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Introduction

Watching (and Feeling) Contemporary American TV:
Understanding the Relationship among Societal Conflict,
Technological Advancement, and Television Programming

Twenty-first-century television has been instrumental in cultivating the
shared cultural memory of emotionally charged events unfolding in the
United States. Consider, for example, this nonexhaustive list of traumatic
events, societal conflicts, and political milestones that most Americans wit-
nessed through television screens: the contested Bush-Gore 2000 presiden-
tial election, the September 11 terrorist attacks, Hurricane Katrina, U.S. Navy
Seals infiltrating Osama bin Laden's compound, the presidential inaugura-
tion of Barack Obama, the Occupy Wall Street movement, the Boston Mara-
thon bombings, the Ferguson protests, the controversial Clinton-Trump
2016 presidential election, the 2017 Women's Marches, the Stoneman Doug-
las High School shooting, the mass imprisonment of asylum seekers at bor-
der crossings, the COVID-19 pandemic, and so on. With the proliferation of
mobile technology, both the production and consumption of television have
changed, which has allowed many of these events to be viewed through tele-
“vision coverage and video clips accessible on laptops, tablets, and smart-
phones. Likewise, traditional television coverage of such historical events
now often comprises footage captured by everyday citizens with technologi-
cal devices on hand to capture the aftermath of natural disasters and mass
shootings, the real-time instances of police brutality and hate crimes, the on-
the-ground experience of political rallies and social protests, and so forth.
Though television has always played a role in recording and crafting his-
tory, shaping cultural memory, and influencing public sentiment, the chang-
ing nature of the medium in the post-network era—the around-the-clock
coverage enabled by countless cable stations, on-the-go accessibility granted
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by streaming and mobile technology, the made-for-me personalization of
television playlists and ideologically specific networks—finds viewers experi-
encing and participating in this process in new ways.' Studying the U.S. tele-
visual landscape of the twenty-first century, this book traces the reciprocal
relationship among current events, technological shifts, and programming
trends and argues that these three work together to contribute to collective
national affect states.” While television prompts multiple—sometimes idio-
syncratic—emotions in individual viewers and communities, this project
focuses primarily on the ways in which twenty-first-century programming

has r.esponded to and reinforced a cultural climate grounded in fear and anx-
iety in the United States.?

Entertaining the Era of Fear: Affect in the Post-9/1 1,
Post-Social Media Period

For those old enough to remember the September 11 terrorist attacks, their
memory of the day is probably framed within a television set: an image of a
plane crashing into the side of one of the World Trade Center buildings; the
footage of one or both of the towers toppling to the ground; horrific ;’aan—
oramic scenes of New York city filled with smoke and debris, injured people

shocked bystanders, and heroic first responders.* Probably erased from those,
memories is the crawl running across the bottom of those images, the net-
work logo displayed on the corner of the screen, or the somber commentary
provided by the news anchors. As it had in past televised national tragedies

television transported viewers to the scene of this trauma, cementing the,
memory in their minds as readily as if they had been spectators on the
ground. And, in doing so, it began broadcasting an era of fear that would

grow and take on many different forms (and targets) in the following two
decades.

Although the 9/11 events occurred twenty-one months after the start of -

the néw millennium, the early decades of the twenty-first century can easily be
theorized as a post-9/11 period. Many scholars have viewed the terrorist
attacks as a watershed moment, “a sort of ‘year zero,” in American history For
example, Walter Kalaidjian has described 9/11 as “the inaugural trauma of the
Fwenty-ﬁrst century,” one that “decisively sutured globalization and disaster
into the defining symptom of our times” The affect theorist Brian Massumi
argued that during this era “direct affect modulation” dominated over “old-
style ideology” in ways more obvious than in decades past.” In his essay “Fear
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(The Spectrum Said),” Massurni discussed the U.S. Homeland Security’s use of
the color-coded terrorist alert system, arguing that it is a dangerous political
tool that allows the government to create a climate of controlled “affective
attunement”® As Michael Fisher notes, “creating fear and ‘moral panic”™ has.
always been a useful tool for the elite.” As I will discuss in this text, however,
the technological affordances of our time provide powerful tools for these
elites, government officials, and entertainment moguls, as well as laypersons,
to prompt such emotions.”® Discussing the current “saturation of social space
by fear;” Massumi argues that mass media function as “technologies of fear”"!
Similarly, Hisham Ramadan and Jeff Shantz argue that the media play a large
role in crafting and circulating “phobic constructions.”?

It is not just public media created from above, however, that are playing
this role. The rise of personally generated social media, perhaps surprisingly,
can be tied to the current moment of fear as well. The post-9/11 era aligns,
not inconsequently, with the post-social media era. The terrorist attacks and
the rise of mobile technology both lie at the beginning of the twenty-first
century’s road to fear indoctrination. Whether the latter is a response to this
fear culture or a catalyst to its growth (or both) is unimportant. What is
important is that the new millennium quickly finds personal technological
devices receiving and sending a plethora of messages that align with the col-

* lective affect state of the nation.

Though research has begun to show a connection between social media
use and increased depression and jealousy among users, links between social
media and anxiety (preexisting or cyber-prompted) have been slower to receive
attention.”” By design, social media seem to be associated with positive emo-
tions—after all, we spent a decade “liking” things on Facebook before we were
given other emoticon options to express negative rather than positive feelings.
And Twitter’s introduction of the heart symbol, which allows users to “favorite”
tweets, also suggests a connection between positivity and social media. As is
true of most texts we choose to engage with, we flock to social media in theory
to experience positive emotion rather than negative. But besides entertaining
ourselves with cute cat videos and countless pictures of artistically prepared
meals and picturesque photographs of our friends’ travels, why might we find
the constant presence of social media feeds comforting? How might their
embeddedness in our daily lives be tied to the larger cultural climate surround-
ing us? Richard Grusin argues that the popularity of various socially networked
media can be explained by considering the historical moment in which they
exist.* Studying the rise of social media in the post-9/11 climate, Grusin
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s.uggests that social media provide users with the illusion that they can media-
tize their entire worlds; they allow users to feel a false sense of control by “pro-
ducing a feeling of anywhere, anytime connectivity’*

' This need to feel connected, as well as the fear of being isolated or
divorced from the safe confines of community, may account for other tech-
nology and media trends of the early twenty-first century. Consider, for
e).(ample, the rise of reality TV (which is discussed further in chapter 2,) In
Liquid TFear, Zygmunt Bauman labels reality television “modern versions‘ of
the anc1.ent ‘morality plays,” arguing that such shows—especially the popular
CO@petltion programs—focus on the “inevitability of exclusion, and the fight
against being excluded”!s

‘ Building on the research done on twenty-first-century media and par-
ticular entertainment genres, this text looks to situate television trends—
across genres—within the technological and cultural moment they occurred
Following in the steps of other influential studies of television in regard to.
specific periods, this book provides a snapshot of the first two decades of the
twenty-first century and the ways in which television programming reflects
and contributes to technological shifts and societal mind-sets,”

Feeling through Our Screens: Pixelated Emotions
(and Academic Theory)

Dl'xring the decades studied in this project, academia saw a surge in scholar-
ship on affect, or what Patricia Clough terms “the affective turn”® For the
{n&?ority of this period, however, “television, 2 medium long associated with
.1nt1r.nacy and emotional excess,” was “left on the sidelines of debates on affect
In visual media*® Film scholars have produced various studies on the impor-
tant role that affect plays in film viewership and in particular film genres.”
The majority of the early studies on television and emotion focused on pa;*-
ticular televisual genres, such as news broadcasting (which will be discussed
shortly) and soap opera, and did not apply affect theory across televisual
genres (as is attempted in this text). Where affect theory (even when the term
affect was not specifically employed) had the most prominence in television
scholarship was in regard to audience studies and fandom.*

?he popular culture scholar Henry Jenkins discusses the importance of
emo?on within popular culture of all formats, arguing that “most popular cul-
jcure is shaped by a logic of emotional intensification. It is less interested in mak-
Ing us think than itisin making us feel. Yet that distinction is too simple: popular
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culture, at its best, makes us think by making us feel”? For many of the same

reasons, Carl Plantinga argues for the importance of studying film through the
lens of affect—an argument that can easily be applied to television:®

Strong emotions have a tendency to make a mark, leaving lasting
impressions that transform our psyche and imprint our memories.
For that reason alone, the means by which the movies elicit emotion
are worthy of taking seriously. . . . The expression and elicitation of
emotion in a film is a central element of the film experience, an
experience that is worthy of study in its own right. Moreover, emo-
tion and affect are fundamental to what makes films artistically suc-
cessful, rhetorically powerful, and culturally influential. . . . The
function of emotion and affect is to make film viewing powerful,
rather than merely an intellectual exercise. In the long term, such
experiences may burn themselves into the memories of audiences
and may become templates for thinking and behavior.*

The idea that television programs, like film, might be “templates for thinking
and behavior” is perhaps the greatest justification for studying the role that
affect plays in television viewing. In a TED Talk, the television executive Lau-
ren Zalaznick claims that “television has a conscience.” She argues that “tele-
vision directly reflects the moral, political, social and emotional need states of
our nation—that television is how we actually disseminate our entire value
system.”? Attending to the ways in which television plays this role, especially
in times of national crisis, is extremely important.

Broadcasting the Catastrophic: Scholarship on
Television and Trauma

The role television plays during times of trauma has long been studied by
various scholars.” Mary Ann Doane builds on Roland Barthes’s discussion of
photography, in particular its noeme (the essence of “that-has-been” or its
“pastness”) to argue that television offers quite a different visual experience,
that of “this-is-going-on” or a sense of “present-ness”” Likewise, Jay Bolter
and Richard Grusin explore the connected concept of immediacy in regard
to new media. They argue not only that immediacy is a sense of transparency
in which the media give off the illusion that they are not a mediation or a rep-
resentation, and hence indicate an absence or erasure of mediation,but also
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that immediacy can be tied to “the viewer's feelings that the medium has dis-
appeared and the objects are present to him, a feeling that his experience is
therefore authentic” News broadcasts obviously capitalize on television’s
claim to immediacy. The word LIVE appearing in the lower corner of the TV
screen and the anchor’s quip, “This just in,” help transport the viewers to the
event, giving them the feeling that they are there, that they are witnessing this
event unfolding before their eyes (and allow them to ignore, should they so
choose, the fact that it is being delivered to them across distance and through
technology that has the potential to transform such scenes).
It is important to note that networks do exploit their power as a “live”
supplier of coverage and do systematically manipulate the viewer’s affective
responses. The news attempts to deliver anxiety in order to enact its role of
relieving it. Discussing this process, Patricia Mellencamp argues that “anxiety
is television’s affect” and suggests that when studying this medium, we should
shift “our analysis from theories of pleasure to include theories of unplea-
sure.”” She states, “T'V envelops the shock, delivering and cushioning us from
stimuli which it regulates in acceptable levels . . . turning news or shocks into
story and tragic drama* The reporter is there to inject viewers with anxiety,
fear, and anger, but also to quickly administer the antidote, the assurance that
everything will be just fine, and that he or she will be there to present that
final happy diagnosis just as soon as it is.
The everyday news does this on a small scale, but in attending to large-
scale catastrophes, this practice, which indeed predates 9/11, is all the more
noticeable. Mary Ann Doane discusses these moments that disrupt “ordinary
routine™ TV from its onset has had the capacity to capture these moments
and deliver them right to viewers in their living rooms: Kennedy’s assassina-
tion, the Challenger’s explosion, Chernobyl, the rescue of BabyJessica, the mas-
sacre at Columbine, 9/11, the 2004 tsunami, Hurricane Katrina, the earthquake
in Haiti, and countless other natural disasters (floods, tornadoes), acts of vio-
lence (bombings, wars), or unexpected death (plane crashes, fires).?? These
mediated moments not only disrupt our routine, drawing us to the screen to
consume them in endless (even painful) repetition, but they also end up acting
as time markers for those who witness them, epochal reference points, and
they probably play a large role in a generations structure of feeling, Doane
claims that “catastrophic time stands still”® Hence, the event, the frozen
moment in time, becomes one potentially shared with an entire generation. For
example, it is likely that most people of an age to remember 9/11 could answer
the question “Where were you when the Twin Towers were attacked,” just as the
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previous generation could remember their whereabouts when they heard that
Kennedy had been shot, or as the generation beff)re that could recall whe}ze
they were when they heard of the atomic bombs being dropped on Japan or the
attack on Pearl Harbor. Arguably, such traumatic events—these s‘hared genera-
tional moments—produce the shared affect that make a gene.ratlon. o
Focusing on media practices post-9/11, Richard Gru.sm”theorlzes the
emergence of a media logic . . . a form of medial pre-emption he terms pre-
mediation** He argues that “premediation works to prevent c1t12.ens of the
global mediasphere from experiencing again the kind of systemic or trau-
matic shock produced by the events of 9/11 by perpetuating an al’r’nﬁost COI.l—
stant, low level of fear or anxiety about another terrorist fttack. Grusin
clarifies that premediation differs from prediction in that it “is {10t' about gc:—
ting the future right, but about proliferating multiple remediations of the
future both to maintain a low level of fear in the present anfi to prevent a
recurrence of the kind of tremendous media shock that the United States and
much of the networked world experienced on 9/117% N
While Grusin focuses primarily on premediation in regard to' the 1‘1ev.vs
industry, as I will discuss later in this text, similar things are happening within
fictional television programming. The plethora of 9/11-related worst-case
scenarios fashioned for the small screen arguably prepare viewers (at least
emotionally) for a variety of future outcomes.

Guiding Principles: Central Assumptions about
and Theories of Affect

This book builds on a range of—sometimes conflicting—affect theo'ry and
rests on a few key theoretical assumptions concerning affect that explalln tele-
vision’s relationship to contemporary anxieties. This project engages with the
rich pool of media scholarship focused on the way “people experience affects
through entertainment products”®” These include:

« The Mood Management Theory: the notion that we turn to certain
texts to alter or maintain our emotional states (see chapters 1, 2f 3)

« The Relief or Excitation Transfer Theory: the idea that we experience
positive affect through the release of negative affect (see chapte‘rs 3,5)

« The Theory of Escapism: the belief that we turn to entertainment
texts to distract ourselves from our everyday lived reality (see chap-

ters 2,4,5,6)
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FIRST-  SECOND-  THIRD-
ORDER ORDER ORDER
AFFECT AFFECT  AFFECT

Bodily Emotion Structur
STIMULUS reaction registered -

Jeeling/mood

DURATION Instany

u Long-lasting

fleeting Epochal/generational

INTENSITY Most Least
intense intense

Figure 0.1. The affect continuum,

o or the three “orders” of affect. (Figure by the

e The E‘mpathy Theory: the explanation of the ways in which we form
affective attachments to fictional characters or
chapters 2, 5,7, 8)

* The Social Comparison or Schadenfreude Theory: the argument that
We consume entertainment texts in order to feel better about our-
selves (see chapters 2, 8, 9,10)

* The Uses-and-Gratifications Theory: combining all the above to a
degree, the argument that we turn to media texts
informative, social, affective,

faux celebrities (see

“for various reasons,
or dispersion seeking in nature”*
Not particular to any of these theories specifically,
ce'antral assumptions concerning affect. The first as
Figure 0.1, is a nod to definitional debates in the field and explains the pur-
poseful conflation of emotion and affect found in this project. This sli 4
falls into an intentionally broad conceptualization of affect. . o
Affect theorists have provided many useful definitions for terms such as
af.ft‘ect, emotion, feeling, mood, sentiment, and so forth.% These scholarly defi-
nitions often stress the differences between such psychological and I})fodil
states and argue for very different approaches to studying them. Consider. foif
exa@ple, two foundational affect scholars, Silvan Tomkins an'd Brian 1\/’Ias-
sumi, who differ widely in their theorizations. Tomkins views the human
affec.t system as operating like a feedback system, whereby affects are a sort of
motive and humans act (unsurprisingly though not without exception) “to
repeat rewarding affects and to reduce punishing” ones.® Tomkins uses both
the terms affect and emotion in his discussion of what he sees to be the eight

this project rests on three
sumption, represented in
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primary affects: interest-excitement, enjoyment-joy, surprise-startle, distress-
anguish, fear-terror, shame-humiliation, contempt-disgust, and anger-rage.*!
Massumi, on the other hand, maps out a theory concerning the corporeality
of affect that is based on Spinoza’s definition of affect as “an impingement
upon” the human body.** Unlike Tomkins, Massumi distinguishes sharply
between affect and emotion, equating affect with intensity “embodied in
purely autonomic reactions most directly manifested in the skin—at the sur-
face of the body, at its interface with things”* For him affect is unconscious
and is not correlated logically between content (object/image) and the bodily
effect it produces, a claim Tomkins would agree with in terms of both affect
and emotion.* Massumi argues that “it is only when the idea of the affection
is doubled by an idea of the idea of the affection that it attains the level of con-
scious reflection”—and this is where he would more readily place the term
emotion®
This particular study envisions affect as an umbrella concept that repre-
sents all the more specific terms that are often used rather interchangeably
outside scholarly circles.* As figure 0.1 shows, this conceptualization imagL
ines affect as divided into different “levels” or “orders”” This continuum can be
represented in terms of temporality or duration and possibly in terms of
intensity as well. On the leftmost part of the continuum is first-order affect, or
bodily affect. This is the instantaneous reaction in the body to a given object
or stimulus. A fear-invoking situation will result in bodily arousal: a racing
heart, a sweaty brow, raised hair, and so forth. Moving along the continuum,
second-order affect might be what we usually consider emotion more gener-
ally. This occurs when cognition is coupled with the bodily arousal, when the
affect is realized, processed, or named. The time that separates the two orders
on the left side of the range can be mere seconds, so it is often fruitless to
study them as separate experiences, but it is important to acknowledge the
differences between the two processes. Also, it is important to note the causal-
ity or dependence between the two: first-order affect sparks second-order
affect. Or, as William James famously argued: we do not cry because we are
sad; we are sad because we cry.*” We emote in reaction to our body’s instanta-
neous reactions to stimull. Between second-order affect and third-order affect
is a potentially large space on the continuum. This represents the temporal
difference that exists between these affectual stages. On this chart third-order
affect is associated with Raymond Williams’s (1977) structure of feeling.*®
This concept is often used to denote a collective state of affect, the shared
affect.of an epoch or a generation. It is the least immediate of the affect stages
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and is probably the most durable. This conceptualization works on an indi-
vidual level also. A sad event will register on the body temporarily (it could
result, for example, in tears); the emotion of sadness can be felt for longer than
the physical reaction (the tears themselves may last just minutes, whereas the
emotion can last hours, maybe days); and sad events can often contribute to a
milder form of lurking sadness that can linger even longer as 2 “mood” (shared
or not). It could also be possible to argue that this continuum works when dis-
cussing the intensity of the three orders of affect: the first order being the
most immediate and intensely felt in the body, the second order being some-
times slightly less striking, and the third order being the least intense of the
three stages of affect as a lingering, low-level “feeling”

The second affect assumption (see figure 0.2) pertains to affect-object reci-
procity, which becomes particularly relevant when discussing the relationship
among texts, consumers, and producers. Obviously, certain objects cause cer-
tain affects (e.g., a sad movie can make one sad). Ones emotional state, how-
ever, can also color the interpretation of an object or event (e.g., a sad mood
existing before a film viewing can make one read it as sadder than it may actu-
ally be to others). This theoretical underpinning attends to the larger relation-
ship between third-order affect—shared or collective affectual states—and
textual production and reception. This process can be oversimplified into this
sequence: an object triggers affect or emotion, which in turn can contribute to
larger structures of feelings; those cultural moods produce certain texts that
align with (or réspond to) these affect states, and these texts are consumed by
viewers, perpetuating the cycle. This process, of course, is not always a con-
scious one. Jonathan Flatley notes that “we are often ignorant of the determina-
tive effect our moods have on the world we see and how we relate to it He
details the importance of understanding the effect that structures of feelings
can have, explaining that though they can be ephemeral, they can also be “just
as durable and forceful as ideologies, perhaps even more s0”* Therefore, he
argues, structure of feelings should be theorized as a “full-fledged parallel to
ideology,” one whose function “is to narrate our relation to a social order so as
to make our daily experience of that order meaningful and manageable!

Thus, many of the arguments throughout this book require associating
emotions with rationality (which has not always been done in scholarship), and
acknowledging that emotions (affects in their second order) are not purely bio-
logical, evolutionary creations, but rather are social constructs deeply influenced
by cultural situations.” It is not unfounded to claim that emotions are inher-
ently rational, as in fact the argument has been made as far back as Aristotle.

10
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BODILY AFFECT *

STIMULUS First-Order Affect/

Qbject/Image/ Corporeal Reaction
Text/Event

EMOTION
Second-Order Affect/
Cognition

STRUCTURES
OF FEELING

Third-Order Affect/

Collective Affect/Mood

Figure 0.2. Affect-object reciprocity. (Figure by the author.)

Aszumption Three: Affect Modulation

Figure 0.3. Affect modulation. (Figure by the author.)

Aristotle defined emotions as “those feelings that so change r”nen as to .affect
their judgments, and that are also attended by pain or pleasure.. 5 In hls” filscus~
sions on affect, Tomkins asserts that “the marriage of reason with affect” is what
makes human beings the most complex system in nature, and he notes that
“reason without affect would be impotent, affect would be blind™*

The final affect assumption is quite simple: people use things gtexts,
events, environments) to control their emotional state (see the .prevmusly
mentioned Mood Management Theory). The extremely éimphﬁed c.h‘art
shown in figure 0.3 applies this assumption to the caxllsahty of telewslion
viewing practices. The general argument yypuld be that viewers often flock to

"
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TV to manipulate or modulate their emotions. Those involved in production
may attempt to use the medium for this purpose as well, as may other outside
powers (e.g., politicians, corporations, activists).
Viewer agency and participation in affect modulation need to be stressed.
An example could be the ways in which media outlets and viewers interacted
with Trump’s negative political discourse during and after the 2016 presiden-
tial election. As has been much discussed, Trump received more media cov-
erage during the campaign than any of his opponents on either side of the
aisle and, not inconsequently, he benefited the most from the overall negative
focus of the election coverage.® Likewise, knowing that people could not
turn away from his emotionally hyperbolic rhetoric, the news networks ben-
efited from airing it, and hence Trump dominated the coverage. The media
outlets were right: viewers tuned in, for whatever reason; they watched to be
incited (joining in his fear or anger over x, v, z) or they watched because they
were afraid or angry about his stances (onx,, 2). Either way—conservative
supporters or liberal opposition—viewers participated in his rise to fame
(and office) by tuning in. And, arguably, they tuned in knowing full well how
watching his press conferences or political rallies would make them feel. Typ-
ically, we do not stumble unknowingly on our televisual texts. Their emo-
tional triggers do not often surprise us.* Just as we cue up certain genres
expecting emotional outcomes from them (sitcoms will make us laugh, a
melodrama will make us cry, an action drama will excite us, etc.), we tune in
to individual media segments knowing—often—how they will make us feel.”
And, even when those feelings are negative, we do it anyway (something that
might seem to run counter to Tomking’s claim that we look to minimize neg-
ative affect and maximize positive affect).

Figure 0.3, of course, is an oversimplification of an imperfect process. First,
as Beverley Skeggs notes, as consumers we cannot always predict with absolute
accuracy what emotional output a televisual text will have, and this unpredict-
ability may actually increase its entertainment value.® Second, even if produc-
ers do have an intended emotional reaction in mind when crafting television
programming, this is not to suggest that such is always an inevitable outcome.
To buy into such an inevitability would be to duplicate the illogical premise of
the hypodermic needle theory; which assumes that an intended communica-
tion or (ideological) message is directly and wholly accepted by the receiver—
only in this case we would be replacing “message” with “emotion”

These three assumptions concerning affect and television consumption
could easily enter into larger debates concerning technological determinism,

12
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and media determinism more specifically.*® While this .book d'oes argue 1;[hat
televisual programming and technological advanFes in the 1‘n<%ustry ave
affected society (a claim that might seem to alig1'1 with a determlnlzt .perspercl;
tive), active viewing and audience agencymwhlch‘ have expand.e 1T1 recle(a
decades—ultimately suggest a relationship that 1s‘ not one-dlr?ctlonz
belief more in line with social determinismy). That said, part I of this t‘e)‘ct oes
touch on the consequences of televisual trends, such as the desensm;atlotn
that results from repeat screenings of violent imagery or Plots. Altho.ug out-
side the purview of this project, burgeoning resea.rc}(lc in .néuri)sc;enbc:a;?
plasticity (and the role that technology may play in refm?mg the Prei)
could provide an entirely different (and perhaps more ternfymgsz persp
on television’s influence on individual and societal affect states. )
While not a major focus in this text, many of the érgurnents found ‘ere;
would entertain previous scholars  arguments concerning the actual p}'lysxca
and mental effects that media products can have on us. For e>‘<am.p1e, dl;Cll:;;
ing the rise of cinema in the twentieth century, Walter Ben)a.mm made ’
bold claim that “technology has subjected the human s'ensorlum toa clom
plex kind of training”® And in regard to television specifically, decades later
Lynne Joyrich made the bold claim that “TV bas begun to alter our veryn\fsaifj
of seeing and knowing.”® It would not be a big leap from the'se arguments
then consider the ways in which television may be. changing th‘e waTysﬂ in
which we experience and feel emotions. Grusin con31df:rs the POSS‘}}?II: gn ‘u;
ence technology may have on human affective proces.s‘mg, stating: rﬁnils
and neural processing co-evolve like thumbs and video-game cont‘l:[(})l ers,
it then seems likely that our affective states would also co-evolve v‘vx (?ur
media and other new technologies. It is thus not unrea.sone.xble to 1magl?i
that certain affects become stronger and more muscular in different Cult:{- a
and historical contexts, while others might atrophy or grow weak .from is-
use”® In fact, it may be irresponsible not to consider this particular fco-
evolution and the ways in which it contributes to twenty-first-century fear

indoctrination.
Navigating the Times (and This Text): The Emotional Terrain of
Twenty-first-Century Television

It is with the abovementioned foundational affect scholarship ancll groun.dmg1
assumptions in mind that this book considers the ways in which natlona;1
anxieties make their way into U.S. television programming across-genres, an
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the. ways in which such anxieties affect viewers and the larger cultural conver-
sations and sentiments that surround them. Part I, “Post-9/11 Televisual
Trends: Analyzing the Affectual Climate on and off the Small Screen,” traces
programming shifts in three specific television genres (prime-time ’drama
réahty television, and news shows), Drawing on affect theory, these cha ters)
dlscuiss the proliferation and dominance of these entertainment outletspand
question how emotion plays into their audience appeal and societal influence
Chapter 1 analyzes how television responded to 9/11 not only immediate} '
.after the tragedy; but also how it responded (and continues to res ond) tz
1t years later through fictionalized dramas. By studying the presencepof ost-
9/ 1.1 motifs (e.g., salvation, justice, fear, conspiracy) in twenty-ﬁrst—cerll)tur
ﬁctlonal television narratives, this chapter argues that such programs arz
important sites where the terrorist attacks (and the cultural climate the
sparked) are emotionally worked through. This chapter also suggests, howe :
that television’s reluctance to revise its post-9/11 narrative in order’to reﬂ‘:;c,
contemporary geopolitical realities may also contribute‘to the perpetual fear
tcycle shaping national discourse, Chapter 2 turns to reality television, explor-
ing three emotional theories that explain the rise of this televisual gen’re irll) th
wake of 9/11. A study of the 2000-201¢ programming schedule reveals the
cultural anxieties with which producers and viewers of these shows enga i
or not. Although often considered superficial, lowbrow entertainmentgpfce);
ucts meant primarily for escapist purposes, reality television programs, this
essay a‘rgues, grapple with important societal concerns: surveillance cu’lture
and privacy rights; the pressure of identity performance in the social medi
era; and shifting social, domestic, and familial expectations for men ancall
Women. Turning to one final entertainment genre, chapter 3 studies the ri
in po;.)ulari’fy of parodic infotainment news shows following the 9/11 al‘ctacfse
Dravtrlng on humor relief theory, as well as theories concerning affect mimic .
and imagined communities, this essay argues that news parodies, such .
Comed‘y Central’s The Daily Show, satisfied various emotional needs )for vie .
ez.'s during this traumatic period. Critics often worry that therapeutic lay htt :
diffuses fear and anger and quells rebellious impulses, but this chapter argguez
that the humor provided by these programs has the potential to help vie
transform their negative emotions into action, P
InﬂuPart II, “Mediating Fear and A.nger: How Televisual Affect Reflects and
ences Current Cultural Conflicts” moves from a discussion of larger
programmatic patterns to analysis of specific television shows and sub enizs
that showcase the ways in which cultural fears are embedded ug1 ot
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entertainment. For example, ABC’s Lost (2004-10)—the show that television
scholars such as Jason Mittell have credited with starting the wave of com-
plex television—encompasses a myriad of societal concerns and commentar-
ies.* Chapter 4 focuses on just one of these: the changing status of fathers
and authority figures in the twenty-first century. This chapter looks at Lost,
and its over sixty episodes devoted to damaged or deceased dads, and it ana-
lyzes the ways in which Lost’s parent-child relationships comment on shifting
conceptions of masculinity and, on a more metaphoric level, the eroding
faith in governmental father figures in the era of the endless war on terror.
Shifting from a focus on fictional fathers to fictional mothers, chapter 5 ana-
lyzes the ways in which AMC’s hit show The Walking Dead (2010-present)
critiques contemporary gender roles. Through a study of one particular char-
actet, Carol Peletier (Melissa McBride), this essay argues that the violent
landscape of the zombie narrative might be an ideal space in which to inter-
rogate conceptions of femininity more broadly, and maternity more specifi-
cally. Supernatural shows by their nature often incorporate themes such as
survival, community, revenge, resurrection, and the dark side of humanity—
themes that take on a new meaning in the post-9/11 period. Chapter 6 ana-
lyzeshow these are incorporated into twenty-first-century vampire narratives,
such as HBO'’s True Blood (2008-14), CW’s The Vampire Diaries (2009-17),
and the film adaptations of Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight Saga (2008, 2009,
2010,2011,2012). Through a recurrent focus on “us versus them,” these story
lines bring attention to the cultural divides within the United States caused
by things such as continued racial conflict, progress in the LGBTQA rights
movement, and ongoing religious and political debates concerning family
values. Delving into trauma theory, chapter 7 narrows its focus to one par-
ticular year of programming that featured story lines about police brutality,
inequity within the criminal justice system, and the Black Lives Matter move-
ment that has risen to speak out against both. This essay analyzes special epi-
sodes of CBS’s The Good Wife (2009-16) and ABC’s Scandal (2012-18)—which
have been referred to by media critics as each program’s respective “Ferguson
episode”—and the first season of ABC'’s American Crime (2015-17), a gritty
crime anthology/miniseries that unflinchingly tackled racial conflict in its
debut year. While there are reasons to be wary of attempts to fictionalize cur-
rent race relations, this chapter ultimately argues that series that include
thoughtful, complex story lines, and televisual aesthetics that underscore the
social commentary contained in the program, may allow these issues not just
to be understood, but felt.
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e ﬁf:;tlusrztrilf to ;h; three televiéual genres studied more broadly in part I,
ettt nfo the book prov1c‘1€s three audience studies: analyses of live
o 'n ing f)n Shonda R'}nmes’s drama How to Get Away with Mur-
; e; é 0); ABC’s long-standing reality television franchise, The Bache-
of, .achelorette (2002~present); and political coverage of the first 2016
presidentia] debate. The fina] chapters in “Amplifying Affect: Twenty-first
Century Viewing Practices—From Fandom to Digital Activisn.n and Be ond:’
sFudy how cultural anxieties appear within these television genres ang how
- vViewers engage with them online. As Rhimes is credited with transformin
contemporary network television production and consumption practices-—g
and }?aving the most avid Twitter followers—it is fitting that an analysis of
her hit program begins this section. Chapter 8 considers fictional telev}ifsion’s

Support or undermine Rhimes’s social commentary. Attending to tweet
focu'sed on the main character, the female antihero Annalise Keating (Viol S
D.av1s), reveals the warring sentiments (and different ideological camg s) th j
still exist surrounding identity politics involving women of color saI;n \
relat.ionships, and interracial relationships. Chapter 9 builds on res;archéz:_seX
cerning the ways in which reality television includes conflicting postfemi;r;;
messages that affect the contestants on the shows, as well as the viewer
watc.hmg them. This chapter studies viewer reactions to a particularl contfof
versial season of The Bachelorette—one that ajred the star havin);g sexual

the cul‘u.lral fears discussed throughout the previous chapters. For examp]
the presidential campaign run by Trump played on post-9/11 uncertaingez’
about homeland security and employed fear-based, divisive rhetoric about
rellc.e, gend.er, class, and sexuality. The acceptance of this rhetoric—and his
;it;rrlliatﬁtv;c‘tory.-may be? expﬂlainec% by the process of phobic construction
g g .e in this text. Since phobias (of terror, crime, migration, invasion
or 1nf?ct10n, cultural decay), often involving a targeted ‘other,” creat’e “frames
by Which'people make sense of changing socio-political environments?” it i
not sufprxsinghalthough it may be disheartening—that 4 large po ulac’e w
receptive to such messages.® Chapter 10 analyzes the fina] monl?chs of t}?es
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election cycle, in particular the first presidential debate between Trump and
Hillary Clinton and the ways in which it stimulated conversation among
viewers during the live broadcast and ongoing dialogue and activism beyond
it. The conclusion, “Screening Emotion, Archiving Affect, Circulating Feel-
ings,” ends with some brief thoughts on how television and other entertain-
ment and communication platforms act as storage houses and distribution
mechanisms for personal and cultural sentiments. If the dominant affect of
the twenty-first century continues to be fear, this text argues that it is more
important than ever to understand and intervene in the ways in which it is
circulated through media and technology.
As the summaries above reveal, this text purposely navigates between
different television genres and cultural events spanning two decades, most
notably those between 9/11 and the 2016 presidential election. The chapters
in part I feature large-scale analyses of fictional shows, reality television, and
news-related programming. In this same order, the chapters in part III pro- .
vide small-scale analyses of viewer responses to specific television broadcasts
from these three genres. While chapter 1 does begin with a focus on post-
9/11 programming and chapter 10 closes with a focus on the 2016 election,
the text does not necessarily move throughout this time period in perfect
chronological order, nor does it make absolute claims about causality when it
comes to the cultural anxieties discussed. It is difficult to contemplate the role
television plays in shaping cultural sentiments, however, without considering
how cultural events (and their televised offspring) influence one another and
how cultural anxieties layer on one another over time. For example, whether
explicitly or implicitly discussed, echoes of post-9/11 fears undoubtedly
reverberate through every chapter. Likewise, by nature of its design, the text
prompts readers to make their own connections between not only the vari-
ous cultural events highlighted, but also the anxieties that connect to them.
Thisbook also purposely draws from diverse methodological approaches,
allowing for these considerations to take on different forms. Consider the dif-
ferent ways in which part I analyzes programming trends from across the
past two decades. Chapter 1 provides quantitative data concerning thematic
motifs that appear in fictional programming; chapter 2 includes a study of all
reality programming throughout a ten-year period, aligning the shows’ sub-
ject matter with relevant affect theories to explain television appeal; and
chapter 3 situates the rise of infotainment and news parody within historical
contexts and selects one sample to analyze through three particular affect
theories. The chapters in part II, likewise, provide varied ways of analyzing
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individual television programs: chapter 4 includes tallies of particular motifs
as part of its analysis; chapter 5 reads the thematic messages of a television
program against the online conversation it sparked among reviewers and
fans alike; chapter 6 studies a television horror subgenre alongside a popular
book-and-film franchise that helped ignite the televisual trend; and chapter 7
provides a close reading of a television show down to its use of sound editing
and image framing. And, finally, part I1T studies the live-tweeting practices of
viewers—focusing on specific episodes, entire seasons, and connections to
larger digital discourses, Together, these chapters aim to model the various
ways in which cultural anxieties can be studied in relation to television pro-
duction and consumption practices.
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