist prevails upon a female nurse to dress up like
Dorothy (ruby slippers, pigtails, and all) because a patient refusing surgery is a
Wizard of Oz junkie. Even though she points out that no male doctor would be
asked to do anything like it, the shrink insists she continue the masquerade
because the patient's life is at stake. Here's the crucial guilt-shifting we've all
come to know and love — this patient’s iliness is somehow more her responsi-
bility than anyone else’s. Her humiliation is necessary to save him.

The Ariel Syndrome — Ariel was the name of Walt Disney’s little mermaid,
who traded her voice for a pair of legs so that she could be with a human
prince she'd seen from afar for all of ten seconds — grips many of the women,
who have recurring voice problems. Watch out for female characters who
“don’t want to talk about it,” who can't say no, who don’t speak up. They
make it even harder for the women who do speak their minds, who are, of
course, depicted as “bitches.”

One major “bitch” is the wife of ER’s Dr. Mark Greene (Anthony Edwards).
He's a doctor who's barely ever home, she’s a lawyer who lands a great job
two hours away, and they have a seven-year-old. Those of us constantly nego-
tiating about who will pick up the kids or stay late at work can relate to this.
The problem is that ER is about his efforts to juggle, his dreams and ambi-
tions. We know this guy, we like him, we know he’s a great doctor who adores
his wife and child. Her, we don't know, and there’s no comparable female

—p—



Maasik_ch03.gxd 9/8/05 2:58 PM Page 273 qa

Susan Douglas / Signs of Infelligent Lifeon TV 273

doctor to show the woman'’s side of this equation. As a result, when conflicts
emerge, the audience is primed to want her to compromise (which she’s already
done, so he can stay at the job he loves). When she insists he quit his job and
relocate, she sounds like a spoiled child more wedded to a rigid quid pro quo
than to flexibility, love, the family. It's the conservative view of what feminism
has turned women into — unfeeling, demanding blocks of granite.

One of the major themes of all three shows is that heterosexual relation-
ships are a national disaster area. And it's the women'’s fault. Take NYPD Blue.
Yes, there’s the fantasy relationship between Andy Sipowicz (Dennis Franz)
and Sylvia Costas (Sharon Lawrence), in which an accomplished woman helps
a foul-mouthed, brutality-prone cop with really bad shirts get in touch with his
feelings and learn the pleasures of coed showering. While this affair has be-
come the emotional anchor of the show, it is also the lone survivor in the on-
going gender wars.

It looks like splitsville for most of the show’s other couples. Greg Medavoy
(Gordon Clapp) infuriates Donna Abandando (Gail O’Grady) by his behavior,
which includes following her to see whom she’s having lunch with. She’s ab-
solutely right. But after all the shots of Greg looking at her longingly across
the office (again, we're inside his head, not hers), the audience is encouraged
to think that she should give the guy a break. By contrast, her explanations of
why she’s so angry and what she wants have all the depth and emotional
warmth of a Morse code message tapped out by an iguana. Of course Greg
doesn’t understand. She won't help him.

In this world, female friendships are nonexistent or venomous. And there is
still worse ideological sludge gumming up these shows. Asian and Latina women
are rarely seen, and African American women are also generally absent except
as prostitutes, bad welfare moms, and unidentified nurses. In the ER emergency
room, the black women who are the conscience and much-needed drill
sergeants of the show don’t get top billing, and are rarely addressed by name.
There is also an overabundance of bad mothers of all races: adoptive ones who
desert their kids, abusive ones who burn their kids, and hooker ones (ipso facto
bad). Since the major female characters —all upper-middle-class—don’t have
kids, we don’t see their struggles to manage motherhood and work. And we cer-
tainly don’t see less privileged moms (the real majority in the United States), like
the nurses or office workers, deal with these struggles on a lot less money.

One of the worst things these shows do, under a veneer of liberalism and
ferminism, is justify the new conservatism in the United States. The suspects
brought in for questioning on NYPD Blue are frequently threatened and some-
times beaten, but it's O.K. because they all turn out to be guilty, anyway. Legal
representation for these witnesses is an unspeakable evil because it hides the
truth. After a steady diet of this, one might assume the Fourth Amendment,
which prohibits unreasonable search and seizure, is hardly worth preserving.

So why are so many women devoted to these shows? First off, the women
we do see are more successful, gutsy, more fully realized than most female TV
characters. But as for me, I'm a sucker for the men. [ want to believe, despite
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all the hideous evidence to the contrary, that some men have been human-
ized by the women's movement, that they have become more nurturing, sen-
sitive, and emotionally responsible. 1 want to believe that patriarchy is being
altered by feminism. Since | get zero evidence of this on the nightly news, 1
want a few hours a week when | can escape into this fantasy.

Of course, we pay a price for this fantasy. TV depicts “real men” being
feminized for the better and women masculinized for the worse. The message
from the guys is, “We became the kind of men you feminists said that you
wanted, and now you can’t appreciate us because you've forgotten how to be
a ‘real’ woman.” It's a bizarre twist on the real world, where many women
have changed, but too many men have not. Nevertheless, in TV land femi-
nism continues to hoist itself with its own petard. Big surprise.

READING THE TEXT

{. What does Douglas mean by saying that “watching the newsmagazines was
like exposing yourself to ideological smallpox™ (para. 2), and what attitude to-
ward the media does this comment reveal?

2. Why, in Douglas’s view, are professional women attracted to programs such
as ER and NYPD Blue?

3. What, according to Douglas, is the overt message about gender roles commu-
nicated by the TV shows she discusses? What is the hidden message?

4. How are non-Caucasian women presented in ER and NYPD Blue, according to
Douglas, and what is her opinion about their presentation?

5. How does Douglas view the “new conservatism in the United States” (para. 16)?

READING THE SIGNS

1. Watch an episode of ER or NYPD Blue, and write an argumentative essay in
which you support, refute, or modify Douglas'’s belief that the show, despite
superficial nods at feminism, perpetuates traditional gender roles.

5 In class, brainstorm TV shows that portray women as professionals or in
other responsible, intelligent roles. Then, using Douglas’s argument as your
starting point, discuss whether the shows adopt a feminist or an antifeminist
stance in portraying female characters.

3. In your journal, discuss your favorite prime-time TV show, exploring exactly
what you find attractive about the program.

4. Watch a TV show that focuses on young adult characters. Do you see evidence
of the covert antifeminism that Douglas describes? What does the treatment
of female characters say about the show’s presumed audience? Use your find-
ings as evidence in an analytical essay about the show’s portrayal of women.

5. Do you see evidence of covert antifeminism in advertising? Write an essay
in which you explore the depiction of women in advertising, focusing per-
haps on ads in a woman'’s magazine such as Elle or Jane. To develop your ar-
gument, consult Steve Craig’s “Men’s Men and Women's Women” (p. 161).



