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ABSTRACT

FROM PARKS TO PRESIDENT3POLITICAL SENSIBILITIES OF NARRATIVE
POLITICAL FICTION
This thesis examines the ways televised narrative political fiction can ppdiitigal
sensibilities. Using the NBC prograiarks and Recreatiof2009-2015), anthe Netflix
streaming service programdouse of Card$2013-2016), | explore how narrative television

presents political philosophies to audiences, equipping them to discussapdigcourse.
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CHAPTER ONE TELEVISION AND POLITICAL CULTURE

For the past two years at Colorado State University, | have lived withoayhisajor,a
sociology major, and two engineering majors. As an undergraduate and gsiddeatd of
television and media, | would often sit in front of the television to research andafilyand
television. Lovingly, my roommates would often chastise me for this behavior anckrem
how often | would watch television, intimating that | was wasting my timeipg over media
instead of “doing my schoolwork.” They would often ask how | could get a graduate degree
television, as they studied critical historical movememtsiow to construct water efficient
buildings. | found my roommates’ attitudes a bit disconcerting, as my subjeatigfveas
deemed less important than that of the other disciplines represented within myedomic

As a retort to my roommateaffectionatecriticisms, this thesis is a negotiation of how
television has influenced my life. As a childhose media influences were PBS, Classic Network
Era televsion, and radio shows from the 1940s, | discovered how media encapsulated the
historical, political, and social contexts in which they were produced. | took note of oy m
times Jack Benny would relay the importance ofwae effort on his radio progna Archie
Bunker was always confused about the changing demographics of his neighborhood. My belief
that television plays a large cabtuting part in the construction of our “terministic screens”
through which all information flows This project, theninvestigates the relationship between
television and the political world.
Identification of the Case Study: Political Sensibilities of Narrative Fidonal Television

Rhetorical scholar Barry Brummett argues that scholars usually aal@idiod criticize
film, television, and digital media based on its aesthetic value, historical sigodiead

psychosocial functiod.Scholars often utilize critical theories of Kenneth Burke to assess how



texts function as “equipment for living.Although Burke’s crittism is chiefly aimed at
studying language and literature, many rhetorical scholars successfigdhd this theory to
analyze other forms of media, including televistdFhis thesis contributes to the body of
research that examines political television as equipment for living in a fragmeitexip
society. Shows about politics are an equipment of sorts that invite U.S. audiencdsotat con
their everchanging understandings of democraticisty.

Narrative political televisiogan be defined aelevision genre explicitly focudeon
political settings and conflicts. Whether these programs exist in the White Hoziselll,
they present and discugslitical life in the United State$oitical programs are cultural
artifacts that citizens interact with on a daily basis. Because of their ymiensence within
democracy, they provide an influential site of communication and rhetorical influEmise
thesis examinesvo traditionally patical television programs?arks and Recreatio(2009-
2015), andHouse of Card$2013-2016).

This thesis investigates the following research question: How do industriadodlt
elementsdn Parks and RecreatioandHouse of Cardsontribute to conceptions of U.S. political
culture through their selections, deflections, and reflections of redltig2ntroductorychapter
provides the context for my larger thesis project. | first review agleNterature necessary to
make my critical claims. Seconday out my criticaimethodology, which employs Kenneth
Burke’s conception of rhetorical framing. Finally, | provide a brief overviethefchapters that
will comprise my thesis study.

This study contributes to our understanding of how political fictions operate to pramote
political sensibility. By political sensibility | mean a textapacity and aesthetespectghat

promote a political messagk order to study the themes of these programs, | utilidestorical



framework to bring out the political themes of the television shows. Utilizirgngpity humor
theoryand the female gaze, | analyzew Parks and Recreatiopromotes a feminist political
sensibility, asking the audience to consider all people as equals in sociaplifii¢iouse of
Cardsdeparts from this conclusioand insteagdadopts a Machiavellian sensibility, promoting a
lavish elitism thaportraysrepresentative government as a class of scheming political entities.
Both Parks and RecreatioandHouse of Cardgortraypolitics in differing ways, offering
“equipment br living” in a democratic republicamation.| will first explore how television has
been framed through the years, starting with Neil Postman, and his oft quotednonség
Ourselves to Death.
Literature Review

Because this project examines two popular commercial television texts, | sitiratant f
the literature that has debated the political merits of the mediumPbiginarposits that
contemporary society has fallen into a Huxleyan sensibility, borrowingydrgen tropes found
in Aldous Huxley’s dystopic fictioBrave New WorldHe contends Americans’ addiction to
amusement has prompted people to withdraw from their loigis.®> He discusses at great length
how mediated communication like photographs and the telegraph system have be&dperfec
through the medium of television. Postman claims:

To put it plainly, television is the command center of the new epistemology. There is no

audience so young that it is barred from television. There is no poverty so abjéct that

must forgo television. There is no education so exalted that it is not modified by

television. And most important of all, there is no subject of publerést—politics,

news, education, religion, science, sports—that does not find its way to television. Which

means that all public understanding of these subjects is shaped by the biases of

television®

Indeed, Postman points out that television (and albsorts of digital, mobile media) is

changing the way in which human beings understand and synthesize information. However,



Postman does not celebrate this transition. In fact, he bemoans the technoldtjieabsimg
that it erodes the public’s ability to identify relevant and factual informdtion.

This condemnatory scholarship is not unique to Neil Postman or the 1980s.
Communication professor Roderick Hart joins Postman in analyzing how the dranpeadds
moving images create a false sense of motion and generates the illusion ng*feeke to
political and civic discussion without actually being involved in the reality of the psibiiere®
Hart asserts that even though the television brings us closer to politictd,evalimately
distracts us from the realities of political involvemérmublic intellectual Aric Sigman rounds
out the chorus through a discussion of how television is destroying American cubime)dlt
for the rising obesity epidemic, the stunting of brain development, and goes sod&antthat
television is in fact responsible for more than half the rapes and murders iopeeveations?
Indeed former FCC chairman Newton Minow’s words continue to haunt television into the 21
century: the medium is nothing more than a “vast wastel&nfithese aforementioned claims
are true, then it is curious as to why Congress has not joined togetheaiteolegislation that
would ban this pervasive, visual enemy from the American holse®uch claims leave the
television vivisected- its screen shattered and its components strewn about the family room.
Because this project examines two popular commercial television texts, | sitsgtejéct in
media studies literature tha¢bateshe political merits of the medium
Reimagining Citizenship through Television

In recent years, many have pieced the television back together. The medelsdholars
offer discount the importance found within the messages of the texts. | aligri miyisehedia
scholar Jeffrey Jones when he asserts that the aforementioned scholashgi depresent the

“multitude of ways in which people exchange, process and engage in théirdiayives.t?



Jones signals thaerhaps the conceptualizations ofammgmaking are too rooted in classic
understandings of citizenship. Communication scholar Briddtt argues that where Postman
and his followers find television debilitating, he finds it essential to managiogstantly
evolving Information Agée3 Ott asserts that Postman’s critique “is rooted in the standards of the
old paradigm, namely linear rationality, seamless continuity, and focused aatioerit* Ott
argues that we don't live in a world of modernist linearity, and suggests thatarewltegy
begets a new way of understanding information. He argues that televisi@ensanformation,
providing us with specific vocabularies and orientations toward the wbYTthis new type of
understanding privileges the image and the narrative over the words and expb#iiieed the
information on television is filtered and differs based on geographic locationgatult
attachments, and sociohistorical movements. Ott asks readers to consider ttenimpor
differences between news coverage of the Iraqg War on CNN adaza&kra. dlevision is not
literature, and its form asks that scholars look at televisiammaore fluid fashion.

In the scholarly vein of Ott and Jones, | agree that television informs pdiitscalurse
in a polysemic, multfiltered fashion, making media litera crucial to understanding the social
and political impacts of the present day. In his b@éktching with The Simpsgrkonathan Gray
asserts that FOX’s hit television shdlie Simpsonsnables viewers to construct and define
their relationship with theublic spheré’” Just because the citizenry sits in front of a television
does not mean it ignores political discourse. However, it might make the prdaiteemship
more difficult. Media and communication researcher Kevin G. Barnhurst has cedidetral
studies on young audiences and how they consume igvesunsurprisingly found that youth
generally do not watch traditional news or read newspap@tsis shift in news consumption

has led to concerns from political pundits, parents, and scholars about how lack of vigwershi



will lead to an inactive, inefficacious citizenfyStudies have concluded that youth do in fact
view latenight comedy shows, and watching those comedy programs does in fact have positive
effects on civic participatioAt Ways tha young citizens consume news has shifted from
traditional forms like newspapers to late night talk shows. This assessmelpifus im that it
informs scholars that ways of conceptualizing citizens need to change basdftiran s
technologies. In my thesis, | forward the scholarship of Ott and Jones, arguiogjzkaship
has changed, and television is a critical medium that forms and informs our pégitiona
political ideas. Jones and Ott leads the literatmii@ juncture in media studies thattis on the
political efficacy of latenight political satire.

Much media studiescholarship focusing on political television dwells on-laigght
political satire. Latenight programs that satirize and lampoon politics are either seen as political
goodor political ill. Roderick Hart and E. Johanna Hartebws deeply criticabf TheDaily
Show claiming Jon Stewart and his program was guilty of political heresy by madiiigad
cynicism attractive? Instead of teaching citizens how to have hard eosations, Jon Stewart
taught how to “cop an attitudé¥Robert Hariman disagrees with Hart's assessment and argues
that Stewart used his humor to argue for the side of civic speech and gave vieuwmEeus
antidote to an already deeply cynical politicalture?* The studies against latéght pundits are
numerous, and many social scientists continue to rail against the negfative ef satire?> In
order to more fully understand television’s contribution to political discoscsmlars are
broadening our understanding beyond the “positive” and “negative” attributeswo$ieh and
dwell instead on how televisiongares for political causes.

Media scholar John Fiske asserts that televisual texts have ambiguigmbiguity that

provides viewersvith the ability to reject or accept meanitfgPolysemic readings allow for



multiple understandings adding nuance and complexity to the way scholars appebaskess
mediated texts. Texts can be more than simplyderaocratic or cynical. Fiske notémat
fictional television often endeavors to resolve social contradictiofiske concludes that
meanings generated from television are the most important pieces of thetsociaies The
studyemploysrhetorical criticismto assespolitical texts fo coded messageBhe program
adopt frames for understanding and ask the audience to consider npasiienalities to social
issuesMy thesisextends this body of research and situatesative political television as
equipment for living in a fragented politicakociety.Fiske and Newcomb and Hirsh are critical
voices in this thesis project. | understand and allow for scholarly critigigdesfsion’s anti-
socialposition. However, | insteagituatetelevision as tool for engaging in politjgsotas a way
to withdraw from it cynically.
Narrative Television and Political Import

Scholars disagree on how it best to engage thegabbotentialities of tel@sion. Many
media studies scholadgdten turn to a media effects paradigm to assess how television influences
an audience’s political views. While most media effects scholarship centera®@meelia,
some stues test narrative televisioR. Andrew Holbrook and Timothy G. Hill posit that
viewing crime dramas significantly increase concatnsut crime?® From a social scientific
perspective, their findings proffer an understanding of how fictional televisionluges to
political attitudes’® However these studies do not account for the diversity of civic construction
and action on the part of the viewer. Jeffrey Jones discusses how scholars should actteunt for
political use of different media texts including fictional genres. He recagthree flawed
assessments that dominate political communication studies. Political communscékbbars

assume “that news is the primary and proper sphere of political communicadiotnetimost



important function of media is to supply citizens with information; and that politicalgemgent
must necessarily be associated with physical activitylones instead argues that scholars
assess the variety of media that citizens utilize in their daily experitr®eme scholars have
taken up this charge and have analyzed the important political messages of tielsasion
programs.

Karen Tenenbimn-Weinblatt completes an intertextual analysis of F@&¢$2001-2010,
2014), and demonstrates how the program invokes and expresses differing politicalsdpini
She asserts that programs can trigger political debate and can be used tordenpoistal
positions and influence public opinion. Texts similaR4dhat make use of political trends lend
themselves to an “ontological openneds.0Ontological openness, in this case, refers to the
text’s ability to fit certain interpretative frameworksat are not always available through
nonfiction media text$?

Tenenboim-Weinblatt's analysis is born out of the work of Horace Newcomb and Paul
M. Hirsch, who define television as a “cultural forudd. Newcomb and Hirsch examine
television as a medium the&n benefit society by providing viewers with information. They
first argue that a cultural basis for analyzing television bridges the yapdretelevision as
information and television as entertainment. In their assessment, most teleudies asume
a position that the audience gets unilateral political mess&désy ground their own analysis
through the idea of public thought and action. For Newcomb and Hirsch, television programs
“respond to real events, changes in social structure and organizations, and shifitslenaattl
value.” They use examples from sitcoms Wdkin the Family(1971-1979)The Mary Tyler
Moore Show(1970-1977), anéather Knows Begt1954-1960) which promote a “rhetoric of

discussion.?” These programs make staents about issues inherent within American culture,



which invite discussion and deliberation. Sitcoms, they argue, may treat s&sul@s in
different ways creating a dialogue across programs. Variations in tstogyhand style create
the differences among progradfsTreatment of gender and other social issues will differ from
program to program. Newcomb and Hirsch’s analysis focuses on cultural and pebtiesl.
They regard television as a rhetorical text capable of providing a neassggiation among
viewers. Their model of television recognizes the range of interprethéanedium of
television can have. They end their assessment by offering televisioch asa dense.
Audience members make meaning by choosing messages thathewdwn experience and
identity. Such assertions will prove vital to my analysis, as there is eeitieking current
narrative television to this paradigm. However, | wish to pause here to sagtindythe text
itself to analyze how these messamdsrm an understanding of political culture in the United
States.

This model rightly discusses the way television can express opinion and invite
discussion. However, Newcomb and Hirsch’s landmark essay was written in 1983, aammnpor
time in televisia history. In the early 1980s, many U.S. audiences only had a few networks from
which to choose, thereby creating large audiences that could theoreticalératelithese issues
presented on screen. Today's media environment is more multifarious. Insteachdfuh dia
broadcast networks, there are cable outlets, subscription channels, streaneg,send
online-exclusive content. Consumers often partake in televisual experiencstops)
smartphones and other mobile devices. Amanda Lotz scrutinizes the cultural foouyratine
assesses whether or not it is valuable to utilize in a day and age where techmotogyantly
shifting.3® The cultural forum assumes mass audiences are consuming the same shows and

interpreting it in different ways. Hower, with the influx of different shows across multiple



platforms, this assumption is disrupted. Lotz adds that in such a multifacetedemadiment,
it is difficult for audience members to view the same content. She writes,

It is not likely that audinces see all of the variations provided by multiple series’

treatments of a specific issue. With viewing distributed across a brogel eanhannel

options, it is difficult to speculate about how many or even which types of shongla si
audience membas likely to encounter and in what ord®r.
In other words, Lotz invites scholars to consider the fact that Newcomb and Blicsttinral
forum model describes a classic network era, and needs to be qualified afisnarawing
claims from analysis. Wieust consider how technology shifts television consumption. Lotz’s
points are rightly argued in that they ask scholars to consider the dyname ofalevision.

An appropriate example of a qualified cultural forum model is evident in Heather
Hendersbt’'s short analysis dParks and Recreatiorshe argues that the broadcast sitcom offers
a “retort to the Right by insisting that government is a positive force that provedessary,
basic services* She remindseaders that television is about process and discussion. In her
estimationParks and Recreatiois an indicative text that captures the essence of the cultural
forum. Hendershot’s study is promising in that it uses a contemporary examplelkasithea
case that in spite of a “pesetwork” era, television can still function as political discourse.
Situational comedies have political impdrtind that taking a nuanced textual approach is
necessary when discussing the political sensibilities of aRé&eorical scholars look to the text
as a way of uncovering political messages.

Rhetoricscholars have successfully conducted studies on fictional political television
programs, underscoring their political import. Bonni®dw specifically discusses how
television has framed the issues of women’s liberation. Dow argueshbatlary Tyler Moore

Showis a significant and important text that served as a rhetorical outline focadidtbe

considered as feminism on televisitirin the 1970s, many situation@dmedies were conversant
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with the social change occurring at the time. Dow’s studies suggeStinddary Tyler Moore
Show'increased the visibility of feminist activism in the early 1976%The Mary Tyler Moore
Showcreated specific parameters for haminism would be framed, adding to television’s
importance as a medium to present social and political issues.

Shawn ParnGiles and Trevor Parrgiles have detailed the importance of fictionalized
U.S. presidents through their conceptpresidentiality” They define presidentiality as “an
ideological rhetoric that helps shape and order the cultural meaning of thdiostif the
presidency.* They further delineate diverse types of presidentialities, each onimgraat
constitutive element to the 8. In their analysis of NBC§he West Win¢1999-2006)Parry
Giles and ParrgGiles deftly analyze how presidentiality is constructed through fictionahsnea
They contend thafhe West Windepicts a heroic, humanized version of the presidency, one that
simultaneously shows insecurities and weaknesses, but also militanttydigirhies with the
unwavering support of a helpful, yet inferior st&ffThe presidency imitates the familiar U.S.
presidency, borrowing troubling tropes of whiteness, militaristd,raasculinity likely to
resonate with the U.S. audierf@Depictions of presidents on television are therefore
necessarily mimetic, that is, they imitate public life which in turn helps to furthieredadlitical
culture as a whole. Par§iles and ParrGiles conclude by statinghe West Wingis a
reminder that it is time to stop longing for the mythic hero's return. Insteaditésius to seek a
postmodern leader who may be flawed and conflicted, but who will succeed in bdtierivgs
of all who live in this increasingly diverse and complicated natiBrthey conclude that
popular culture may influence and impact a television viewer’s conception otaladitilture.

In their assessment of texts that feature women as president, Kristin&&wler and

Karrin Vasby Anderson, offer rhetorics of proposition and suppositi@®heeler and Anderson
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assert that these texts simultaneously promote women as qualified fmbbtdoffice while
also reifying notions of white, militant, masculine presidentidfityrhey conclude that these
problematic portrayals of women presidents continue to reinforce the fixed assuthpt
women are not qualified to hold the country’shegt office. They concede that their discovery is
not particularly surprising, but is politically important. These representateveal why many
women fail to achieve that presidential benchmark. The cultural proscripton ageép.

| add toHendershot’s analysis by continuing to look at political fiction as a textmat c
inform us on politics, and add tHRAarks and Recreatioalso promotes a feminist political
sensibility, asking audiences to consider their own patriarchal predilecfs Dow, ParryGiles
and Parry Giles, and Sheeler and Anderson point to the importance of vielgingion as
public discourse, | too add my voice to this choir of scholars who investigate tateasd
reiterate how important it is to study this medium as a vessel for disseminating political top
More broadly, my thesis contributes to the work of John Fiske and Newcomb and Hirsch, who
view and analyze television as having potential for doing critical deliberativk. Now that |
have reviewed the revant literature necessary for my thesis project, | will review how | go
about analyzing the texts.
Methodological Approach

This thesis examines handustrial and textual elementsiharks and Recreatioand
House of Cardsontribute to conceptions of U.S. political culture through their selections,
deflectins, and reflections of reality. The language of selections, deflectionsfeutioas
comes from rhetorical theorist Kenneth Burke, who argued that art formsofuasti‘equipment
for living,” drawing on dramatic language such as comedy, tragedy, satire, and epietbavgu

individuals and collectives utilize resources to address historical and pepsoblains® When
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events occur, discourse aids people in “coming to terms” with the event. aykéhat poetic
forms “stress their own peculiar way of building the mental equipment (meaniigsles,
character) by which one handles ghignificant factors of his [sic] time>* Through Burke’s

theory, scholars such as Brian L. Ott and Eric A@ue employed framing analysis, to examine
how a situation or event is named/defined, and how that naming shapes the public understanding
of an evenf? It is in this vein of criticism that | place this thesis projéc a rhetorical critic
studying telewsion, | am concerned with “the purposes, strategies, and functions that can be
discerned from an understanding of the text and its potential interaction with audiériems

my analysis, | identify how industrial and textual differenceBarks and RecreatioandHouse

of Cardscontribute to conceptions of U.S. political culture through their selections, defiecti
and reflections of reality? | have selected these television shows specifically as they both deal
with themes explicitly related to publitscourse and political dston-making. In order to
construct these texts in dialogue with political discoursemethod drawfom Michael Calvin
McGee's theory of “fragmentation.”

McGee's theory of fragmentation forcefully asserts “texts’ have gised altogether,
leaving us with nothing but discursive fragments of contexBbth Parks and Recreatioand
House of Cardsre two disparate texts occurring in differgglevision universefr varying
reasons. These two television programs provide scraps and pieces of evidencerthatectma
larger rhetorical messag@In keeping with Michael Calvin McGee’s concagtfragmentation,
it is helpful to place these two programs in conversation with one another, g édixt
“suitable for crititgsm.”>” The primary task of a critic is to construct a text in order to understand
the “invisible text.®® After becoming intimately familiar with both programsaafan of the

show | began to see patterns and reoccurrences of themes and political mdgsagesnes
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selected for analysis were chosen inductively, as | found ilhestrative of each programs’
respective sensibilitieg:or my analysis, | have selected scenes from various episodes that
elucidate how political programs contributeotar undersanding of contemporary politics.
Each program has hundreds upon hundreds of hours of dialogue, camera movement, and musical
accompaniment. | have examined each text to determine the ways in which eamativ
aesthetic elements frame political culture. My examination yielded two sthemes.This
thesis extends a body of research and ssunterative political television as apparatus for
understanding fragmented political society. WheRaks and Recreatiooffers Burke’s
understanding of theomic frameandallows viewersto consider various ways ofteraction
with political discourselHouse of Cardéeralds aragic, Machiavellian worldviewThe
programs about politics are tools that invite U.S. audiences to confront theahewaying
understandings of democratic society. The very fact that they present an argii@édenotes
Thomas Farrell’'s assertion that “rhetoric is the only art responsiblegomitation and
expression of public thoughf®Both programs express and respond to public discourses that
allow audiences to assess political disse through differing lenses. | now outline the following
chapters of this thesis, demonstrating how each program uniquely selects agftedeflects
political sensibilities.
Chapter Overview

The remainder of my analysis will be presented in three chaptetfiapter Wo, |
argue that Netflix’'House of Cardémagines a presidency of Machiavellian proportions. The
program’s music, cinematography, and set design exude the premise thdtettier to be
feared than loved®® | assert thaHouse of Cardemploys aesthetics of complicity, where the

miseenscene, cinematography, and music all conspire together to promote United State
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politics as a system that privileges political prowess over morality. | contanhthik imagined
political space comments on current political machinations and offers insight as toisiow
implication warrants further theoretical attention. This Machiavellian politicedils#ity fits into
a “tragic” frame, which requires a sacrificial scapegoat who “suffers, diedpanished by
society in a symbolic attempt to rid itself of chaos disease and impf#ithe tragic frame
requires the death and banishment of a scapddoase of Cardgasily employs this arldview
through the characterization of Frank Underwood, and his unending desire for political powe

ChaptefThreeexamines Parks and Recreatiomssessingow it functions to promote
civic engagement and operates as a site of cultural exchizogghthe utilization of
incongruity humor and the female gan#fering a comic corrective to the questionable etimics
House of Cardd\ext, | examine critically significant episodesRdrks and Recreatioand
display how feminist arguments are at work in the program. | conthatlBarks and
Recreatiorexhibits feminist qualities and contributes to a more progressive political cuilture.
contend that this imagined political space offers a corrective frartiieHouse of Cards
Machiavellian paradigm, and promotes a comic frame for understaiing and Recreation
recognizes that humans eventually recognize their shared experience and negpoethical
manner®® Parks and Recreatiooffers a rhetori¢hat puts faith in the human community, and
seeks for a reconciliation of the world’s ills, instead of necessary blaoumg in a tragic
frame.

ChapterFour considers thanplications of these disparate texts and examirev
television as a “culturalforum operates in today’s media environment. | discuss how political
discourse is not only present in political programs Hioeise of CardandParks and

Recreationbut also in progranthat are not explicitly about political procesdesuggesthat
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narative television is becoming more political, as the political climate becomes morealivis
and derisive. This chapter also provides limitations of the study and suggéstifumther

research.
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CHAPTERTWO: PRINCELY PRESIDENTIALITY:HOUSE OF CARDS AND
MACHIAVELLIAN SENSIBILITIES

The Grand OlId Party held their fifth primary election debate on December 15, 2015. The
stage was crowded with a panoply of presidential postulants. Business exesetiatsrs,
governors and a neurosurgeon fought for camera attention, vying for the supberfAaidrican
people. CNN primed the audience for a fight with promotional materials kingithose of a
wrestling match. Billionaire Donal@irump was leading the polls at the time, causing confusion
and concern for some Americans as to the fate of the Republican party. A candidaieidd®
all of the characteristics indicative of a reality television show, the oppstituiirump used this
platform to attack his fellow candidates, and a situation that could have been aarofarasi
discussing serious issues devolved into a shouting match. At one point during the debéde, Dona
Trump reiterated his plan to ban all Muslim travel to the Urfittades, a potentially divisive,
inflammatory, xenophobic remark. He dominated the evening with preposterous claims and a
largerthanlife performance. This day, like so many others in recent history, wasesde
day for American democracy. Unfortuebt, these debates have progressively gotten worse.
Civility is on the decline and debates now serve as a stage to discuss candiddtetiepr
organ sizes.

The Republicans are not the only candidates espousing divisive values. In October of
2015, Forner Secretary of State Hillary Clinton remarked that she was proud to have made an
enemy of the Republican party, placing them in the same category as thesltahiaw, the
guestion to which she responded was pointed and strange, however it is trulynatéothat
Clinton felt it politically advantageous to villainize her opponents. Her Deatio@hallenger

sufferedfrom similar problems. Vermont Senatoerfdie Sanders continually blamtugk

17



billionaire class for all of the country’s woes. It is clear that the political systanlyslivided.
In recent years, independent voters have risen in the United States to 39 $efaanty. the
country could find a way to climb out of this partisan divide.

For those tuning in to CNN on December 15, a palitecl came on the television set that
echoedhetoricof hope and American values. Incumbent President Francis Underwood appeared
on the screen to announce that it was, “a new day in America.” He gave a messageanicho
prosperity, focusing on an improved economy and a better future for the country’syproge
Underwood appeared to deliver a message that many Americans could get behingamthbe
However, Frank Underwood only exists in fiction. He is also a morally banknapipulative
murderer. Tiose familiar with the Netflix original seriéouse of Card$2013-2016know that
Frank Underwood is a schemer, but that his scheming yields impressive residisth4 reality
of the 2016 Presidential election looks so bleak that a deceptive fiativaralcter looks like the
more viable option, we ought to question the messages taking place in contemporasy politic

This situation that blends political reality and political fiction into one mediated
experience is indicative of how television helpsiédlect, reflect, and select images to aid in the
process of understanding political affairs. In this chapter, | argue thiéikNetouse of Cards
imagines a presidency of Machiavellian proportions. The program’s musematography, and
set design exde the premise that, “it is better to be feared than lo%2After briefly reviewing
the literature on Niccolo MachiavelliBhe Princeas well as fictional representations of the
presidency, | will define Machiavellian ethics. Next, | examine the &rlaments of the
program, focusing specifically on the misescene, cinematography, musical score, and the
characterization of Frank Underwood. | conclude Hatise of Cardemploys aesthetics of

complicity, where the misenscene, cinematography, amdisic all conspire together to
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promote United States politics as a system that privileges political prowess aaétymio
contend that this imagined political space comments on current political machinatiarftean
insight as to how this can chanige the better. | will first situate this chapiarthe literature of
rhetorical criticism and literature, beginning with a brief overview of ficlipn@sidencies as
political discourse.
Fictional Presidents and Machiavellianism

In theirgerminalwork which assesses the television sefiee West Winglrevor Parry
Giles and Shawn Par@iles coined the term presidentialtyThey define presidentiality as an
ideological rhetoric that helps shape and order the cultural meaning of thdiostif the
presidency?® ParryGiles and ParpGiles argue thathetorics ofmilitarism, whiteness, and
masculinity contribute tour understanding of the presidentiality. Scholars such as Justin S.
Vaughn and Stacy Michealson uncover similar conclusions, stresstngdbeulinity recurs as
lynchpin for presidential characteétsKristina Horn Sheeler and Karrin Vasby Anderson
highlight that fictional women presidents are encumbered by this masculinispipoéc
presidentiality. Fictional programs help to shape the meaning of this termjtartiengrowth of
narrative politicafiction, House of Cardss an excellent text for analysis. However, whereas
ParryGiles and ParrgGilesfound thatThe West Wingras mimetic, mirroring theealworld
U.S.presidency, | findHouse of Cardso be Machiavellian, inhabiting a fictional, dypto
world view that portrayshe presidency as a princely domicile, allowing citizens to view the
unseemly, imagined happenings of U.S. politics. Trevor Parry-Giles has caontmsiéype of
scholarship with other fictional worlds. He asserts thatFOXseries24 offers a differing world
view of the presidency that is powerfully antidemocratic, asking audiencesstiogue

presidential systems and engage in the democratic préddysanalysis yields a similar
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conclusion about Frankdnderwood, a princelgresident who lets a citizen in on the “secret”
about how politics works. Such a text propagates discourse, blaming the presidency and the
federal government for all of the country’s woes. As influential as thésdass are to this body
of research, onmust consider that much of the analysis relies on criticism of the dialogue itself.
My analysis extends their studies by analyzing-d@ahogic elements, making the case that mise
enscene, cinematography, and music all contribute to a Machiavelliamgezfdhe text.

Rhetorical scholar Robert Hariman discusses how modern “Machiavelliargsm” i
inherently prudent and reduces prudence to “calculations of pdWerPolitical Style: The
Artistry of PowerHariman suggests that, “the appeal of Machiaveklisd comes from its
masterful articulation of a characteristically modern political style that crafiesthetically
unified world of sheer power and calculatiod.He discusses openly that his reading of
Machiavelli’'sThe Princegoes across the grainf‘both ordinary and erudite understanding of
his [Machiavelli's] work.” He states that the common viewlbe Prince‘provides an objective
account of the universal conditions of political life, whiclamamoral, winnetakeall
competition for powet ”® Both Harimanand Maurice Charland emphasize that a Machiavellian
political style has a certain amount of utility in a postmodern sofethile that may be the
case, Hariman’s reading of Machiavelli divests political action from ethazgue that when
talking about political discourse, ethics should be given full consideration. lioaddithe
bifurcation of politics and ethics, Hariman is using Machiavelli to describe armsidgolitical
style, while this project is utilizing Machiavelli toitgque a popular culture text.

Randall Bush further complicates Hariman’s reading by asserting that itoelees
narrow reading oT he Prince’® He echoes the thoughts and scholarship of Maurice Merleau

Ponty’'s assertion that Machiavelli amtlePrincelive in the realm of political ambiguitythe
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Prince continually challenges readers with questiemst answers-about the stability of
prudential modes of reasoninff’He discusses that a contemporary readirithef Princemarks
an end of one political epoch and the beginning of another, as it “continually defies the
prudential frame in which it is positioned”’l believe it best to reafihe Princemprudently, as
it points out the ethical ambiguities of politics, and marks a shift in political Bigese of
Cards,as a Machiavellian text, allows for a reading that elaborates the relationship between
“princes and peoples’? Instead of readin@he Princeas a strategic political thinking, | instead
follow a more traditional, popular understanding of Machiavedfiere ethics are absent,
creating a duplicitous rendering of political culture.

My analysis will focus on how Niccolo Machiavelli and his work are synonymotuns wit
deception, manipulation and exploitatithMargaret Scott discusses the length and bheafdt
Machiavelli’'s most prescient worhe Prince Scottcontendghat the political realm of
Machiavelli includes establishing settlements, levying taxes, manipulating thosktical
power, managing wars, enforcing laws, and regulation of the prince’s pubtje $h&or the
purposes of this project, | will focus on the Machiavellian notions of public image antatece
they surface through the operational aestheti¢fooise of CardsManipulation and deceit are
necessary in a popular understanding of a Machiavellian sensibility. JacobcBalhts that
althoughThe Princewas popularly regarded in 1532, “by the msidteenth century an anti
Machiavellian movement began taking shaflelh 1559 the Church banned the book and
placed it on prohibited book li§¢.Since that time, the name Machiavelli has had unseemly
connotations. Since this is a criticism of a popular culture tastrhetorically expedient to
criticize the work in a popular understanding of the original work. For the sakes gfdjact, |

use Margaret Scott’s definition of the Machiavel which is a “godless . . . tate¢egic. He is
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rarely prepared to repose much trust in others, whom he commonly regards as foolsor knave
. and serves no other cause but his o¥his literary definition is appropriate for criticizing a
fictional text.

In short, rhetorical scholars Hariman and Charland both agree that Macluandie
read in a prudent, realist manner, which helps aid in the creation of a poliieaHsiwever,
this reading limits the importance of ethics in political culture, and must be takencotmac
when criticizing a media text, as it places citizens in a liminal subject position. Wfifizin
common literary understanding of Machiavellian public image anditddaminates the
citizen’s role within popular culture texts, and concludestuatse of Cardsnay have
deleterious messages for United States citizens. | now discuss ttiegixtdcusing on the
miseenscene, cinematography, and musical scoring.

House of CarddWlise-enScene, and the Public Image

Like numerous popular prograntdouse of Cardemploys severatharacteristics of
what Jason Mittell describes as complex televiforhe program is a serial narrative in which
viewers are expected to watch each episode in order as story arcs span overéhef tdoeirs
season. Likd'he Sopranosl©99-2007, The Wirg20022008), andBreaking Bad2008-2013)
House of Cardemploys “novelike” storytelling, which in turn promotes its cultural cacfret.
In addition to its literary connectiorlouse of Cardslso benefits from having acclaimed actors,
directors, and producers. The program stars Academy Award-winning KeviaySpaErank
Underwood, and David Fincher is credited with directing many of the prograimstdes. Robin
Wright plays Frank’s steely spouse, Claire Underwood. With these two high&ymaedl actors
and critically acclaimed writer and showrunner Beau Wi, House of Cardasserts itself as a

quality television program. | have selected fragments of the progranethairr consistent
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throughout the program, including the set design, cinematography and musicej.stoese
aspects frame the program aslele, and therefore aid in the meanimgking of the series as a
whole.

The set design fddouse of Cardss particularly important, as it promotes lavish
indulgence, as well as ominous darkness, indicative of a Machiavellian sensiiigy
Machiavellian sensibility privileges the actions of Frank as prince, and subjects the &udienc
members to complicit subjects. The set design is achieved subtly and elegantillsand c
attention to the viewers’ odd relationship with the characters in the prognadi as the
legislators they represent. Much of the action occurs in office spacesSh€dpitol Building,
and Frank Underwood’s home. Throughout the program, Frank’s office shifts from Cagitol Hil
to the Oval Office, both reflecting the power he haardws colleagues and foes. Places of
power were particularly important when Machiavelli was wrifling Prince Machiavelli was
working at time of great political and economic change. Before the Renaissssidences were
often shared with many othemfidies ®® This would change in the fifteenth century, when
people began to rent houses and build their d@miciles Richard A. Goldthwaite proclaims
that a Renaissance palace in Florence was a symbol of power, status, and isbiaica from
all other citizens®” Indeed, this sentiment is echoed in Machiavelli's own words: when he
proclaims that fhan shall not be deterred from beautifying his possessions from the
apprehension that they may be taken from him, or that atkfeasn from opening a trade
through fear of taxes; and he should provide rewards for those who desire so to employ
themselves, and for all who are disposed in any way to add to the greatness tyfdnis Ci
State.®8 In other words, it is right to display political power through ptaisobjects. Politicians

can and should enjoy material wealth.
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To further this reading, it is necessary to consider the television audgerubjacts
peering into the world of a Francis Underwood, a prince who continues to rise to power. The
miseenscene is a lavish display of power and position. To a person without Washington
connections, these spaces only exist in the realm of popular culture. Only the ma#tlpowe
people in the country have access to these high offices. This setting givesvitrearie
affordance, a glimpse into the world of the rich and powerful. While Frankdulig duties as
Majority Whip, his office is lavish and orderly, reflecting bBtatusas a wealthy prince. Frank
grew up in poverty and fought his way to the top,ilfuifj the mythic criterion of the American
Dream, and the rise of the citizen prince. As Machiavelli writes, the prineddsdisplay
liberality.®® While Frank often recounts to his audience that he does not care much for monetary
gain, his office dictateotherwise. A rich, wooden desk sits in the middle of a large white room.
A large, silver iMac is overtly positioned on his desk, a symbol of the finest computer
technology available. Brass frames adorn the portraits that festoon th@rmsahd his desk. The
chairs in the room are of the same quality of his desk, carefully coordinated, filuteating
the wealth that his position brings. There is no mismatched furniture here. A mgogd sbuch
is placed on one side of the room while a formal, silver coffee set is displayed gtand
coffee table. Nothing is out of place. There are no piles of drafted |emslafter watching
Frank throughout the series, we know that he does not clean his own office. He has heached t
pinnacle of success. Even though his machinations are truly underhanded, his inhabited spaces
are desirable.

Although the miseen-scene ultimately promotes a princely lifestyle, it is also inflected
with great darkness, advancing the text as Machiavellian. Machiavelli asgiahinker has

been traditionally known as a child of darkness. Neibuhr argues how Machiavelli ergriggs
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“showing that realism lacking a moral dimension is toxic and corrupffhgg continues to

assert this claim, discussing how Machiavelliistfin a long line of moral cynics, darkening
democratic political thought: Psychologists discuss Machiavellianism as a personality trait,
oftenportrayingit as part of the Dark Triad of Personality, linking it to narcissism, and
psychopathy? The literal darkness of the rooms in the program shadows the program’s morally

ambiguous political philosophy.

Figure 1: Frank's office is spacious, offering the viewer the ability to view life @a prince.

Cinematography
One ofMachiavelli's most famous declamations about pragmatism is best displayed
through the program’s cinematography. Maeseilli discusses at length how it‘every prince’s
desre to be deemed mercifu?®However if the desire to appear merciful obstructsptirece
from maintaining order, it is best to do what is necessary. Machiavelli désctimsbenefits of
committing crimes in order to establish orderThe Princehe theorizes that the prince use,

“cruelties” in order to pass on the benefit to the prince and his subjésitimately Machiavelli
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endorses cruelty if it benefits the state. The opening scene in “ChaptersOmaitative of how
the cinematography used throughout the series contributes to this serSitilitg.first frame is
completely black, and we, as listeners hear a car screeching followed Qyittgenwng of a
dog. Frank Underwood, dressed in formal wear, emerges from a dimly lit town homedsia f
wounded dog in the street. He speaks intimately to the viewer about pain as he dmumates
the dog and recounts, “There are two kinds of pain. Good pain - the sort of pain that motivates,
that makes you strong. Then there’s bad pain — useless pain, the sort of pain that'deyirlg.suf
| welcome the former. | have no patiencetfue latter.®® Then, without wavering, (and outside
of the frame) Frank puts his hand around the dog’s neck and strangles it to death, thus showing
the viewer that the dog’s pain is useless suffering — it has no value. He continaeeritd like
this require someone like me. Someone who will act. Who will do what no one else has the
courage to do. The unpleasant thing. The necessary thing. There. No mor¥ phmway in
which the camera focuses on Frank’s face and keeps his actions out of framesradipatts of
Frank’s personality and character. In a scene that only lasts a minutever same to learn
about Frank’s philosophy, his strength and power, and perhaps most disturbingly, hisacability
get things done. Such a display resonates with Maehli’'s concession that a prince can and
should commit crimes, if it provides stability. Frank knew that the dog was goingriahe
unstable condition for the indefinite future. Frank has no use for the liminal spacefeohguf
and pain and acted glly to nullify this threat.

What is striking about this opening scene is how the camera is positioned, signaling the
audience to view the cruelty of his actions firsthand, and are manipulated indctinggrvith
Machiavelli’'s moral predisposition. Fik's face is shrouded in darkness, and the camera uses a

shallow focus to augment Frank’s narrative importance. The camera never plsscoview
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the injured dog. As Frank’s face and arms tighten, the dog whimpers and howls in agtimg, but
viewer isasked to deliver the final bloBecause the dog is never seen within the frame, viewers
must make the inference that Frank actually ends the dog’s kfetslas an audiovisual
enthymeme, a polysemic possibility. Frank eliminates paive major prense, a message the
audience has gleaned from his words and actions. The dog is ingaimer premise

illustrated by the plaintive whimpers occurring off screen. The conclusaonigithat Frank will
eliminate the dog that is in pain. However, manipulation is key in a world dictated by
Machiavellian ethicsUnwittingly, the audience has elected to operate in a moral universe where

the end result benefits the situation. Order has been restored.

Figure 2: Viewers essentially aidn the death of the dog. All of the action occurs out of
frame, manipulating the viewer to make the inferential leap.

Cinematographer Igor Martinovic keeps characters at a distance with puliyosefu
manipulated medium shots to keep characters at a distance, further emphasizatigjdiza’s
distance to the viewer. The characters are cold and inhumane, and the shot distsd¢irede

personality traits. An example of this is illustrated in the figure below.
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Figure 3: Frank Underwood stares at the camera from a safe distance.

In “Chapter Two” of Episode One, an index finger heavily laden with barbecue sauce,
passing substitute for blood, figuratively slashes the throat of Presidentt ®éatieer pictured
in a newspaper article. Frank is heard commenting that what he likes about peopléhsyha
stack so well.”The camera does not pan or focus, it merely gazes on the face of Congressman
Underwood and Frank’s unspoken wish to do away with Walker, further illustratng’ &
resolute, unwavering personality. Both the camera’s movement (or lack theemddf)s opening
monologue implies for an attentive audience member that Frank has prior expertence wi
bodies, where they are hidden, where they are buried, and that they are numerous. Frank speaks
the words with early morning sunshine illuminating his face and yet his wordsheelie
hopefulness of the new dawn and instead conjure up an image of death, something to be both
feared and worshipped since history be@dns of course adds to the Machiavellian aesthetic,
pitting fear and love in a complicated duality. The camera employs a saifeceistom Frank.

The viewers adopt a liminal space, standing between the threshold of intimacytandedishe
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viewers are closenough to interact with Frank, but far enough away to remain out of harm’s

way.
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Figure 4: The camera focuses on Frank from a safe position, as he ravenously eatsrifus,
calculating his next attack.

Scoring

The program’s musat theme rhetorically communicates both patriotism and a
Machiavellian aesthetic, fusing the theme of the show as both sinister and odutglrsiic.
The theme begins with a synthesizer playing an arpeggiated, chromaticrchwdass clef
The notes are played in a minor key, which adds a sinister flavor, and as the choratésirepe
several times over, it begins to resemble a familiar tune, “Entrance of thet@iadiahis welt
known theme, often used as a circus screamer in the early partwetiteeth century, was used
to excite a crowd for upcoming entertainm&hthis bass chord continues through the piece
ostinato, giving foundation to the composition ovetdilThis simple foundational chord
functions rhetorically, encouraging the audience to consider Frank Underwood asrageia
ringmaster of sorts, but instead of the light, airy calliope, or fanciful beasi®iss playing this

chord, a soft synthesized piano continues throughout the piece. Frank is indeed stengma
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placing himsH in the middle of the action, but he does not do this through grand declamations.
Like Machiavelli’s prince, Frank prefers to practice his craft just behin@dldeors, with the
help of a trusted committee of councild?$Underwood is out of sight fromme everyday
citizens he ostensibly represents.

Snare drums quickly join the synthesizer, with powerful staccato pulsationisdnegn
the listener of military marche$? The snare drums give a few quick paradiddles, and then are
joined by the piercing reverberations of the trumf&These instruments, the trumpet and snare
drum, paired together continue to resemble the instrumentation of a militaryMifitaaty bands
are prevalent in many western cultures, and are often used to catalyze and breed social
patriotism1% The trumpet’s melody imitates familiar bugle calls, short tunes used to signal
military events. Bugle calls were first used to communicate clearly throegtotiiusion of the
battlefield. The military overtones of the theme song can be heard cleatlplays
triumphantly over the synthesizer’'s melancholy chords. It is important also tthaotehile the
arpeggiated chord plays in A minor key, the trumpgtiaying in A major, giving a bit of
discord between the two phras€sSuch discord asks the listener to consider their positionality
to notions of U. S. nationalism. While the trumpet performs a triumphant martial théme in
major, the synthesizer continues on its path in A minor. The martial theme is taintedewith th
sinister intonations of the synthesizer, giving off an aura of foreboding.nérstguestion the
motives of their politicians. Beneath the brassy speeches and the grandstaediriige world
of lies and scandal.

Amidst the clash between the melancholic bass line and the triumphant trumpet, anothe
keyboard plays a louder, arpreggiated chord known as the puppet mastet®fiEngchord

uses a chromatic scale and occurs throughowgaeence. The composer’s allusion to puppetry
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invites the viewer to consider Frank Underwood as puppetmaster, the prince. Frank, behind the
scenes, pulls all the strings. He is the one in charge of the machinations thatdekeligla
underlings are menrglprops used to convey a point. Such musical decisions add to the listener’s
understanding of Frank possessing a Machiavellian perspective. He stdr@lshadows and
influences others for his own sej&in and stability of his principality. Not only is this reflected

in the character and dialogue of Frank Underwood, but it resonates throughout tbéd swase

as well.

The score ision-diegetic, which again allows the audience a privileged position and
occurs while a camera tracks Washington, D.C., and ruminates on landmarks while the sun
travels across the skilouse of Cards is devoid of blue skies and sunshine, as the opening
credits will attest.Blue skies are continuously threatened and deposed by incoming clouds of
darkness. Shadows emerge ahdrge the features of the landscape and landmarks, sometimes
growing in size and becoming more ominous. Clearly recognizable landmarkseli¥éorld

War Il memorial are rendered incomprehensible as the sun falls behind the horizon.

REA |35 10 e =

- ol

Figure 5: The day passes by, and obscures the clarity of Washington.
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Figure 6: The Capitol is enveloped in shadow as the theme plays through.

The viewer has opportunity to see the Capitol in this fashion. A dpekspective
challenges the beauty of the historic landmarks. This environment is not the sesmiadyibn
inhabited by other fictional presidenthis illustration is much more complex, weaving both
beauty and inelegance. Such images and aural elements complicate the relationskip bet
American ideals and the darker narratives of U.S. politics.

However, this program, dark as it is, contrasts with current political rhedsrgeen
through presidential politics. In the following section, | discussesopbrary campaign rhetoric,
and how it attempts to distance itself from princely presidentiality. Campaatpridithat
portends to be “anglitist” might have serious consequences for the U.S. electorate. It is
important to consider th&touse of Cardsloes not exist in a vacuum. This program is dialoging
with real, contemporary United States politics. Consider the introductions, thledretional
campaign of Frank Underwood colluded and collided with images of the Republican primary
race. Now that | &ve discussed hottouse of Cardpromotes a Machiallian political
sensibility, Idiscuss its implications in the field of Communication Studies and U.S. political
culture, broadly.

Television is a fickle industry, and political television shows might not always be in

vogue.SomedayHouse of Cardsvill be cancelled. Showrunner Beau Willimon has already
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stepped down from the project, and no doubt the actors and producers will grtawviiatd
other projects, and it will no longer be the popular “new” program on the Netflansing site.
But this program doesn’t exist on the air, and will likely live on as long as Netfiable. If
Netflix exists ten years from nowiouse of Cardéas the potential to live on in the digital media
sphere, continuing to inform audience understandings of the U.S. presiddmciact that
House of Cardsperates within this aesthetic selects a United States reality for citizens to
considerand rejet In an interview with ABC News, Trevor Par@#es discusses the
importance of this text as it depicts a presidentababmplishes goals. The world of Frank
Underwood is a world without ethics or morals, but throughout the program, Frank is able to
pass legislation and keep America working. P&igs remarks, “The conventional wisdom
about people like Frank Underwood is that he gets things done, that’s in response to a perception
of the government as ineffectia@d unable to get things don€”

Although Frank irHouse of Cardsnay exhibit the characteristics of the princely elite,
2016 presidential candidatkave attempted tdistance themselves from that political
sensibility. Senator Bernie Sanders and businessman Donald Trump have seedantedc
success running “populist,” andlitist campaign$®® Micheal Kazin explains that historically,
the word populist referred to a group of people championing the interests of thesfanaer
working class, and asked to break up trusts and give strength to labor {¥Akazin continues
that Trump and Sanders, the “populists” of the day, blame the elites for the natiorésisrdBI
Bernie Sanders seeks to right the economic wrongs of a ruling billionaire ctagsthidse
arguments should be weighed carefully. Bernie Sanders has been a part of tla¢ politic
establishment for over thirty years. However, Sarisléesure in politics reflects his democratic

socialist tendencies, and has been a vocal opponent to Wall Street for years.eBgrivensld
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Trump’s populist sensibilities attack women, immigrants, and minorities who are stedling jo
that Trump intimates belong to white, working class Americans. Attacking minartges
blaming them for the nation’s downfall can only come from a figure that is nohority. His
declamations can only come from a privileged, princely position. Donald Trump owgg a la
majority of properties, buildings and golf courses, signaling his advantagéidmesthin the
United States economy. Both Trump and Sandersistanding themselves from political
elitism. Regardless of the facts, both candidates are extremely popolag #mir supporters,
and challenge the political “establishments” of both the Republican and Demparéigs.The
troubling aspect is the fatttat Trump gets to make statements against this establishment while
scapegoating others for the nation’s problems. Only princes are allowed to seskohit
freedom.

House of Cardgplays into the suspicion that political elites serve their ownestsr
This is particularly significant now due to the new ways citizens take in politicamation.
As | discussed in a previous chaptieifrey Joneasks for scholars to account for the political
use of different media texts including fictional gesWWe, as mlitical communication scholars
assume “that news is the primary and proper sphere of political communicaditotinetimost
important function of media is to supply citizens with information; and that politicalgemgent
must necessarily b@ssociated with physical activity? Jones instead argues that scholars
assess the variety of media that citizens utilize in their daily experi&héuse of Cardss
one such avenue for citizens to engage with. As political elitism becomes apbitiet i
electoral politics, we must concede thimuse of Cardss grappling with this issue and
presenting the worst fears that politicians care only about themselves alatkitiseir power

through manipulation and deceit. Frank is a manipulator daldrecator, and the audience is
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allowed to see how he goes about making deals and getting things done. Whandbeurs i
program diverges from the campaign rhetoric, signaling that regardless tyf, kgatiness of the
political establishment is a vergal thing. Hillary Clinton, who was the only “viable” candidate
for the Democratic Party has had to reshape her campaign message torétgopulist
messagél® Governor Jeb Bush and Marco Rubio failed to distance themselves from their
establishment root8“House of Cardscts as a fictional depiction of political machinery that
voters have been railing against this entire election season. The Americanwwaoplto see a
political change, as evidenced by the primary election season.

The troubling part here, however, is that if voters always took an interest in theapolit
process, and they truly wanted to expunge elitism from Capitol Hill, they wowddvermn all
from office. The myth of the political elite places people in a subjugated, pew@dsition,
which is simply not true. Voters have a huge amount of power when it comes itagelect
officials. Voters could decide to vote against incumbents and lobby to changedinenel
processin a twentyfirst century political environment, collectivelgking responsibility for our
civic lives continues to be complex and harrowing. John Bernard asserts that Mathiavell
words ask us to consider those things that limit our ability to engage in a civitysdbie
narrative elements ¢douse of Cardsollude to implicate the viewer as bystander or accomplice
to the action that takes place in the series. The set design is particularly my@sriapromotes
lavish indulgence as well as ominous darkness displaying the diegetic world of tivalpslie.
Frank shifts power throughout the program, and his office reflects his power angeprésti
addition to the set design, the cinematography forces the viewer to makeaegefemnthering
their complicity with Frank’s actions, and the camera allowsvtewer to watch the actions on

screen from a safe distance. Finally Hamuse of Cardsnusical theme rhetorically

35



communicates both patriotism and a Machiavellian ethic, fusing the theme of thashbhotth
sinister and oddly nationalistic. Viewers aldeato digest Washington D.C. by listening to the
theme, and infuse the viewers’ understandings of Frank and his machinations.th ie
viewer to accept their own complicity in the creation of the princely elity: €tizens have the
ability to reverse and change the order of things.

It is evident thaHouse of Cardsloes not promote democracy or democratic governance.
My findings are parallel with that of Trevor Pai@iles, when he analyzétt (2004-2010,
2014). Like24, House of Card4rticulates a pronounced presidentialism wherein power and
authority for governmental and political action are vested almost entirglytivel nation’s chief
executive.*>House of Cardss Machiavellian and projects an antidemocratic sensibility that
promotes a system of underhanded actions to accomplish political goals. The pogsanot
offer audiences an alternative to this princely presidentiality. This doplscsensibility does not
offer communitarian forms of governance, nor does it significantly chiwegdetorical
conception of presidentiality. The mise-scene, cinematography, and scoring suggest that
Frank Underwood neatly falls into the category of presidentiakthite, male, and militaristic.
BecausdHouse of Cardsffers a Machiavellian wodview, it fails in promoting a democratic
culture where citizens have power to make decisions. Instead, viewersangfotal (yet

deeply sinister) president make decisions by himself, for himself.
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CHAPTER THREE LAUGHING WITH LESLIE: INCONGROUS HUMORAND THE
FEMALE GAZE IN PARKS AND RECREATION

The setting is a local auditorium, filled with concerned citizens waiting to hear the
closing words of two candidates running for city council. One candidate has adleatage:
he is wealthy, well connecteand employs most of the citizens of this small Midwestern town.
The other candidate is a rHielvel government bureaucrat, fighting for justice and equality for
the people of the town. She knows she is behind in the polls and offers her closing rengarks. Sh
states that if she pushes too strongly, it is because she does not feel thateHimgwiaug fast
enough.® She cares for the people of the town, and argues that her opponent does not want
what is best for them. She remarks, “If | seem too passionate, it's becaueelf | come on
strong, it's because | feel strongBR:® Her opponent struck by her words states, “Holy shit
Leslie, that was awesomé!® She ends up winning the city council race. Her fight for justice
and equality wins out over the privileged nvaimo should have easily won.

Leslie Knope ighe fictional protagonist dfIBC’s Parks and Recreatiom, satirical
sitcom set in rural Indiana. For the majority of the series’ run (2009-2015ie kaslks as the
Deputy Director for the Parks Department in fictional Pawnee, Indianav&tks tirelessly to
improve her local community, organizes citizens, and loves her friends and fameilis flawed
too, often planning too much and meddling in her friends’ affairs. She is a lovable series
protagonist, who at first glance seems rather innocuous. But Lesgligtedattitude and
mentalityprove to faithfllaudiences thath& has strong political convictions, and oftéeshes
with her anti-government, Libertarian boss, Ron Swanson. Her government oféstisfed

with American flags, and portraits of powerful, progressive female pothisdiecludinglanet
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Reno, Madeline Albright, Nancy Pelosi, and Hillary Clintbaslieembodies a feminist
sensibilityand is endowed with thaetermination to make a difference in her community.

In this chapter, | argue thBarks and Recreatiomakes arguments for a feminist
political culture. After first defining feminism and postfeminism, | brieflyiegwliterature on
the representation of feminism and comedy in popular media; | examine the moparfa
female representation on televisionxiyé examine critically significant episodesférks and
Recreatiorand display how feminist arguments are at work in the program. | conblaide
Parks and Recreatioaxhibits feminist qualities and contribate® a more progressive political

culture.

Parks and Recreation and Feminist Television Criticism

NBC debuted?arks and Recreatioan April 9, 2009. Created biyjhe Officeshowrunners
Greg Daniels and Michael Schur, the program prominently features the opeohtioasmalt
town parks department of fictional Pawnee, Indiana in a mockumentary style. Thyppisités
Leslie Knope, the deputy director of the parks department. Other centrattehainclude parks
director Ron Swanson, officearkers Donna Meagle and Jerry (a.lGaryor Larry) Gergich
parks department interApril Ludgate and concerned Pawnee citizeAsne Perkins and Andy
Dwyer. The action occurs in the Parks and Recreation office of Pawnee Citilth@ugh not
an extremely popular programarks and Recreatiogenerated much critical acclaim and
garnered numerous awards, including the Peabody Award in 2012. In&0§ 4 odler earned
a Golden Globe for her portrayal of Leslie Kndpe.

Much of critical and scholarly analysis stems frBarks and Recreatios poitrayal of a
healthy democracy. NPR host and columnist, Linda Holstats thaParks and Recreation

“has been committed from the start to the idea that people with very different palitilcsre
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each other, and that humanity is a kind of universal solvent that doesn't undo disagreements but
can clean off enough other stuff for surprising connections to hapfidvigdia studies scholar
Heather Hendershot suggests thatks and Recreatioexhibits values of a cultural forum,
where characters work through difficult decisions together in order to impraveahemunity.
Hendershot assertdiberals and conservatives can work together within local government —
perhaps even sharing a plate of wafflés order to make the world a better plaéé- Thomas
Westcontends that although this pro-democracy, populist sensibility might be conflieted, t
overarching spirit oParks and [Rcreationgives viewers hope for a more just society in the
future 122
As a rhetorical critic studying television, | am concerned itk purposes, strategies
and functions that can be discerned from an understanding of the text and its poteractianter
with audiences?® For my analysis, | identify wayRarks and Recreatiooperates as a feminist
text utilizing the notions of incongruous feminist humor and the female gaze. | randomly
selected scenes from the pilot episode and two episodes from the second seasorsdehrch epi
exhibits opportunities for feminist readings. Through humor by incongruity and tiaéefgarze,
Parks and Recreatiocontributes to an ongoing feminstoject that reflects and shapes
American political discourse in ways crucial to the successful executioniloéddive
democracywhich in turn offers a comic corrective fradouse of Cards morally ambiguous,
political universe.

Historically, progressivenediaimages of women in politics are rare in U.S. popular
culture. Scholars have assessed the ways in which women are exploited irpooatgmedia.
Karrin Vasby Anderson argues that political culture and campaign journalismg doe 2008

election was pornified, signaling a backlash against the political gainsnoém/é* An increase
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in female representation and importance in fictional television howeverghasaged a
conversation about how feminist principles are emerging in popular mainstreaen mdwth
popular and scholarly studies, Liz Lemon, protagonist of NBC'’s criticatiiaaeed30 Rock
(2006-2013)for exampleijs often lauded as an example for modern feminism in popular
culture!?® Liz is the head writer oThe Girlie Showon NBC, constantly fights the good fight
against stereotypes, and does not concern herself with maintaining a “laohghke 126 And in
the world of television, Liz does not stand alone. Strong female leads are begirtmeakithe
mold of the submissive woman. Along wB Rock, House of Car@2013-2016) Parade’s
End(2012-2012) Girls (2012-2016) The Good Wifé2009-2016) Enlightened2011-2013)
Homeland(2011-2013) Game of Throne@011-2016)Parks and Recreatioprovidescomplex
female characters and nuanced depictions of gender. Leslie Knope stands as &r ekemp
woman working as a government employee, signaling a representationahstligp between
both gender and politics.
Feminism, Postfeminism, and Popular Culture

In order to situate myself as a feminist critic, it is necessary to first defineisemamd
postfeminism. Kristina Hornt&eler andarrin VasbyAnderson concede that defining
feminism is a “tricky and potentially dangerous task” because of the maasediffpeople that
define themselves as feminiét.| agree that defining feminism is difficult, as it confines a
multiplicity of philosophies thateminism can support. | echo Sheeler and Anderson’s definition
of feminism as it relates to “equality and gender justié&Not only does feminism work to
create equality, but also exposes texts, legislation, and societal norms thgawspthers
basedon sexual difference. Feminism seeks for genders, sexes, and sexualitidssiquiabl

value in cultural, religious, social, and economic systems. When | arguesaitkatand
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Recreatiorforwardsa feminist political sensibility, | arassertinghat this élevision show offers
opportunities to imagine an electorate that seeks to expose and correct #gnehpatand
dialogues with feminist philosophies g@énder equality. But beforef@minist critique can take
place, | must first address how feminism @stpayed on narrative television.

Communication and media scholars have documented the relationship between popular
culture and feminism. Communication scholar Bonnie J. Dow discuss@hthMary Tyler
Moore Show(1970-1977)s a significant and impontd text that served as an outline for what
could be considered as feminism on televistnn the 1970smanytelevision programs were
conversant with the social change occurring at the time. Dow discuss€&hehdary Tyler
Moore Showincreased the visility of feminist activism in the early 1970$3° Portraying a
working woman andiving alone in a big city away from family was easily read as a progeessiv
stance in the 1970s. While it was successful in promoting a “face” of feminisadly
reinforcel a specific depiction of women that reinforced some of the exclusionary tenets of
second wave feminisi?! Specifically, characterizations of young, white, heterosexual women
found inThe Mary Tyler Moore Shoereated specific parameters for how feminisnuldde
framed, which would include characterizations of women as single workers who leadrit
to critique patriarchal valués? Representations of women have often become more troubling as
conservatism indelibly made its way into the zeitgeist ofdtestwentieth century. Instead of
presenting feminism as a necessary framework for equality, popuiarecithmes feminism as
concluded an ideology that has achieved all it set oudd@and everyonkves as arequal
partnerin democracy.

Postfeminism, another tricky concept, discusses the individualizati@minist politics.

Belinda A. Stillion Southard states that postfeminism is “the depoliticization of ¢ecare
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feminist politics, often consumed by young wométt.in other words, pstfeminism lolds that

the work of feminism is done and any and all struggles that encumber wonzereaudt of the
personal choices they make for themselves. Instead of viewing chauvinism aacipatis
systemic issues that disallow women from maldngeptable choices, postfeminism asserts that
women, as individuals, can decide to do whatever they desire. According tgpsifeminist
media “posits that feminism is over, has done its work, and media accounts often assume t
opportunity for women has exploded, thus confirming the belief that feminism haphediat
least in the public spheré®* It is a troublingworldview that undermines the work that feminists
have done and continue to do.

A postfeminist sensibilitassumes thdeminism has already leveled the playing fi&le.
Contributing to the postfeminist framework is the representation of men in poputlaeclow
argues that on television, postfeminist male partners are very supportivesjmadd and
progressive, so any and all hardships the women encounter must surely be of their owgn makin
Because the men are so supportive of women’s careers and ambitions, the enemy ¢ifie
patriarchy, but other womefi® Mary Douglas Vavrugxplains that a postfeminist perspective
assumeshat“women’s material needs have, for the most part, been met and that a politics of
feminism is no longer necessary for women’s advancent8hiMany texts have been
characterized as quintessentially postfeminist includihgMcBeal(1997-2002andSexin the
City (1998-2004)For those with feminist sensibilities, the media landscape tends to be a dismal
one, rife with stereotypes, traditional gender roles, and postfeminist indigiduéh that
environmentParks and Recreatiostands out as an exerapbffeministvalues in a

postfeminist media milied argue thaParks and Recreatiodeparts from a postfeminist
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sensibility, and instead posits a feminist sensibility that expmgasiarchal system in a
comedic fashion

Televisual portrayals of young, whitgjccessful heterosexual women bairoubling,
because thegftenreinforce cultural norms, patriarchal valuasad unrealistic ideals. Scholarly
attention to these genres ultimately reaches a similar conclusion: Exampliescatittal
assesment are voluminous, and make up a large portion of feminist media critfjdewever,
the fact that mediated texts are problematic does not stop people from wagtdwiggan and
participating in popular culture. As media critics, it is our duty to reses for meaning that
illustrates the various messages that media texts hold. Many people gemesaing from, and
ascribe value to televisual textegardless of how problematic the cultural depictions might
be 13 Stillion Southard argue§ex and th€ity, described as a postfeminist text by many
scholars, is actually able to play out multiple feminist meaniffSouthard cites media scholar
John Fiske, asserting that televisual texts have ambiguity, an ambiguitya¥ideprviewers
with the ability to reject oppressive meanings. Polysemic readings allow fplenteadings,
adding nuance and complexity to thiay rhetorical scholars approach and assess mediated texts.
Although Sex and the Citis often discussed as a postfeminist text, Southard argues that the
program ultimately challenges postfeminist values of individualism, feminanity agency?
Texts ca be more than simply postfeminist. They can also hold important messages that argue
for feminist idealsTwo ways to look at how texts can challenge postfeminist values is through
incongruity humor and the female gaze.
Humor by Incongruity and the FemaleGaze

This thesis will bolster the relationship between feminism and the rhetorical stoategy

humor.StaceySowards an¥alerie R.Renegar argue that contemporary feminist movements
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employ humor in order to address oppression and discrimindfi@ioria Kaufmansuggests
that feminist humor ridicules “a social system that must be chartgdaufmanfurther
contends thaeminist humor “reverses mainstream cultural beliefs, vadnesoles and
ridicules cultural expectations?* Television too, has a histoof employing comedy to meet
feminist ends. In the 1970=%levision programs about feminism and women'’s rights were almost
always comedies. Dow argues that comedies are usually more liberal,eobeguare able to
undermine social institutions in a benign and discernable fastidfedia studies professors
Gray, Jonesand Thompson all assert that satire specifically operates as a source of social
critique. They note, “all humor plays with social norms, then all humor carries #mtipbtor
reflection on, or even criticism of, those nordt8] want to explore howarks and Recreatign
as a satirical texthallenges social norms in regards to feminist principles specifically.

Communication Scholar, John Meyer, conceives that humor functions inliboreet
relief theory, incongruity theory, and superiority thetyRelief theory supposes that humor
releases tension and stress, and often rhetorically manifests itseffitis@édisparagement?®
Incongruity theory holds that people laugh at what is unexpected and surprisirey.rides
that politicians often utilize incongruous humor rhetorically by portrayinig tipponents’
actions as irrationdt!® The final theory of humor is superiority, and contends that all humor is
made from an inborn desire to feel superior or to control ofA&rsleyer notes that often this
type of humor is unpleasant if subjected to the jokéiumor thrives on ambiguity, and while
one listener might hear a joke and be relieved, another listener might hear ¢hjelsaand be
surprised by its incongruity. Because incongruity humor has been linked to femigsstges, |
will analyzehow this humor operates withiterks and Recreatioto forward a feminist

message.
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Feminist rhetors often adopt comedy in order to subvert dominant, patriarchal ydeolog
Dow and Tonn argue that former Texas governor, Ann Richards, utilized humor through the
feminine style. In their assessmghe feminine style is “part of a synthesis of form and
substance that works to promote an alternative political philosophRow and Tonn assert
that Richards employed humor to critique sex roles. Such humor shielded Richarteifigm
labeled as an “ary feminist.”2>3 In order to understand how feminist humor operates, Diane
Martin discusses that Governor Richard’s rhetoric had to negotiate the culflexasf a place
commonly held to be extremely conservative and masctifrighe speeches that Martin
analyzes assess multiple functions of humor including relief, incongruityperisrity 1> This
framework of relief, incongruity, and superiority are important to understand hoarhum
operates broadly within a rhetorical serf®arks and Recreationses incongruity humor most
often to subvert and critique dominant ideologies.

Cooper’s explication of the female gaze begins with Mulvey’s classic tioéting male
gaze, a concept that argues Hollywood films are merely a vehicle for reflectd satisfying the
male unconscious. The camera movements and narrative structures of films topaeate
women in an objectified stat&Suchfilms, which pervade the industry, marginalize women and
positions heterosexual masculinity to be the dominant position for social and sexual power
Cooper notes that Mulvey’s theory is highly influenced by both Metz and Freud, who do not
account for female experience. Therefore, women can resist this reading inffanor o
oppositional, female gaze. Cooper pulls from variougcsrand theorists to conclude a female
gaze, “articulates a mockery of machismo. . . and a fissure in the represeotgower

itself.”1%6 Parks and Recreatioalso employs a female gaze to forward a feminist sensibility.
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Brenda Coopedefines the femalgazeasa way through which women can view media
texts in order to derive oppositional pleasure. She posit3 tiedtna and Louis€l991)is an
example of the female gaze at work, as it undercuts and subverts dominant maldlgaaes, a
present and peasive in mainstream Hollywood films! Machismo is undercut to resist male
objectification and dominance, commonly found in male-gaze centered texts. Coopesoutli
that mockery manifests itself through three filmic elemem¢sestypes of lecherous
heteosexual men, depictions of men as spectacles for women'’s attention, and the¢iaelebra
women friendships®®

Cooper’'s female gaze theory first starts with a mockérgale dominance and sexism
through stereotypical charactéf8 Cooper recounts the various characters in theThelma
and Louiseand demonstrates how these characters encourage spectators to parti¢ipate in t
ridicule of misogynistic and sexist behavior. Cooper dwells on the overt uglinessehthée
charactes in Thelma and Louisemarking their lecherous attitud&. | will pause herdo say
that no such overtly sexist characters appear regulaRgriks and RecreationThemain male
characters of the program are framed humorously in order to depictdh@arghal tendencies.
For my analysis, | will focus on Ron Swanson, as a masculine chasdcieontrasts witlthe
messages and ideology of Leslie Knope. The interaction between Leslie anftdRdininction
to place patriarchy on display and offers ways for the characters to dbelmmeor and move
forward with a more inclusive, feminist sensibility.

Cooper’'s second component of the female gaze is “returning the look” whereenmrt a
on displayas spectacles for women'’s attention. She describes helmn@ and Louise “refuse
the male gaze and instead speak female d&8iBuch moments in Cooper’s analysis represen

the liberation from passivitgnd assert women as initiators and actérsCooper talks about
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how this action usually manifests itself isexual encounter with a man. Thelma objectifies a
man for her own sexual fulfillment. F&arks and Recreatior,contend that Leslie Knope takes
the male gaze and puts jgatriarchal predilections on display, casting her character as an actor
for justice and equityLeslig in effect “articulates a mockery of machismo,” disrupting male
dominance of the narrative.

Cooper’s third strategy is the filmic representation of female friendslspisadiculates
a resistance to patriarchy. She argues that for Thelma and Louise, “men areoestrant
central, to their lives*3 The display of female friendships threatens patriarchal value systems.
Cooper continues in her analysis to concede that the relationships are nosflaudésstead,
“set aside their disagreements to support each other and maintain contfédtiese
components to Cooper’s arguments are critical in my analysis as | @gsovnblLeslie’s
relationshipswith her friends are central to the story’s cdréepart from Cooper’s theory that
the friendship must be shared between two women to argue for a progressive Rgeesdand
Recreatiorembodies an inclusive friendship that is supportive of the commairdyge. This
communal rapporxhibits £minist values as it promotes an inclusive friendship schema.
Indeed the friendship between Lesli@and her friends, both male and femalesa departure
from patriarchal systems aedvisions friendships as comamtiesin which all parties mutually
benefit
Incongruity Humor in Parks and Recreation

In the first minute of the pilot episode, Lesdissertdier position both as a government
worker and as a politician. As Depubyrector of the Parks Epartment in Bwnee, she is
chargel with park upkeep and safety. The audience is introduced to Leslie as she interviews a

small child playing, but is soon interrupted by another child who announces that a homeless

47



person is sleeping in a nearby slide. As she rushes to remove the vagrant fiacaltpark, she
talks about how exciting it is to be a government worker. As she pushes the man dovde the sli
she says that the “government isn’t just a bolg anymore. Women are everywhere. It's a
great time to be a woman politics. Hillary Clinton. Sarah Palin. Me. Nancy Pelosi... Leslie
Knope is stopping for no oné® Her remarks are sharply incongruous with the actions she
performs as she narrates the scene. While she lauds the accomplishments opokiizals
women,her governmental actions grvale in comparison to those of the other women on her list.
For one, Leslie is a mitkvel bureaucrat, not the Secretary of State, govean@peaker ahe
House. Her actions are more quotidian and speak to a far more universal experieriee. As s
references how great it is to be a woman in politics, she uses a broom handle to pugft a vagra
down a slide. She speaks optimistically on behalf of women in politics, and her detevmto
see the brighter side is laudable. However, the fact is heagad woman in politics, includes
cleaning up a recreational area. As she finally gets the man out of the slidelyheudience is
a group of small children and parents. The scene signifies that women'’s roldias plough
improved, is far from equal. She is the parks worker cleaning up the park. Her boss, Ron
Swanson, is nowhere in sight. Juxtaposition between her remarks and her actions signal a
humorous incongruity that exposes some of the inequalities women face in the Eokinzal
Leslie’s actions go uncelebrated, except for a few children and parentorielbution might
have been quite a feat, but certainly it amounts to little in theapatal world of politics.

Another instance of feminist humor by incongruity is in the episode, “Woman of the
Year” (March 4, 2009). Aetterarrives at the Parks Departmémm the Pawnee Chapter of the
Indiana Organization of Women (IOW), a group thelebrates the achievements of women in

public service, and is ostensildgminist. Leslie opens the letter, believing she has won the

48



“Dorothy Everton Smythe Woman of the Yeaward; named for a trailblazing Pawnee woman
“who wore pants to church on a Siay” (and spent four years in jail for her crint€However,
Leslie soon discovers that the award has been given to her boss, Ron Swanson.

Ron, of course, never started any government program of anyRanés office,
festooned with a Claymore landmine, a pistol, and a large portrait of breaddstltistrates
that his interests lie elsewhereisible markers o€ontrasto Leslie’s celebratory, pro
government officeHe usually wears earth tanemirroring his penchant for outdoor sports, such
as hunting and fishing. At first glance Ron exudes what it means to be a “man,” froyn a ve
traditional standpoint. Although a lovable and likatib@racterRon Swanson exhibits
stereotypical masculine attributes. Throughout the series, Ron’s judgmknidedby his
predilection for female companionship. He sometimes loses his faculties ghennves
come to pay him visit&?’ His libido sometimes gets in the way of his better judgmenthand
often atsselfishly in the name of sexual intercourse. He isradearing character, but exhibits
some stereotypes ofrert masculinity.

The fact that Ron received the award over Lasliacongruous humor functioning
enthymematically. The general premise is that a women'’s organization eblatd
achievements okomen. It is suspected Leslie will be the recipient of the award, but instesad, it i
given to Ron. This humor points to the fact that men are more highly valued than women, even
in the eyes of an organization that supposedly celebrates women’s achievemerastidini
signifies which voices are heard and preferred over others. Leslie’s hopestoteized for
her achievements have been stifled, and inst@adit is given to her boss.

This incongruous humor is expounded upon during the course of the episode, with the

president of the IOW stating that they made a choice to present the award tdmonder. to
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clear up confusion, they ask the IOWréatify the mistake, but the organization director reveals
that they chose a man in order for the media to pay attention to them. She says:
We made a very conscious decision this year to choose a man. Well, uh, every year we
give it to a woman, and frankly nobody cares. Yeah, the media has all but written us off
as a niche interest group. But if you give a woman's award to a mustachioeadjmaasc
man such as yourself, well, then, eventually people take riéfice.

Men are more highly valued, and the president of a women’s organization makes this
abundantly cleain complicity, Leslie and Ron plan to sabgeathe awards banquet by
delivering a condemnatory speech, outlining the meaninglessness of the aweaethdR up
presenting the award to Leslie, but the newspaper declares Ron the re€imggrthrow the
plague into the garbage bin; however, Leslie goes back to recover it. This humoflevsets
coincides with scholarship explicating how feminists are discounted in traditiewal media®®
In order to combat how the media looks at feminist organizations, the IOW nominaigavand
the avard to a man. This goes against an audience expectation, thus reversing ouramainstre
predispositions, and ridicules our cultural understanding. Institutional patriarelpaosed in
this scene. Women are simply not included in the dominant media voice. As | have discusse
the program utilizes incongruity humor to suggest a feminist political sensibhity political
sensibility is further explicated in a discussiorPafks and Recreatioaxhibiting the female
gaze.

The Female Gaze irParks and Rec

The first criteria of Cooper’s female gaze thesuggest that texts with a female gaze
exaggerate the behaviors of merdcontrass them with wellrounded female charactefm
evident example of the male stereotype criteaia befound in the episode, “Woman of the

Year” Ron Swanson, the director of the Parks and Recreation Department, recduatifies t

“Dorothy Everton Smyth Award” goes to Leslie, and is not meant for him. Howevtzabes
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her at great length about the mistake. Ron goes to the trouble of hiring a pratessi
photographer to take his official award portrait. He asks Leslie, “What egises woman more:
this pot or Deputy Director Barbie¥? His actions upset Leslie, but Ron concedes that she, in
fact, deserves the award. Becagbe isthe title character, the audience is primed to agree with
Leslie’s sensibilities.

Rongestures towardotions of female domesticity (the kitchen pot), and overt sexual
objectification (the Barbie doll), whigblayfully casts him as overtly masculir@ooper
theorizes that through a female gaze, male characters are exaggerated,, @ enserly
masculine, anthatcreates an incongruity! Male characters exaggerate sexism misogyny
to the point where its inanity is on full display. The audience is invited not to identifytivei
male characters. The audience is positioned to view them as unsympathefijé&&a: while
Ron is playfully bantering with Leslie, he can only do so from a masculine pavep&Vhile he
might not be a jerk throughout the series, this particular scene castataistehas rather
unsympathetic to Leslie’s situation. His comical depictions invite the audiencessalisate
with his position and empathize with Lesl#uch depictions make men the spectacle for women
to gaze upon: to see the harmful nature of sexism and patriarchy. Ron is sisiply bes
friend Leslie, but his @ons are important to note due to the fact that it calls attention to the
structural inequalities women face in the government. At the end of the day, Ronfaets i
chosen over Leslie to represent women. Metonymically, Ropatriarchytakes the cratfor
the work that feminism has done. His actions, although humorous, significantly mark how
patriarchy is able to hold this position of superiority over a marginalized group.

The second criteria of Cooper’s female gaze is “returning the look,” priestae

unfolding ofthe episode;Beauty Pageant” (October 1, 2009). In this episode, Leslie has been
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selected to be a judge for the Miss Pawnee beauty pageant. At first this séiemsvith a
postfeminist reading. Leslie is actively supporting the objectification of wudygeparticipating
in this contest. However, her reasoning is distinctly different. Steetagbat if there is going to
be a contest such as this, the selection should be made due the candidate’s “taleng &Hd pois
She enters intthe contest very optimistically, hoping thawill be a positive thing for the
community, and the new Miss Pawnee will be a role modehtarommunity. But as she meets
the judges (all of them men save for a former Miss Pawnee winner) she comde $tand that
her conception of the pageant is much different than theirs. The other judges arengdjsbessi
pageant contestants’ looks, which confounds Leslie. She cannot seem to understand why they
would judge a woman based on a criterion of physiceddiveness.

The camera, in conjunction with Leslie’s remaidkisplay the female gaze at work. At
the beauty pageant, the judges take their seats and are introduced to the coritesliants
concludes there is a clear winner, Susan, a history majodianb State who plays classical
piano and volunteers at the local children’s hospital. However, the other judges unanimous
favor Trish, a traditionally attractive young woman who expresses a love fericenand
general dislike for immigrants. Leslieesgks into the camera, and discusses how she likes Susan,
and how her commitment to her values and job is admirable. The camera movesaway fr
Leslie and begins to focus on Trish’s body. Trish is bending down to pick up an item off the
ground,and the cama zeroes in on her backside, exposing her legs and buttocks. Since her
dress is short, not much is left to the imagination of the audience. This trackingrshetread
as a true example of the male gaze where the camera dwells upon the female form for the
pleasure of men. Laura Mulvey argues the gaze “builds the pleasure of looking mdagattive

structures and conventioh.But something remarkable happens wtienaudience comes to
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realize the troublingatureof this camera action when Leslie tbw yells, “Over here!” and
glares into the camera with unshakeable disapproval. Instead of blindly allbingrera to
dictate the thoughts of the audience, Leslie stands in to correct patriaeztibdqiions. She
won't allow for the audience to eage in a masculinist reading. She corrects the actions of the
camera person by calling out his actions. This action breaks the narrative, ana ¢f@inist
meaning to the text that in turn “disturbs the status g(rhe audience is pushed to consider
what is transpiring on scene instead of understanding the scene through a paleiaschifle
audience did not expect to be corrected for their voyeurism. In a more trddistetas quo”
text, the camera could have easily ruminated on the form of Trish’s body, allth&iagdience
to perversely gaze upon her as an object of sexual gratification. But Ldislihisastatus quo
into question by correcting ¢herrors of the cameggerson. This is unique to the series as al|
Parks and Recreatioplays with documentary conventions, departing from nuatiera
configuration generic of most situational comedies. In this case, theag@arson is in the
diegesis of Pawnee, and has to interact with the characters. In this way taes\d@esvpartially
responsible for the actions of the cameraperson, and see the world in this nesdiedagyaze
position.

The judges hastily decide that Trish will win the pageant. Leslie will not stariigo
and sequesters the judges. She states that “Trish will win this pageant ovexchipdg. 7
Leslie wants to see this pageant as an empowering contest for women, hopingvitatehe
will serve as a liaison for the community and role model for other young women iavine®.
Trish deeply adheres to a masculinist patriarchy, playing into harmfabsgpes of overt
sexuality, stupidityand exaggerated femininityeslie may not think Trish is the ideal

candidate, but she certainly does not discount her value as a woman. In fact the judiyes me
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refer to Trish a “the hot one ¥’ When the judges begin to deliberate, one of the judges says,
“The hot one won, by a landslidé’® Leslie is quick to correct this linguistic objectification by
stating, “Well, her name is Trisi’® Although she might not agree with Trish and her vapid
values, Leslie affords her the respect of a human being. Leslie is not a poistfelharacter as
she acts as the feminist voice of reason. She disagrees without blaming othar Woaise to
convince them, the judges decide on Trish. Leslie makes a speech for Susarthstiating
someday women like Susan, and all wonveiti,be accepted on the basis of their values and
contributions. Yes, if only someday would come.

Another example of “returning the look” occurs in the epistidanting Trip.” Leslie,
Ron, Tom Haverford, Ann Perkins, and Donna Meagle travel up to Ron’s woodland cabin for a
hunting trip. Leslie, defying gender roles, is an excellent hunter and shootstldir This in
turn irks Ron, which results in a contest for who can bag the most birds. A gun shot is heard in
the distance, and Ron screams out in pain. After realizing that the back of Ron’s hemazeds
by a bullet. Ron demands to know who committed this vile act. Tom, the unlicensed hunter in the
group, is the one who actually shot Ron. Because he could get in serious trouble, ted® de
that she will take the blame. A park ranger comes to the camp to investigate thensifegro
he implies that she did not know how to fire a gun (based on her gendeg,dezsties to flip
the script on him. In a sequence of edited cuts from the interrogation Ldslexsla litany of
gendered reasons for the misfired gun:

| gotthattunnel visionthatgirls get.| let my emotiongyetthebestof me.| caredtoo

much, I guess.Wwasthinkingwith my lady parts.l waswalking andit felt icky. | thought

therewasgonna behocolatel don'tevenremember!'m wearinganewbra,andit

closesn thefront, soit popped opeandit threwmeoff. All | wanna dds havebabie$

I'm just goingthrougha thingright now. Iguessvhenmy life is incomplete | wanna just

shoot someond&:his would not happeif | hadapenis!Bitchesbecrazy.I'm goodat
toleratingpain;I'm badat math,and...I'm stupid.
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Narratively,this explanationgetsherfriend Tom out of alegalsituation,butrhetorically
it functionsto returnthemalegaze.The parkranger,inhabiting themalegaze assumeshatthe
accidenioccurredbecauseheis a womanwho stereotypicallydo not handlérearms.Leslie
sarcasticallydeliversherexplanatiorwith sarcasmillustratingin a humorousvay how themale
gazeis sexist.Insteadof arguingwith therangerto point out higpatriarchaworldview, Leslie

deliverstheexplanatiorasa mockery ofnaledominatedoerspectives.

Leslie’s relationship witlAnn Perkins is an example of Cooper’s third criterion of the
female gaze: the celebratiohfemale friendshipsAnn Perkins is a nurse twed engaged
citizen After the two meet over an unseemly neighborhoodt@tiwo become befiends, and
share in a genuine friendship. Narratively, female friendships are foregebtimdaghout the
program. Every thirteenth of February, Leslie hosts @iie’s Day, a celebration of the female
friends in her life She extends this celebration of friendship to the entire cavalcade of clsaracter
of the progranbecausall friendships are important. Trulieslie highlights the importance of
her female friends, but the diagetic univers®afks and Recreatiomvolves inclusivity.
Viewers learn that the characters residing in Pawnee, Indiana, have divekseaqdi
mannerisms that create a unique community headed by the ebullient Leslie KntipetiBie
the progran concludes, viewers are familiar with ttlgaracters ahunderstand their motives.
The friendships between the characters are integral to the program’s giayr#ss this
relationship with the characters that allows the program to envision a moregsiggr inclusive

future for the United States.

In the final episode of the series, “One Last Ride” (2015), the “parks” gang coragegat

in the office for the last time to say goodbye before they go their sepeaigs. Although
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Leslie’s character is tried and true, the committed viewer has evolved teesgertd as she
envisions it, and we share in her relationships and perpetual hope for a better woHd. Byt
series end, the audience’s curiosity about the futures of the cast of chasasadieged, but it is

not business as usual. Andy and April are moving to Washington D.C., Ben and Leslithare i
throes of a Congressional election, and Tom is busy putting together his business Vérgure
viewer is thrown into the final episode medias res The viewer might feel a bit effalanced,

but committed viewers are familiar with the terrain and await the unexpected with anticipation.
In familiar fashion, Leslie has over-prepared a list of notecards to prajpenipnemorate the
occasion. The narrative jumps forward without warning, granting the viewer tioglesis
operational aesthetic. Leslie is in the midst of her presentation, offerimggdugr of friends a
history of their time together. She has made it as far as 2005, when Ron interruptsand as
“Perhaps we could skip ahead and just hit tigalights?” Leslie, now slightly disappointed that
things are not going as she intended retorts, “I mean, | planned a compreheinsspeective,

but | guess | can just focus on the really important moments.” This seenmsigjgificant

dialogue will frane how the rest of the episode will function. Instead of getting a
“comprehensive retrospective” of the series’ beloved characters, viewers caneespees of
“highlights,” or important moments in the characters’ lives. Viewers arsmotuch concerned
about seeing a compilation of episodes past, but look toward the characters’ ends. Through
Leslie’s optimism, we will learn how to say goodbye to our beloved characson Mittell
discusses television eings both as “the final part of something,” asll as “a goal or result that
one seeks to achievé®® As a lighthearted, heartwarming broadcast comedy, viewers are not so
concerned abouif” the characters are going to be harmed, but rather “how” the characters are

going to thrive long after the dmng credits of the final episode.
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The program will use Leslie’s relationships with her friends asuftrgy pulse of the
program, and metatextually interpellates the audience to consider theirlatiomships with
the characters. Twelve sihories sirface throughout the episode, lingering upon the ones that
elicit a bit more rumination. Some of Leslie’s relationships are simple and taka taw
moments, like Donna Meagle, or the infamous Jean-Ralphio Saperstein. Other segieadts
and allow viewers to luxuriate in the warmth of the characters’ friendships, likeRams8n,
who leaves his job as the CEO of the Very Good Building Company and becomes
Superintendent of Pawnee National Pafiewers may roll their eyes as JeRalphio feigns his
own death to make off with insurance money, and perhaps shed a tear as April and Andy
welcome a new member to their team. Such stories are heartfelt, and help theo/eveept
that these stories function as an epilogue to charagherbave populated baalcast screens for
the better half of a decade.

It is important to note that the final episode’s titlé@ne Last Ridé,as it gestures to the
past adventures the cast has had over the past several seasons. The title 8pehkik of the
series— the many episodes that are not contained within this analysis where vieweesl learn
grow and love the characters, accept their idiosyncrasies, and residerfiyrtiw@ minutes each
week in the kooky town of Pawnee. The pilot episode invites us to explore gleticiEpace of
southern Indiana. The final episode gives us a glimpse into the future of ouref&®asiheeans,
and allows us to see into the future of the characters, a unique aspect of this episibde. But
pilot and the finale cannot createiawer’s relationship to the characters. The pilot episode
gives a mere outline. Leslie seems a bit out of touch with reRliy is a bit too stern; Jerry and
Donna do not even have lines to speak. The final episode gives touching, thoughtful goodbyes.

But the finale has not emotional weight without the relationship between the vieneetse on-

57



screen personalities. Donna’s sacrifice to give up “treating herselfé&beca noprofit

foundation falls on deaf ears if the viewer is unfamiliar with Dosipaévious “treayo-self’

days, where she would spend exorbitant amounts of money on spa treatments and diamond
watches. Ron’s new appointment as the Superintendent of Pawnee National Rbrknsnié

than trivia if the viewer is unacquainted with Reudleep attachment to the silence and peace of
the rugged wilderness.

The program concluded much like it started, in the midst of things. The ending signals
future to be imagined. Although the viewers know what our characters are up to, thétre is st
much left to our imagination. The best good bye is perhaps the one lefeoged-\We are
invited to consider a world where Jerry Gergich lives on to be the mayor of PawAge] or
LudgateDwyer helps youth discover their potential. The future of tlagastters is a more just
world than the present day. Leslie Knope earns her dream to be the Governor of petiazmas
evenPresident of the United States. Ron Swanson, thegelfed Libertarian, serves as a best
man for a sameex marriage. Ben and Leslie share a balanced union where gender roles are
displayed and negotiated. All is well in the world of Pawiaeel, it was indeed confirmed, Leslie
Knope stops for no one. The program provides a vision for what the United States mlight wel
become if people join together and take part in civic life.

Conclusion

This chaptetties in closely with other feminist communication scholarshipe female
gaze isa way in which the audience can oppose and opitigue patriarchal structures.
Television is commonly held to be a patriarchal institutionRautks and Recreatiooperates
within this framework to forward an alternative message. John Fiske writebeéldominant

ideology of television is patriarchal intae 1! The program operates as a capitalist political
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economy, even if that message tries to counteract the struteréact that any mainstream
media text offers feminist messages is nothing short of extraordinary vdpvaeidience

members must work to oppose this dominant ideology through cddetgogical tactics®?

Parks and Recreatiooffers that window for audience members to read the text with a feminist
sensibility.

This thesis also discusses the extent to which media texts can be feminist. D@e<ritic
media, and how it “always [has] a hard time understanding the complexity of$§emini
ideology.”® Many wellregarded scholars ass#rat textsdepicting women are often
posteminist and argue that feminism is textually absHotvever, this analysis contributes to
another conversation taking place that offers a different reading. Coopes tel&tillion
Southard’s argument that forwards a way of looking at seemingly patriaestsin an
oppositional, polysemic fashion. Like Stillion Soatt’'s analysis oSex and the City, Parks and
Recreationis a fun, comfortable space for women (and other marginalized folks) to reject the
heterosexual male gaZ¥ Further, this thesis contests patriarchal meanings, as it disrupts
depoliticized portrayalef women in postfeminist televisioff® Leslie stands for values, values
that can be read as feminist, providing a voice for egalitarianism on netwerisih. Through
incongruous humor and the female gaze, audience members are asked to consider how they
operate within a patriarchal structure. The inanity of patriarchy is put oagispid we are
asked to laugh with Leslie at Ron Swanson, and the counterintuitive women’s aiganiza
Parks and Recreatiochallenges the contemporary media universe bgréag a strong feminist
voice, a voice that, like Leslie’s, yells to the media “over here!” askingddo reconsider
feminism, and how it helps to create a positive change for U.S. political c@heeler and

Andersasserthat in spite of prevalent misogyny, the status of women in American culture is
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improving 186 Leslie Knope might be one voice in a media universe of manydks and
Recreatioroffers a glimpse atworld that calls sexism into question in a way for audience
members to consideltarnatives to our contemporary realities.

Parks and Recreatiooffers a comic, feminist perspective to politics, where local politics
works and provides for the citizenry. Such a worldview is a corrective frame tootige
traditional framework oHouse of Cardswhich ultimately reifies notions of political elitism,
duplicity, and dishonesty. The rhetoricRdrks and Recreatiois a hopeful one that argues how
government can work by the people, for the people. Both programs should be viewed as texts
responding to discourselouse of Caresonceptualizes our government as working for a select
few, whileParks and Recreatiooffers that while democracy may be hard, it istwahe

struggle.
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CHAPTER FOUR: IMPLICATIONS OF NARRATIVE POLITICAL FICTION

Narrative political television programs are cultural artifacts that citizens inteithcon a
daily basis. Because of their prevalence within democracy, they providdusnir#l site of
communication and rhetorical influence. This thesis has exarwegenericallypolitical
television programdsarks and RecreatiomndHouse of Cardsin this final chapter, | review
my critical claimand findings, relate those findings to the field of Communication Studies,
discuss the limitations of my analysisdgaropose areas for research that further explore the

affiliation between political discourse and popular texts.

Review of Research QuestiarPolitical Sensibilities of Political Televison

This thesis first contributes to our understanding of how palifictions operate to
promote a political sensibility. In order to study the themes of these prqdratiized a
rhetorical framework to bring out the political themes of the television shows.ihgiliz
incongruity humor theory and the female gaze, | analyzedRaWs and Recreatiopromotes a
feminist political sensibility, asking the audience to consider all peopleuassaeq sociopolitical
life. House of Cardsleparts from this conclusion, and instead adopts a Machiavellian sensibility,
promotinga lavish elitism that portrays representative government as a classmfrsghe
political entities. BothParks and RecreatioandHouse of Cardgortray politics in differing
ways, offering “equipment for living” in a democratic republican governmens. i§tespecially
important to consider during election years as these messages maki@ifeoters respond to
the discourse of politicians and legislators. Television and digital media frampeldical

process.
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While this study only examimnarrativetelevision, the implication for the field of
Communication Studies is faeaching. As we move into a largely visual, digital culture, it is
important to assess how media texts influence our understanding of contemporay. [Bality
Brummett assertdiait usually when scholars look at media texts, we discuss their aesthetic or
historical valuet®” While that remains an important part of media scholarship, this criticism
examines how telesiondisseminates messages about civic life. By utilizing the wbrk
Kenneth Burke, we come to understand how Rattks and RecreatioandHouse of Cards
contribute to political discourse. Each text offers “equipment[s] for living,"dopting different
frames for understanding. The intention of this thesis extended a body of reseanatthend f
situated narrative political television as equipment for living in a fragmented padibiciaty.
WhereadParks and Recreatiooffered a comic incongruity allowing us to consider various ways
of viewing political discoursdiouse of Cardéeralds a Machiavellian ethic, creating a divide
between representatives aheir constituents. The programs about politics are an equipment of
sorts that invites U.S. audiences to confront teearchangingunderstandings of democratic
society. The very fact that they present an argument at all denotes Tihamedls assertin that
“rhetoric is the only art responsible for the imitation and expression of public tho@§Both
programs express and respond to public discourses that allow audiences to assasés politic
discourse through differing lenses. One structure gives a communitarian,wiew, and the

other presents a more troublesome, duplicitous approach.

Parks and Recreatioallows audiences to adopt a comic frame for understanding
American politics. Burke’s assessment asserts that “people are necessdaken. . every
insight contains its own special kinds of blindne¥8.In a humorous and lighthearted way, the

characters and plot discuss complex political situations by placing all intepestees at fault.
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From Leslie, to the local media, to the citizeregteparty has something to learn from the events
that occur in Pawnee. Instead of adopting clear heroes and villains, all of theterisardParks

and Recreatiomave a lesson to learn. This promotes a type of community understanding and
forwards the adoption a comic frame, allowing audiences to “subtly change. . . thefrihle
game. . . and make assets out of liabiliti8 The true difference lies in who is at faultRarks
and Recreatiorthe main problem is everyone. All people are suscepbhheistakes, and we are
able to see that in the humorous flaws of the characteruse of Cardshe problem of

political duplicity is on full display, but because Frank Underwood succeeds, the poiver of t
viewer/citizen is diminished. With the diffegrequipments providedarksand Recreatiora
situation comedypffers a more nuanced approach to tweirst-century America. Such
depictions allow us to be flawed, but work together to make our complicated nation a better

place.

Second, this study can contribute to our understanding ofliadogic elements of
television and political messages. Many of the previous rhetorical studiestmppbpular
culture do an excellent job describing and analyzing dialogue and text. In bptarsha
utilized nondialogic elements of the text to describe how the text argued for a political
sensibility. In Chaptefwo, | utilized elements such as mise-scene, cinematography, and
scoring to explorélouse of Cardsluplicitous, princely political styleln Chager Threel
discussed camera movement in regards to Cooper’s Female Gaze theory ahdracters,
camera movemenand dialoguénfluences audiences to consider their own patriarchal
predilections. As rhetorical scholars, it is important to considemtiigple communications that
occur within a multimodal text. While it is not possible to consider all messages within a

television text, in depth analysis of ndialogic elements elicit promising rhetorical results.
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Limitations

In addition to the ways this thesis contributes to the field of Communication Stiies, t
project possesses a féimitations. Analytically, the main limitations of this project are the
number of case studies in my analysis, the assumption of audience receptivity selgdtion

of politically themed television programs on television.

| choseParks and RecreatioandHouse of Cardéased on their stylistic and generic
differencesParks and Recreatiois a bright, colorful situation comedy on NBC, \ettouse of
Cardsis a dark, gritty political drama found on Netflix, a digital streagrsarvice. | surmised
that while many audience members might be familiar with both texts, the dadiaitn of them
differed instyle and genre, readers might be faanivith at leasbneof them. | chose two,
hoping that the stylistic differences would promote differing political sensibilitiwent in
depth on each program, mining for political possibilities. However, there are amoinbe
politically themedorograns. An in-depth analysis would be warranted to corroborate my
findings. For a master’s thesis, two case studies was a manageable and podsitédking. A

longer project would require more case studies.

A final limitation of this studys my focus on pdtically themed television programs.
Both Parks and RecreatioandHouse of Cardéeature government as part of the narrative
elements. Whether it is Pawnee City Hall, or the White House, we often think abdaa)poli
television occurring in a politicapsice. The scope of thesis only examined programs occurring
in a governmentaliegesis but the idea of political ideology is not new to the television industry.
Television underwent a major political shift during the sixties making politics, @ad gender a

large part of the social discourse. Political messages abounded in late 1970s aitcbans
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decade of” relevance” television was bé?hNorman Lear’s programs lik&ll in the Family
(1971-1979) Maude(1972-1978)and The Jefferson’¢19975-1985parnered critical acclaim
while Mary Tyler Moore and Grant Tinker created programs that soared in populdniie
promoting the sexual and cultural values of a changing United S¥afsese programs did not
narratively occur in the White House or City Hall, but in homes and workplaces.zikmgahon-
political shows, or shows that do not occur in a governmentgésigbut promote a political

sensibility is an avenue for further exploration and discussion.

Although the miseen-scene, the costuming, and even the era of these programs are
clearly dated, the themes oh& Learyears”continue to resonate to the contemporary moment.
In the episode “We're Still Having a Heatwave” Archie is having trouble utedetisg the
gender roles betwedtis new neighbors, the Lorenzos. Becausenifeerepairs appliances and
the husband cooks dinner, Archie wonders if Mr. Lorenzdfiagg” Unlike Archie, his
neighbor, Mr. Lorenzo wears brightly colored clothing, cooks gourmet meals forfajsami
constantly is singing opera and show tunes. The program then centers on gender roles, and w
are challenged both by Archie and the other opinions that brush up against his own. The
language “fag’may be politically incorrect, but they remind us that people do in fact hold
preconceived notions, ones that are often ridiculous and hurtful. Throughout the episode, Archi
gets into fights with Mike about the legitimacy of the Nixon Watergate statidausses gender
roles between himself and his wife, and neges friendship wittMr. Jefferson on the basis of
his skin color, and that of the new neighbor who is Puerto Rican. This program dialogued with
issues occurring at the time of production, such as the Vietnam War, Womemaibiband
the Gay Rights maments. Clearly this program focused on the treatment of issues and

negotiated a way to interpret political occurrences. As Horace Newcomb andiRahladssert,
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programs such all in the Family, Mary Tyler Moore, M*A*S*H, another selected programs

of the seventies, “emphasize a treatment of isstfés.”

Archie Bunker, the offensive, bigoted patriarch of Alen the Familyreflects the
political insecurities of the 1970s. In the 1970s, gay identity and activism made itstavay i
political consciousness. With Harvey Milk’s famous declamations for eqaaldythe oft cited
Stonewall uprising in 196%jgnaled a marked change in American cufitfréAlthough hailed
by progressives and activists, the changing demographic of the country sparkeal poli
cortroversy. In a fight for political stability, conservatives in Califorr@mbusly instituted the
Briggs Initiative, a state wide ballot that would have banned homosexual men and wamen f
working in California public schools. The 1970s was a tumultuolisgal time for LGBTQ
folks. All in the Familystood in as a televisual rendering of prejudice and homophobia in

American cultureind reflected the social norms of the day

All too often popular critics bemoan the fact that programs akéil o the Familyare
absent from our contemporary screeNew Y orketelevision criticEmily Nussbaum posits that
Archie, the prototype for the modern protagonist “represented the danger and thalpdtent
television itself, its ability to influence viewers rather than merely help them kill'ttFaéndeed
if you consider the most popular programs in 1972 and 2015, the lists diverge on political

messageand social relevance.

1972 2015
1. All in the Family 1. Big Bang Theory
2. Sanford & Son 2.NCIS
3. Hawaii FiveO 3. TheWalking Dead
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4. Maude 4 Empire

5. BridgetLoves Bernie 5.NCIS: New Orleans
6. The NBC Mystery Movie 6.Blue Bloods
7.Mary Tyler Moore Show 7. Dancing with the Stars

In 1972, five of the top seven programs included controversial, political, or socially
relevant themesill in the Familywas about white, working class Archie Bunker and his failure
to grasp the changing world around hisanford & Sorhighlighted the lié of a workingelass
black father and soMaudefamously took on women'’s political issues like abortion and
contraceptionBridget Loves Berni€l972-1973) was another controversial program, portraying
the marriage between CathadichoolteacheBridget and her spouse, Jewish cab driver, Bernie.
Today, popular discourse writes off tBey Bang Theory2007-2016)NCIS(2003-2016) (and
its progeny) Blue Bloodg2010-2016)andDancing with the Star@005-2016pasmass

entertainment, holding no cultunaglue whatsoever.

However,my thesisquestions the assumption that television in the contemporary moment
is devoid of political importin fact,programs likeModern Family have increasingly adopted
politicized messages, discussing diverse issues such as LGBTQ rigttier Baholarship
should explore the political implications of “n@malitical” programs, which have the ability to
tease out difficult subject matter more freely. This thesis reads this politicizegtia democratic
good, filling the airwaves with important subject matter to the United States eleckanate.
example, let us consider the recent political discourse surrounding LGTB® inghe United

States.
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LGBTQ peoplenow experiencgreater visibility in politics and media. The social
climate in the United States has shifted over recent decades and has seen ingreaded ri
LGBTQ folks. The United States Supreme Court overturned state sodomy laws, sakigg
sex acts legal in every staf@.More recently, a decision in 2015 guaranteed marriage rights to
samesex couples in all U.S. states and territotféKaitlyn Jenner’s public announcement of
her identity became a visible marker to the changing political times in the United.Sta
Although this is seen as a positive for progressive Americans, there is atilbanbunt of
prejudice and distrust among Americans toward gay, lesbian, queer, and transgender people
Mary E. Kite and Kinsey Blu®&ryant Lees attribute the prejudioeLGBTQ individuals
specifically to the lack of education about gender identity and sexual ooedfitAs discussed
in the two analysis chapters, television can provide citizens with equipmenirigr Television
can act as a space for folks to hasihdifficult, changing situations. Fictional programs
depictingLGTBQ folksare often found on niche-oriented networks and streaming programs.
However, broadcast networks are using this political development in the nartatnents of

their programs awell, allowing a broader audience to grapple with heterosexuadliscourses.

Another marker of gay identity Modern Familywhich reigns aghe most popular
comedy on ABC, and at times, grapples with political issues. Thelstesydeal with livingn a
family and dealing with family matters such as honesty, responsilitityadherence to
collective family prescriptive and proscriptive rules. Because the showgiegndbreaking for
representing the many different-caltures that cexist in Ameican society, the show itself
places gendered barriers on all of the characters. The most problemati@ aefiresentations
are of the gay couple, Camon Tuckeland Mitclell Pritchett. As critical media scholars we

know that media texts have difficultgpresenting identity and race in a socially acceptable
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manner. Cameron is a stereotypical gay man pigeonholed into serving as thiednetative

role of a domestic mother. In the eleventh episode of the first season Cameratiyeaptio/s

to be thé'stay-athome dad slash trophy wife.” Cameron stays at home to take care of the
adopted daughter, Lily. He often is found cooking, clearang,nearly always placed within the
sphere of the home. In season one, episode eleven, Cameron spends mast@fihtehing
over the care and protection of Lily. Again he states explicitly that he hagtaddis role, not
as a gay male raising his child, but a mother. He states that he’s “like a ledhewhen | hear
my cub crying, | have to run to her.” In many ways Cameron does not embody hetertwver
masculinity; rather Cameron embodies the stereotypigeokife,a representation of a female
domestic roleFilm and television scholar Bill Nichols states that the wife is strongly assdcia
with the spacef the home. She (or in this case, he) stays at home and keeps the home fires
burning while the husband fights the battle of public life. The wife also exaggénateole as
nurturing and sacrificiat®® Like Nichols’ description, Cameron is a male version ofaifpeold

wife that objectifies an entire population and dehi@8TQ identities a unique sense of identity.

However, there are times in the episode where the characters confronalisbties in
regards to LGBTQ rights. In “Patriot Ganjellitc hell and Cameron run into some of their
friends at a store. Their friends inform them about a protest happening at arteezal, @izza
place, who does not support gay rights. Unsurprisingly, Cameron and Mitchell love the
restaurant and do not wish torfi@pate in the protest. The friends accuse Cameron and Mitchell
about not being very political. In a huff, they agree to participate in the prokest arrive early
to the restaurant. While no one is watching, they agree to eat there. On theurttyey
protesters block the exit, and Cameron and Mitchell must confess to the psdtesténey in

fact did eat there in spite of the restaurant’s political affiliatt@mthe surface, it seems like a
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rather conventional Btory line in an American sitco. However, it must be contextualized
within a larger conversation taking place. Contextualized, this episode speakgab seve
discourse®ccurring in American politics, including corporations being able to exerelgious
freedom.lt reminds audiencemembers of protests that occurred in 2018rathikFil-A chief
operating officeDan T. Cathy made remarks on the illegitimacy of samemarriage. LGBTQ
activists surrounded restaurants around the country, large cities like Bostomaieade, and
Chicago announced the stoppage of new franchises openings in tHadiegg’'s controversial
Religious Freedom Restoration Act, introduced in 2015, would have allowed businessaseto ref
transactionso LGBTQ folks based on sexual orientatiorsexualdifference.lt might be a
simple storyline, but it captures and displays the political climate of the United Stiagss, w
choosing where to eat has become a political act in iEsatfher scholarship could investigate

how “nonypolitical” programs dialoge with political discourse in this fashion.

Future research could also quantitatively analyze how people resporté&ts as
political messaged hrough interviews and questionnaires, this study could empirically discuss
whether or not thsetexts had any effect on how they interact with political discourse. This
analysis could either corroborate or challenge my findings. An audienlgsiamaight also be
helpful in that it could uncover how the audience is interacting with text, and Inoakés them

feel as citizens of a democratic republic.

A final venue of future research would be to create a typology for studyimgetueical
and political aspects of music and sound in television. Delving more deeply into thiteleef
Greg Gooda, Joshua Gunn, Simon Frith, and others would be a sensible place to look for

connections into rhetorical theory and praxis. In Chapter Three | analyzed avehaesmiisic
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informs the political sensibility of a tex&ound is such a necessary aspediémersuasive
elements of texts, and needs to be taken seriously by scholars of communickiger
project, such as a dissertation would be an excellent place to do this critical@etichke
project
Final Thoughts

In my thesis | discovered two frames for understanding American politicstamne, the
other comic. As a scholar who believes in the power of a democratic governarguoie that we
adopt a comic frame for viamg politics. Instead of adopting frame oheroes and villainsye
should approach our political positions as flawed, and subject to change. We, as citizeds, shoul
embrace @ommunity understanding and Waard the adoption a comic frame, allowitgmake
changes that benefit all. | do not merely intimate that we only dogueir own causes, but see
these causes as a way to engage a common goal. Working toward a common gded, with t
knowledge that we are flawgdill help us to*subtly change. . . the rules of the game. . . and
make assets out of liabilitie$*® | ask us to consider how we as humans frame our understanding
of political discourse, and how our frame in turn influences others to make decisiangoets

our everyday lives.
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