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Introduction

In the United States during the 1980s, discourses of family, parenting, and
domesticity permeated the cultural, social, and political landscape. The shift to a service
economy and the disappearance of stable, union jobs, coupled with falling wages and
rising cost of living, made it nearly impossible to maintain a middle-class lifestyle with
one income.' Increasing numbers of women did not enter the labor force purely as a
result of feminism’s critique of domesticity, rather, many went to work out of economic
necessity. The Reagan administration’s welfare spending cuts collided with their
ideological calls to strengthen the nuclear family. Ideals of free-market capitalism and
individualism further appeared incongruous with the rhetoric of “family values.” As
Estella Tincknell points out,

the hegemony of family values was itself challenged by continuing and

radical changes in household structures, sexual identity and marital

models—and by the ideology of ‘consumer choice’ itself....Despite the

political rhetoric, then, the 1980s saw an increase in single-parent

households, a decline in marriages and a significant growth in divorce.”
Clashes over “family values,” women in the workforce, childcare, domestic labor, and the
changing composition of the nuclear family often played out in popular media, resulting
in many critics’ labeling of the Reagan era as rife with post-feminism or a backlash

against feminism.

! Frederick R. Strobel, Upward Dreams, Downward Mobility: The Economic Decline of the American
Middle Class (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 1993).

? Estella Tincknell, Mediating the Family: Gender, Culture and Representation (London: Hodder Arnold,
2005), 38.



Narratives of post-feminism and backlash see popular media as a driving force of
these reactions to liberal feminism. In the foremost account, Susan Faludi details the
backlash against feminism as a Reaganite neoconservative move that locates feminism as
an evil that has made women unhappy, dissatisfied, and apparently, more oppressed.’
She locates backlash partly in film (with the ever-prominent example of Fatal Attraction
[dir. Adrian Lyne, 1987]) and television, critiquing sitcoms (which she notes are
traditionally woman-centered) for erasing women from families and making men better
mothers than women ever were. Post-feminism takes a version of feminism for granted,
suggesting that the goals of liberal feminism have been achieved, and thus feminist
activism and organizing are no longer necessary. In the post-feminist imagination,
feminism is considered to be outmoded or pass¢. Post-feminism is especially tricky and
dangerous for feminist politics, as it incorporates some aspects of liberal feminism, such
as a belief in workplace equality, while eschewing other aspects such as collective action.
Critics often point to the media portrayal of career women and “new traditionalism” as
exemplifying a post-feminist ethos in the 1980s. Here “choice” becomes the key word—
in a post-feminist culture, women can choose to be working professionals or they can
choose to be wives and mothers. Films like Three Men and a Baby (dir. Leonard Nimoy,
1987) and Baby Boom (dir. Charles Shyer, 1987), and television dramas like L.4. Law
(NBC, 1986-1994) and thirtysomething (ABC, 1987-1991) serve as common touchstones

for analyses of post-feminist media culture.*

3 Susan Faludi, Backlash: The Undeclared War Against American Women (New York: Crown, 1991).

4 See, for example Judith Mayne, “L.4. Law and Prime-Time Feminism,” in Framed: Lesbians, Feminists,
and Media Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000); Tania Modleski, Feminism
Without Women: Culture and Criticism in a ‘Postfeminist’ Age (New York: Routledge, 1991); Elspeth
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Seemingly reinforcing claims of post-feminism, television programming retreated
to the home in the 1980s, replacing the workplace sitcoms of the 1970s’ with a fresh crop
of domestic family sitcoms.® While at first glance, the prominence of this subgenre
during the 1980s seems to point to the “new traditionalism” critics locate in
thirtysomething,’ these sitcoms often trouble the career woman-mother “choice” binary,
working through the contradictions of post-feminism rather than erasing them. The
family sitcoms of the 1980s also incorporate elements of the workplace sitcom, in that
they often position the home as a place of work rather than simply as a place of leisure.
Instead of signaling a neoconservative return to the domestic nuclear family, and thus a
return to the classic family sitcoms of the 1950s and 1960s, sitcoms of the 1980s question
the very definition of the nuclear family and of the domestic sphere. Many of these
programs deal explicitly with the changing face of the family, heavily featuring divorced
and “non-traditional” family units. Episodes often revolve around negotiating these
“new” family arrangements, especially when it comes to parenting and housekeeping.
These sitcoms aired overwhelmingly during the “family hour,” the first hour of prime-
time, anticipating an audience of families viewing television together in the last few years

before cable became pervasive enough to challenge network dominance and to splinter

Probyn, “New Traditionalism and Post-Feminism: TV Does the Home,” in Feminist Television Criticism: A
Reader, eds. Charlotte Brunsdon, Julie D’Acci, and Lynn Spigel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997),
126-137.

> For example, The Mary Tyler Moore Show (CBS, 1970-1977), The Bob Newhart Show (CBS, 1972-
1978), Taxi (ABC, 1978-1982; NBC, 1982-1983), WKRP in Cincinnati (CBS, 1978-1982), M*4*S*H
(CBS, 1972-1983).

% Family sitcoms peaked at 78% of all sitcoms in 1985, compared to 18% ten years earlier. See Appendix
2.

7 Probyn, “New Traditionalism,” 126-137; Sasha Torres, “Melodrama, Masculinity and the Family:
thirtysomething as Therapy,” Camera Obscura 19 (1989): 86-107.
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the mass audience into niche markets.® By mid-decade, network programming included
at least one family sitcom per evening, ensuring that families could tune in to see the
foibles of other families any night of the week.

My dissertation looks at these domestic family sitcoms as pedagogical texts that
offered guidelines to the families of the 1980s struggling with competing ideas about
family, gender, parenting, and domestic labor. While providing lessons in family and
household governance, these sitcoms simultaneously enact liberal feminist fantasies of
family, work, and domesticity. The generic pleasures of the sitcom contribute to these
fantasies—problems are introduced and harmoniously solved in each episode,
maintaining familial love and domestic bliss. Sitcom families become familiar, reliable
sources of amusement and pleasure at the same time that they impart domestic lessons.
For the purposes of my project, I am defining “domestic family sitcoms” as programs
taking place primarily in homes where raising dependent children is a primary source of
plot material. Therefore my definition excludes family sitcoms like Mama’s Family
(NBC, 1983-1984; first-run syndication 1986-1990) and All in the Family (CBS, 1971-
1979), in which the resident “children” are adults, as well as buddy and/or romantic
domestic sitcoms like Perfect Strangers (ABC, 1986-1993) and Mork and Mindy (ABC,
1978-1982). My project considers the family sitcoms of the 1980s in conjunction with
other media of the period, (especially newspapers and magazines), in order to think
through how families (through parental heads of household and/or domestic laborers)
were encouraged to govern themselves during this perceived crisis in the family. I look

at the sitcoms not as propagating a dominant ideology about family and gender, nor as

¥ See Appendix 4.



hegemonic tools for securing consent, but rather as sets of guidelines for organizing
gender roles and family relations, for effective parenting, and for delegating household
labor at a time when the television industry needed to appeal to middle-class women who
were reorganizing their family and work lives. My dissertation brings together historical
analysis of the television industry with a look at policy and political objectives, in order
to examine the sitcoms of the 1980s as domestic and familial pedagogy. I show how
network television’s industrial imperatives during the 1980s link up with the broader
political, cultural, and social landscape, a connection that helps explain the explosion of
family sitcoms and the particular family governance guidelines they offer.

The majority of scholarship on sitcoms reads the programs as hegemonic—the
arguments often suggest that through the sitcom’s generic narrative development,
problems and anxieties are introduced and ultimately contained in each episode (thus the
“situation,” or the status quo, remains the same). For example, Bonnie Dow’s analysis of
The Mary Tyler Moore Show (CBS, 1970-1977) considers how the program incorporates
feminist themes into the character of “The New Woman,” in Mary, a romantically
unattached professional, yet undercuts its own version of feminism through Mary’s
constant deference to her male co-workers and her maternal characteristics.” Rather than
question whether or not this is what sitcoms do, I will look at the generic structure of
sitcoms as pedagogical rather than hegemonic, considering how the narrative resolutions
that so many critics read as hegemonic also work to solve various familial and domestic

problems. While these programs may or may not be renewing consent to the nuclear

? Bonnie J. Dow, Prime-Time Feminism: Television, Media Culture, and the Women’s Movement Since
1970 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996).
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family form, I am more concerned with how they put forth guidelines for family
governance, and what exactly those guidelines are at a time when the meaning of the
family was widely thought to be in flux. Here my approach is guided by a Foucaultian
intervention into media studies that urges a move away from analyses of texts that
decipher how they maintain the status quo toward a conception of media as a cultural
technology that translates political rationalities and distributes rules and advice for
citizenship and everyday life.

The bulk of scholarship on 1980s television focuses on “quality” or “yuppie”
programs. For example, Jane Feuer’s Seeing Through the Eighties focuses exclusively on
dramatic programming like Dynasty (ABC, 1981-1991), L.A. Law, and thirtysomething,
seeing the dramatic development of the yuppie consciousness as the cornerstone of
Reagan era television.'” Julie D’Acci’s landmark study of gender and 1980s television
focuses exclusively on “quality” cop program Cagney and Lacey (CBS, 1981-1988)."!
Other studies focus on 1980s television’s turn to the “postmodern” in programs like Max
Headroom (ABC, 1987-1988), Miami Vice (NBC, 1984-1989), Moonlighting (ABC,
1985-1989), Pee-Wee’s Playhouse (CBS, 1986-1990), and Twin Peaks (ABC, 1990-

1991), and in the music videos and other programming of MTV.'* The work on 1980s

' Jane Feuer, Seeing Through the Eighties: Television and Reaganism (Durham: Duke University Press,
1995).

" Julie D’ Acci, Defining Women: Television and the Case of Cagney & Lacey (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1994).

'2 For example, John Thornton Caldwell, Televisuality: Style, Crisis, and Authority in American Television
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1995); Jim Collins, “Television and Postmodernism,” in
Channels of Discourse, Reassembled, ed. Robert C. Allen (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1992), 327-353; John Fiske, Television Culture (London: Routledge, 1987); Lynne Joyrich, Re-Viewing
Reception: Television, Gender, and Postmodern Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996); E.
Ann Kaplan, Rocking Around the Clock: Music Television, Postmodernism, and Consumer Culture (New
York: Methuen, 1987); John Pettegrew, “A Post-Modernist Moment: 1980s Commercial Culture & The
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sitcoms has largely neglected family sitcoms (outside of The Cosby Show [NBC, 1984-
1992] and Roseanne [ABC, 1988-1997])," instead focusing on workplace comedies such
as Designing Women (CBS, 1986-1993) and Murphy Brown (CBS, 1988-1998)."* T hope
to contribute to this scholarship by looking at the sitcoms that constituted the bulk of the
prime-time schedule, but have thus far garnered little attention from media scholars and
television historians.
Theory and Method

My approach is broadly inspired by feminist theory, feminist media studies, and
Foucaultian theories of governmentality. I look at the programs as a cultural technology,
part of a broader governing rationality where the conduct of families is shaped in part
through their everyday engagement with media. Foucault’s conception of government is
very broad and does not locate government firmly within the State. Rather, he sees
government as dispersed throughout culture and everyday life. He defines government as
“the conduct of conduct,” or the shaping of behavior, an action carried out by myriad
institutions and technologies. Foucault’s theory of governmentality suggests a move

toward “governing at a distance” in liberal democracies, where we learn to govern

Founding of MTV,” Journal of American Culture 15 (1992): 57-65; Lauren Rabinovitz, “Animation,
Postmodernism, and MTV,” The Velvet Light Trap 24 (Fall 1989): 99-112; Andrew Ross, “Masculinity and
Miami Vice: Selling In,” Oxford Literary Review 8 (1986): 143-154.

'3 For example, Herman Gray, Watching Race: Television and the Struggle for Blackness (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1995); Sut Jhally and Justin Lewis Enlightened Racism: The Cosby Show
Audiences, and the Myth of the American Dream (Boulder: Westview, 1992); Kathleen Rowe, The Unruly
Woman: Gender and the Genres of Laughter (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995); Melissa Williams,
“ ‘Excuse the Mess, But We Live Here’: Class, Gender, and Identity in the Post-Cold War Working-Class
Family Sitcom” (PhD diss., University of Minnesota, 2009).

Y For example, Dow, Prime-Time Feminism; John Fiske, “Murphy Brown, Dan Quayle, and the Family
Row of the Year” in Media Matters: Race and Gender in U.S. Politics (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1996); Lauren Rabinovitz, “Ms.-Representation: The Politics of Feminist Sitcoms,” in
Television, History, and American Culture: Feminist Critical Essays, eds. Mary Beth Haralovich and
Lauren Rabinovitz (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999), 144-167.
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ourselves in part through culture. Governmentality refers to the modes, technologies, and
practices that guide and shape behavior, and the ways people respond by shaping
themselves in accordance with various norms. Media and cultural studies scholars such
as Tony Bennett, Jack Bratich, James Hay, Laurie Ouellette, Jeremy Packer, and Gareth
Palmer have taken up governmentality, suggesting the ways that various media and
cultural institutions act as citizen-shaping technologies. In their introduction to Foucault,
Cultural Studies, and Governmentality, Bratich, Packer, and Cameron McCarthy explain
their Foucaultian approach to media, arguing that “In accordance with this move of
studying culture in its relation to governing at a distance, we take culture to be a set of
reflections, techniques, and practices that seek to regulate conduct.”"”

Few governmentality scholars have considered the family in depth, though
Nikolas Rose affords the family a prominent position in citizen-shaping,'® and he
suggests that the family

has a key role in strategies for government through freedom. It links

public objectives for the good health and good order of the social body

with the desire of individuals for personal health and well-being. A

‘private’ ethic of good health and morality can thus be articulated on to a

‘public’ ethic of social order and public hygiene, yet without destroying

the autonomy of the family—indeed by promising to enhance it."”

13 Jack Z. Bratich, Jeremy Packer, and Cameron McCarthy, “Governing the Present,” in Foucault, Cultural
Studies, and Governmentality, eds. Jack Z. Bratich, Jeremy Packer, and Cameron McCarthy (Albany: State
University of New York Pres, 2003), 8.

' Nikolas Rose, Governing the Soul: The Shaping of the Private Self, 2™ ed. (London: Free Association
Press, 1999).

"7 Nikolas Rose, Powers of Freedom: Reframing Political Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1999), 74.
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Jacques Donzelot’s The Policing of Families provides a lengthy study of the development
of family government in France.'® Perhaps most pertinent here, Donzelot traces the
emergence of the “psy” disciplines as family experts in the mid-twentieth century, and
argues that they “regulated images” of the family, thus encouraging families to emulate
sanctioned examples. This governing technique marked a pronounced shift from the
penal-oriented juvenile courts of the 18" and 19" centuries, which handed down severe
familial interventions. These “regulated images” might translate to television families—
as Stephanie Coontz argues, “our most powerful visions of traditional families derive
from images that are still delivered to our homes in countless reruns of 1950s television

. 19
sit-coms.”

By working through governmentality, I consider sitcoms as a cultural
technology that guides the conduct of families. Conceptualized in this way, the sitcoms
serve as templates for family and household organization and management.

A feminist approach is equally important, as the sitcoms of the 1980s are
particularly concerned with shifting gender roles, and since the 1980s as a whole are
often considered to be the dawn of a post-feminist era. Feminist debates about
domesticity and domestic labor will frame a good portion of my dissertation, especially
as a number of the sitcom masculinize domestic labor in the figure of male housekeepers
and domestic dads. I will use feminist theory to think through the pleasures and fantasies

that this masculinization of domestic labor may have provided for contemporary women

viewers trapped by the “second shift.” Arlie Hochschild describes the labor bind that has

'8 Jacques Donzelot, The Policing of Families, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Pantheon, 1979).
' Stephanie Coontz, The Way We Never Were: American Families and the Nostalgia Trap (New York:
Basic Books, 1992), 23.
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left many women from the late 1970s onward handling both a career in the paid
workforce and the demands of domestic labor and childcare at home:
The influx of women into the economy has not been accompanied by a
cultural understanding of marriage and work that would make this
transition smooth. The workforce has changed. Women have changed.
But most workplaces have remained inflexible in the face of the family
demands of their workers, and at home, most men have yet to really adapt
to the changes in women. This strain between the change in women and
the absence of change in much else leads me to speak of a “stalled
revolution.”’
My dissertation suggests that the family sitcoms of the 1980s in some ways painted a
picture of family life pushing past this “stalled revolution,” where men completed much
more of the household labor than women, and women successfully combined work and
family commitments. Yet the sitcoms also dealt quite frequently with issues of maternal
guilt and marital and familial strife. Combining elements of fantasy and identifiable
situations, these sitcoms might have been particularly pleasurable for working mothers, at
the same time that they provided guidelines for reforming masculinity and reorganizing
family and domestic governance.
I study the particular lessons that sitcoms of the 1980s offer in their preoccupation
with changing family formations and gender roles. The sitcoms offer lessons in both
their form and content. For instance, every episode of Mr. Belvedere (ABC, 1985-1990)

ends with Mr. Belvedere writing in his journal, reflecting on what he and the Owens

2% Arlie Russell Hochschild with Anne Machung, The Second Shift (Penguin Books: New York, 2003),13.
10



family has learned. He faces the camera and recites these lessons in voiceover, thus
offering his wisdom to the viewer. Similarly, Full House (ABC, 1987-1995) usually ends
with a heart-to-heart chat between one of the three caretakers and the children. The
children learn a moral lesson, often at the same time that the caretakers learn lessons in
parenting and household management. While not all of the sitcoms conclude so
didactically, the form of the sitcom dictates that the problems that have plagued the
family over the course of the episode must be resolved in some way before its conclusion.
Family harmony is always restored, problems always overcome, thus the sitcom instructs
in conflict resolution. In the 1980s, the lessons sitcoms provide change to reflect shifts in
the nuclear family. Most of the family sitcoms of the 1980s revolve around lessons that
deal with family organization, parenting, and domestic labor at a time when the make-up
of the nuclear family and the strict gendered division of labor are beginning to change.
Programs that I study in-depth include Benson (ABC, 1979-1986), Charles in
Charge (CBS, 1984-1985; first-run syndication, 1987-1990), Family Ties (NBC, 1982-
1989), Full House, Growing Pains (ABC, 1985-1992), Kate & Allie (CBS, 1984-1989),
Mpr. Belvedere, My Two Dads (NBC, 1987-1990), Silver Spoons (NBC, 1982-1986; first-
run syndication 1986-1987), and Who's the Boss? (ABC, 1984-1992).*' In selecting
programs, [ have chosen sitcoms that deal explicitly with problems of family organization
and/or domestic management, especially those that feature “non-traditional” family
arrangements. In conjunction with the television programs, I look at popular press

discourse on the family and related gender issues in major newspapers and magazines.

21 See appendix 1 for brief descriptions of the shows.
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For example, at the same time that family sitcoms dealt with new childcare arrangements,
women’s magazines, business magazines, and newspapers also doled out advice about
how to make the best childcare decisions. Numerous popular magazines like 7ime and
Newsweek dissected the phenomenon of the “superwoman,” an idealized if unattainable
figure who gracefully managed career, family, and household, and discourses about
“stay-at-home dads” also began to crop up. At the same time, numerous congressional
bills on day care were introduced and shot down, as Reagan and his followers attacked
social programs. Finally, I look at television industry trade publications to determine
how and why exactly the family sitcom rose to such prominence in the 1980s from the
perspective of the industry, and how and to whom the sitcoms were marketed. The upper
middle-class career woman emerged as a profitable demographic for television producers
to cater to with sitcoms that reorganized the nuclear family and imagined different modes
of family governance that included more extensive domestic roles for men. I complicate
Amanda Lotz’s argument that women became a profitable demographic in the post-
network era with the rise of women-centered cable networks; I suggest that the family
sitcoms of the 1980s set the stage for the niche marketing she studies, by soliciting
middle-class professional women viewers (the same demographic Lotz sees served in
1990s programming like Ally McBeal [Fox, 1997-2002] and Judging Amy [CBS, 1999-
20051).>* My dissertation combines historical and textual analysis with feminist and
Foucaultian theories, pointing the way toward a different theorization of the sitcom as

pedagogical text or as a cultural technology governing the family, while contributing to

22 Amanda D. Lotz, Redesigning Women.: Television after the Network Era (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 2006).
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television history by studying long-ignored but very popular programs, and by providing
an analysis of the industrial imperatives of the late network era.

The first chapter introduces scholarly literature on sitcoms, and explains my
theoretical approach. This chapter shows the longstanding interest in cultural politics,
gender, and domesticity among television scholars. I trace the large body of work that
reads sitcoms through hegemony and suggest ways that a turn toward governmentality
asks different questions about television. The second chapter looks at the way sitcoms
dealt with the “career” woman and the way men were encouraged to reorient themselves
in relation to family and domesticity. I consider how the sitcoms broadly could be
considered to provide a liberal feminist fantasy of “having it all,” complete with husband
who assumes household and parenting duties. I look mainly at Variety to demonstrate
how these sitcoms were pitched at professional women to appease advertisers. Family
Ties, Growing Pains, and Silver Spoons all featured domestically involved fathers, and
Family Ties and Growing Pains featured working mothers.

The third chapter argues that family sitcoms proposed solutions to the “day care
crisis” of the 1980s, enacting solutions that the popular press and politicians often
proposed, and refuting any claims for state-sponsored childcare. Family sitcoms modeled
ideal private childcare arrangements that would have been highly improbable if not
simply impossible for their viewers. Rather, the programs provide fantasy solutions to an
ongoing struggle for most American families. Full House, My Two Dads, Mr. Belvedere,
and Kate & Allie deal with the day-to-day struggles of arranging childcare, and all

suggest that “live-in” help, in some form, is the ideal solution. With live-in childcare, the

13



family remains intact in the home, maintaining the family as an autonomous unit, albeit
with a few extra members.

The fourth chapter looks at domestic labor and household management. Benson,
Charles in Charge, and Who's the Boss? all feature men taking on the role of domestic
laborer, a role they seem to transform into domestic “manager.” Indeed, as the title
Who's the Boss? suggests, Tony Micelli’s role as employee of Angela Bower does not
mean that he is not “the boss” of the household. Similarly, Charles in Charge positions
Charles as not only an erstwhile babysitter, but also as “in charge” of the family and
domestic bliss. Benson takes the popular butler from Soap (ABC, 1977-1981) and makes
him the glue that keeps the governor’s mansion—and the government itself—together.
This chapter deals with the ramifications of masculinizing domestic labor, as well as the
perpetuation of racial, ethnic, and class hierarchies at the heart of domestic employment.
These sitcoms might have been particularly pleasurable for female viewers, as “hunky”
stars like Tony Danza and Scott Baio perform domestic labor with good cheer and charm.

Family sitcoms reached their two-decade peak of saturation and ratings success in
the mid-1980s, making up 78% of total sitcoms on the air in 1985, and boasting four
spots in the Nielsen top ten in 1986.> By the mid-to-late 1990s, despite the addition of
Fox, UPN, and WB, ratings success largely eluded family sitcoms, with only Home
Improvement (ABC, 1991-1999) cracking the Nielsen top ten between 1995 and 1997.
The 1970s produced very few family sitcoms, with less than five on the air between 1973
and 1978. The explosion of family sitcoms in the 1980s, their longevity, and success all

testify to the broader cultural and political obsession with redefining and/or restoring

2 See Appendices 2 and 3.
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family life. The sitcoms I examine in this dissertation offer up family governance
templates and fantasies of household and work harmony to a generation of families
grappling with dramatic socioeconomic changes and shifting expectations of gender,

work, and domesticity.
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Chapter One:

Approaches to the Sitcom

Scholars often recognize the situation comedy as one of the most prevalent and
enduring television forms. Frequently set in domestic space and chronicling the daily
lives of families, scholars see sitcoms as charting familial relationships in the context of
social change. To this end, scholars regularly employ hegemony theory to read sitcoms
as participating in the renewal of “common sense,” or dominant ideology. The very form
of the sitcom clearly lends itself to this reading, as its episodic movement from
equilibrium to disequilibrium and back to equilibrium recuperates disturbances to the
status quo and resolves narrative tension. Read in this way, the sitcom appears to be
constantly reaffirming “dominant ideology” with every episode’s happy ending. Several
scholars write of this narrative convention as “containment,” wherein politically
progressive strains of the programs are contained through each episode’s hasty plot
resolution. This strand of scholarship is often concerned with television’s relationship to
cultural politics, where feminist or antiracist political messages crop up and are contained
by the sitcom, for example in the rich body of work examining MTM and Tandem
sitcoms of the 1970s. These sitcoms are pivotal for television scholarship, signaling
major shifts in the generic form of the sitcom as well as a watershed moment for
considering the sitcom’s relationship to cultural politics.

Joanne Morreale sums up the predominant view of the sitcom’s relationship to

cultural politics in her introduction to Critiquing the Sitcom, where she writes, “sitcoms
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both incorporate and contain change; they both address and prevent political action, and
they may be read as both conservative and progressive forms, sometimes

’)1

simultaneously.”” The sitcom’s conventions facilitate this common mode of criticism.
Paul Attallah challenges the conception of the sitcom’s dominant generic marker as the
swing from equilibrium to disequilibrium and back, by arguing that this is the pattern of
all genres.” For him, genres “are specific ways in which equilibrium is conceived,
disrupted, and replaced.”™ Using The Beverly Hillbillies as his case study, Attallah firmly
ties the sitcom to cultural politics, suggesting that issues of social class define the
sitcom’s equilibrium and disequilibrium. The disruptions that characterize the sitcom,
according to Attallah, are discursive, which set the genre apart from the western (where
the disruptions are violent) and the melodrama and musical (where the disruptions have
to do with desire). He further explains that the sitcom organizes disruption as discourse
in two primary ways: “forms of behavior or of linguistic usage that become nonsense and
gibberish (Lucille Ball, Jerry Lewis, the Marx Brothers), or it can set into play forms of
behavior and action that are simply incommensurate with the situation (7he Beverly
Hillbillies, Charlie Chaplin).”* More generally, Attallah argues that the sitcom consists
of a clash of discursive hierarchies. He also provides the useful reminder that episodic

narrative resolution only offers cursory closure, and that the situation that characterizes

each sitcom can never be fully resolved during the program’s run.

! Joanne Morreale, “Introduction: On the Sitcom,” in Critiquing the Sitcom: A Reader, ed. Joanne Morreale
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2003), xii.

? Paul Attallah, “The Unworthy Discourse: Situation Comedy in Television,” in Critiquing the Sitcom: A
Reader, ed. Joanne Morreale (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2003), 91-115.

> Ibid., 104.

* Ibid., 106.
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In “Genre Study and Television,” Jane Feuer argues that the sitcom, and all
genres, for that matter, is a historical category that develops, shifts, and changes over
time.” She suggests that the sitcom can be recognized by its half-hour duration, its
humor, and its “problem of the week” that causes comedy and is brought to resolution
before the next episode. However, Feuer argues that the sitcom developed more of a
tendency toward seriality in the 1970s. With sitcoms produced by MTM and Tandem,
the problem/solution model shifted to deal with different problems, and the sitcom began
to pay more attention to character development, a move which intensified the shift to
seriality, a shift Feuer sees as becoming even more prominent with the “yuppification” of
1980s television on dramatic programs such as Dynasty, Dallas, and L.A. Law. For
Feuer, MTM sitcoms were more remarkable for their character development and seriality,
whereas Tandem sitcoms were more influential in changing the nature of sitcom
“problems.” With the popularity of 1980s serials, Feuer suggests that the MTM model
was ultimately more successful, however she points to genre development as a cyclical
process that later begat Roseanne and The Simpsons in a Tandem model and Murphy
Brown in an MTM one. In “MTM Style,” Feuer expands on her examination of MTM
sitcoms, suggesting that MTM developed “character comedy,” which downplays the
importance of the “situation” in the sitcom. The MTM sitcoms became associated with

“quality TV” through “complex characters, sophisticated dialogue, and [viewer]

> Jane Feuer, “Genre Study and Television,” in Channels of Discourse, Reassembled: Television
Contemporary Criticism, 2" ed. Ed. Robert C. Allen (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1992), 138-160.
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. . . 6
identification.”

MTM sitcoms disproved the idea that the sitcom is a static form that
eschews character development, as they rely heavily on characters. Rather, Feuer
suggests that the sitcom prevents the development of complex plot. Combining rich
characters with an impetus toward viewer identification, the MTM sitcom spearheads a
movement toward “warmedy,” or a mixture of melodramatic pathos with comedy. The
warmedy formula persists in 1980s sitcoms, which often resolve by teaching
heartwarming lessons in family harmony.

Anna McCarthy points out that the sitcom’s serial impulse most often revolves
around romantic narrative arcs and the formation of couples.” After Ellen’s coming out
on Ellen, McCarthy suggests that the program folded because it could not produce a
lesbian relationship commensurate with the sitcom’s seriality. As she puts it, Ellen’s
coming out episode made for “event TV,” but ABC could not conceive of Ellen as
“uneventful” TV, where Ellen’s sexual and romantic relationships developed over time.
Thus, as the genre develops into a more “quality” form (per Feuer’s argument), it
reaffirms heterosexual romance and squeezes out queer desire. Alexander Doty makes
the inverse argument about Laverne and Shirley, reading it as a lesbian narrative wherein
the (episodic) sitcom form moves Laverne and Shirley through heterosexual romantic

couplings and encounters as the disequilibrium of the narrative, only to return them by

the end of each episode to the equilibrium of their own same-sex coupling.®

® Jane Feuer, “The MTM Style,” in MTM ‘Quality Television,” eds. Jane Feuer, Paul Kerr, and Tise
Vahimagi (London: British Film Institute, 1984), 36.
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George Lipsitz and Mary Beth Haralovich each detail the early sitcom’s realism
as an important element of television’s address to the family. Lipsitz shows how ethnic
working-class sitcoms of the late 1940s and early 1950s negotiated anxieties about
postwar consumer culture by tapping into popular memory.” These programs worked
through Depression and wartime values, showing audiences how to adapt to postwar
affluence. For Lipsitz, these sitcoms used realist cultural specificity and ethnic traditions
in order to initiate different groups into middle-class consumer culture. They were set in
modest apartments located in recognizable ethnic neighborhoods (e.g. The Bronx,
Harlem). True to the sitcom’s problem/solution format, Lipsitz argues the ethnic
working-class sitcom solves problems through consumer purchases. These purchases,
signifying entrance into consumer culture, solve the narrative problem and work to ease
the transition of the characters and the viewer from a Depression mentality into an
affluent middle-class one. Haralovich studies sitcom realism in aesthetic terms, showing
how Father Knows Best and Leave It to Beaver’s deep focus cinematography and
meticulously consumerist middle-class mise-en-scéne worked to naturalize and idealize
the position of the homemaker and middle-class affluence in the late 1950s and early
1960s."® Haralovich suggests that the careful placement of consumer appliances in well-
kept rooms and the arrangement of gendered domestic spaces (e.g. kitchen for women,

den for men) also shift the focus of the comedy from gags and slapstick (as in 7 Love

? George Lipsitz, “The Meaning of Memory: Family, Class, and Ethnicity in Early Network Television
Programs,” in Private Screenings: Television and the Female Consumer, eds. Lynn Spigel and Denise
Mann (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992), 71-108.
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University of Minnesota Press, 1992), 111-141.
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Lucy or The Honeymooners) toward comedy based in familial relationships. Both
Lipsitz’s and Haralovich’s essays point toward the importance of realism for viewers,
suggesting that realism (either in plot or in aesthetics) can contribute to a pedagogical
slant to the sitcom, wherein the viewer might model her/himself after the family members
on the programs (in Lipsitz’s case, moving toward an assimilation of consumerist values,
and in Haralovich’s case, moving toward an acceptance of the breadwinner/homemaker
division of labor).

Nina C. Leibman examines similar territory to Haralovich, dealing with family
sitcoms of the 1950s and 1960s."" Leibman takes a different approach to the genre,
however, situating the sitcoms of this period alongside family melodrama films. She
argues that when these sitcoms are “shorn of their laugh tracks and the critical assertion
that these programs are indeed ‘funny’—these series bear the unmistakable generic
markers of domestic family melodrama, characterized by the same familial strife and

e L. 12
reconciliation.”

The film melodramas translated social problems into family problems
and solved them through familial love. She draws on Horace Newcomb’s delineation of
domestic comedy, whose generic conventions include “a strong sense of place, an
emphasis on warmth, a narrative trajectory based on moral dilemma and instructive
resolution” to support her reading of sitcoms as family melodrama.'® Rather than simply

reinforcing the nuclear family as an ideal to be aspired to, Leibman suggests that the

micro problems the sitcom families face point toward dysfunction. The fact that weekly

"'Nina C. Leibman, Living Room Lectures: The Fifties Family in Film and Television (Austin: University
of Texas Press, 1995).
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arguments over a raise in allowance, denial of the right to date or getting cut from a
school sports team could threaten familial harmony might actually point to the instability
of the nuclear family unit rather than positioning it as utopian. While Leibman locates
the sitcom’s melodramatic tendencies primarily in the 1950s and 1960s, she suggests that
it returns in the family sitcoms of the 1980s, briefly referencing correlations between film
melodramas Kramer vs. Kramer, Ordinary People, and Terms of Endearment and
sitcoms Family Ties and The Cosby Show. For her, these 1980s incarnations of family
sitcom melodrama echo their predecessors primarily in their privileging of the role of the
father as head of household and supreme problem-solver.

Lynn Spigel examines the hybrid genre of the “fantastic family sitcom” of the
1960s, suggesting that by merging the conventions of the sitcom with those of science
fiction, these programs self-reflexively mocked the suburban family sitcoms that
Leibman and Haralovich study.'* Spigel points out that by the mid-1960s, the suburban
family sitcoms failed to reflect the social, cultural, and political turmoil of the decade,
and that the fantastic family sitcom incorporated anxieties around the space race,
women’s liberation, and civil rights. The sitcom provided a perfect forum to express
these anxieties “because it offered ready-made conflicts over gender roles, domesticity,
and suburban lifestyles, while its laugh tracks, harmonious resolutions, and other
structures of denial functioned as safety valves that diffused the ‘trouble’ in the text.”"

The fantastic family sitcoms worked as parodies of the suburban family sitcom by

retaining the generic form but contrasting the content, thus denaturalizing middle-class

' Lynn Spigel, “From Domestic Space to Outer Space: The 1960s Fantastic Family Sitcom,” in Welcome
to the Dreamhouse: Popular Media and Postwar Suburbs (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001).
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domesticity. Spigel argues that although the supernatural powers of Jeannie on I Dream
of Jeannie or Samantha on Bewiftched are contained by each episode’s resolution, they
escape total containment and total resolution by returning each week and threatening
middle-class domestic decorum.

Many scholars approach the sitcom as a site for struggle over meanings, where
cultural politics play out, where consent to the status quo is re-won with a bait and switch
of incorporating “progressive politics” and containing them with a hasty resolution. John
Fiske articulates this approach in his study of Murphy Brown, suggesting that the
program

served as an important site where the discourse of ‘family values’ could be

fought over, where the meanings of each of the phrase’s two heavily laden

words could be contested, and where people could relate those meanings

to the conditions of their everyday lives. The show was a discursive ‘relay

station’: it drew in the already circulating discourse of ‘family values,’

boosted its strength, directed it slightly leftward, and sent it back into

circulation again.'®
Fiske reads Murphy Brown as participating in a cultural and political struggle over the
meanings of family, working women, abortion, race, and class. While on the one hand

29 ¢

Murphy Brown pushed “family values” “slightly leftward” in allowing Murphy to bear
and parent a child sans husband, on the other hand, the program reinforced a “pro-life”

political stance, as Murphy ruled out abortion as an option. Herman Gray reads The

' John Fiske, “Murphy Brown, Dan Quayle, and the Family Row of the Year,” in Media Matters: Race
and Gender in U.S. Politics (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 24.

23



Cosby Show in a similar manner, seeing it as a very conflicted text in terms of black
cultural politics.'” On the one hand, The Cosby Show showcased a black middle-class
family in stark opposition to the Reaganite “sign of blackness” (often made up of welfare
queens, gang members, and crack babies), but on the other, it eschewed any sustained
engagement with black politics or issues facing a majority of African Americans. Gray
reads Cliff Huxtable as a correlate of Clarence Thomas, arguing that Reagan era
conservatives could hold these figures up as “model minorities” in order to veil their
racism. Gray reads sitcoms, as Fiske does, as sites for struggle over meaning, in his case,
the struggle over the meaning of blackness.

Bonnie Dow rigorously conforms to the mold of hegemony theory in her study of
prime-time television’s engagement with feminist politics.'® She produces case studies of
sitcoms from the 1970s and 1980s in order to show how television incorporated elements
of feminist politics only to quell their political potential. Dow is mainly concerned with
how television encourages viewers to read its narratives in particular ways, and thus with
how viewers are encouraged to think about feminism. She argues that The Mary Tyler
Moore Show incorporated a liberal feminist view of women as independent and capable
of holding professional careers, however it mitigated this feminist strain through
positioning Mary as subordinate to the men in the office and through her passive and
accommodating personality. Dow considers Designing Women to be the most feminist

of any of the sitcoms she studies, primarily because it often dealt with women’s issues

" Herman Gray, Watching Race: Television and the Struggle for Blackness (Minneapolis: University of
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and featured female collectivity, which Dow suggests provides multiple definitions of
femininity and multiple points of identification for female viewers.

Taking a similar approach, Darrell Y. Hamamoto considers how the sitcom has
continually renewed consent to liberal democratic ideology from early television through
the 1980s."” He reads sitcoms like The Munsters and The Addams Family as working
through cultural anxieties over redlining (the invasion of the Other into white middle-
class neighborhoods) and reads Bewitched and The Flying Nun as sowing seeds of
feminism that were ultimately contained through narrative resolution. He argues that the
sitcom is a “means of achieving and maintaining the structured consensus so vital to the

20 yet Hamamoto also shows that

ongoing legitimacy of the liberal democratic state.
because the sitcom is so dependent on conflict for its plots, it cannot help but challenge
the values it ultimately appears to uphold. However, he aligns the sitcom with the liberal
democratic ideology that he argues it supports, arguing that its form seeks equilibrium
and self-regulation. Hamamoto sees the sitcom as a balancing act between the corporate
capitalism that produces it and the liberal democratic subjects it seeks to entertain.

L.S. Kim also uses a hegemonic framework to read sitcoms as participating in the

.. . 21
process of “racialization.”

Rather than focusing on the narrative conventions of the
sitcom as containing progressive politics, however, Kim looks at how an often

marginalized character—the maid or domestic laborer—serves to uphold and confirm

racial and gendered hierarchies. Along with Fiske, Gray, and Dow, Kim sees sitcoms,
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and television in general, as participating in and producing cultural discourse about race,
class, and gender. The racialized domestic (Kim points out that even the white servants
are most often white ethnic) becomes central to the sitcom’s definition of whiteness. Ron
Becker makes a related claim about gay characters and gay-themed programming in the
1990s, arguing that they mainly serve to uphold heterosexuality as the norm.* He also
aligns gay characters with black maids, demonstrating that gay characters occupy an
otherwise heterosexual world, just as black maids occupy an otherwise white one. Kim
argues that the sitcoms and their cultural context are not causally related, but rather that
they interact with each other. She traces shifts in the racial and ethnic backgrounds of the
television servant alongside shifts in cultural politics, wherein during the civil rights
movement, black servants such as Beulah disappeared and were replaced by Asian
servants on programs like Bonanza and The Courtship of Eddie’s Father. Kim sums up
her theoretical approach by noting, “prime-time programs tend to create, re-create, and
revise history and too easily explain away social problems. In studying television, what
we can see is not so much our ‘reflections’ of or on society, but rather, mechanisms for
coping with and controlling social change.”*

Kirsten Marthe Lentz takes a different approach to the relationship between

cultural politics and television, considering the ways in which the split between MTM

and Tandem sitcoms helped to produce a split between feminist politics and antiracist
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politics, in the end suggesting that the two are incommensurable.”* Lentz looks at
discourse surrounding the production companies as well as the programs they produced
in order to analyze the disparate modes of representation aligned with gender politics and
racial politics. Feminism became associated with the “quality” TV of MTM, which
implied a critique of television as an aesthetic medium, whereas the “relevance” of
Tandem became associated with racial politics that sought an authentic or realist image.
MTM, through its associations with “quality” and feminism, by proxy aligned these terms
with whiteness, the professional middle-class, and heterosexual femininity, and
positioned this image of feminism against Tandem’s associations with racial politics and
working-class culture. This opposition between the two production companies
underscored critiques of liberal feminism as being strongly rooted in the white middle-
class. Tandem’s Maude serves as a battleground for the clash between liberal feminism
and racial politics, and Lentz argues that through the character of Maude, Tandem locates
white racism in a feminist figure, primarily through Maude’s interactions with her black
maid Florida. Thus Maude figures racism as a peculiarly feminist problem. Lentz
suggests that this struggle over the meanings of feminism and racial politics on television
contributed to the divergence between feminism and antiracism in left politics.

A major strength of hegemony theory approaches to sitcoms is their engagement
with cultural and historical context. These scholars approach sitcoms not merely as texts,
but rather as cultural and historical artifacts. This approach also takes sitcoms seriously

and suggests that they have real cultural, political, and social potential. McCarthy notes
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that the sitcom is often considered “a barometer of social change,” as scholars and
popular critics alike delight in chronicling television’s “firsts,” among them Ellen’s
coming-out episode.”> Hamamoto sums up the oft-cited relationship between the sitcom
and cultural politics, noting, “The television situation comedy as a historically specific
expression of social and political struggle, has proven to be infinitely adaptable to
shifting power relations in postwar American society.”*® One drawback of this approach
is the tendency toward foregone conclusions. This literature becomes quite predictable as
most studies conclude that sitcoms had progressive potential, but this potential was
ultimately undercut by the narrative impulse toward resolution, often read as the renewal
of hegemonic consent. The fact that the very genre conventions of the sitcom lend
themselves to this sort of reading only makes it more ubiquitous and suggests the need
for scholarship that will go beyond this framework. McCarthy begins to point the way,
refusing to ask whether or not Ellen is progressive, and George Lipsitz and Mary Beth
Haralovich begin to look at the sitcom as a pedagogical device. Lipsitz’s and
Haralovich’s respective essays retain the historical and cultural approach that hegemony
theory often supplies, but they also consider sitcoms as teaching viewers lessons beyond
renewing common sense. Lipsitz shows how ethnic working-class sitcoms taught
viewers how to realign their sensibilities in order to assimilate into consumer culture, and
Haralovich shows how suburban sitcoms taught homemakers how to conduct themselves
as middle-class consumers. While both of these essays can be read as adhering to

hegemony theory—the programs both Lipsitz and Haralovich look at appear to be trying

2 McCarthy, “Ellen,” 595.
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to secure consent for middle-class consumer culture—both authors avoid stopping at this
easy conclusion and instead consider sitcoms to be didactically instructing the viewer in
particular ways of life.
Gender, Labor, and Family

Again and again, television scholars note the sitcom’s generic investment in
gender and family politics—as Spigel claims, “the domestic situation comedy was, by its

very nature, predicated on the gender conflicts of the American family.”*’

For many
scholars the sitcom both challenges and reinforces traditional gender roles, often within
the nuclear family. Scholars often see comedy as a potentially subversive force, yet the
sitcom’s narrative conventions seem to mask or undercut its subversion. Much of this
work focuses on female comic leads—most often Lucy, Roseanne, and Murphy—or on
the hegemonic nuclear family, as figured most clearly in suburban family sitcoms of the
1950s and 1960s. Scholarship on The Mary Tyler Moore Show fits into neither of these
categories neatly, as Mary is not an overly comedic figure, and she has no domestic
family. However, The Mary Tyler Moore Show is critical to thinking through the sitcom
as a genre embroiled in defining gender and the family, as it famously ushered in the
“workplace family,” and defined the “liberated woman” of the 1970s.

Ella Taylor provides an in-depth look at the representations of family on

television, focusing particularly on the 1970s.”® Taylor considers the sitcom as “a

continuous chronicle of domesticity that has provided a changing commentary on family

2 Spigel, “From Domestic Space,” 128; Dow, Haralovich, Leibman, Mellencamp, Morreale, Rowe, and
Taylor make similar claims.
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life.”** She suggests that the sitcom’s preoccupation with everyday life marks some
familial formations and behaviors as normal and others as deviant. Her interest in the
1970s lies in her delineation of two dichotomous directions the sitcom took: broken or
dysfunctional families on the one hand (which she attributes primarily to Tandem
productions like A/l in the Family) and happy, harmonious work families on the other
(e.g. The Mary Tyler Moore Show). Taylor approaches sitcoms as sites for contesting
meaning, much in the same vein as other scholars working with hegemony theory,
suggesting that sitcoms work to reinforce dominant ideas of gender and family. She
considers the sitcoms of the 1970s to be part of an anomalous period of more politically
progressive ideas infiltrating television, a period bracketed by the more “conservative”
sitcoms of the 1950s and 1960s, which she sees returning with a vengeance in the 1980s
(her examples are The Cosby Show and Family Ties). She lambasts the sitcoms of the
1980s for what she sees as a cursory attempt to critique the nuclear family, arguing,

The ‘family pluralism’ suggested by the episodic series in the 1980s is

weak and tentative, acknowledging more the variety of family forms than

the struggle over meanings of family at the level of gender, race, class,

and generation and at the intersection of family with the public world of

work. Moreover, family pluralism exists in tension with, and may be

contained by, the more monolithic forms and meanings of the top-rated

family shows, which insist on a rigidly revisionist interpretation of family

life.>°

* Ibid., 17.
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Here Taylor once again privileges the “struggle over meaning” as the primary utility of
the sitcom. She implies throughout the book that those sitcoms that present such struggle
are “good” or “progressive” sitcoms, and those that do not merely engage in “toothless

sermonizing.”"

Taylor references Feuer’s discussion of the serialization of the sitcom in
the 1970s in order to argue that as the sitcom’s form becomes looser and its episodic
resolutions messier, it becomes more difficult for the sitcom to contain its conflicts. On
the other hand, Susan Douglas argues that in the late 1960s and 1970s, the television
industry sought to capitalize on feminism’s appeal while ultimately containing its
political threat.”> She suggests that programs like The Beverly Hillbillies and Green
Acres put “feminist rhetoric in the mouths of ridiculous sitcom characters” like Ellie
May, Granny, and Lisa, only in order to mock it.*’

Kathleen Rowe’s work on Roseanne mainly concerns the excess the sitcom
allows in the figure of Roseanne (both actor and character).”® Working with a feminist
sociological framework that critiques feminine body and behavioral ideals, Rowe
idealizes Roseanne as challenging gender decorum through her physical presence.
Roseanne’s large body and her propensity for vulgar behavior fly in the face of feminine
middle-class ideals. Rowe sees the sitcom as a privileged site for what she calls female

unruliness, where women can break patriarchal society’s rules. She contrasts women on

sitcoms to women in film, arguing that television frees women from their position as

*! Ibid., 167.
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object of the (male) gaze and allows for active forms of performance such as slapstick.
Lauren Rabinovitz also discusses the place of feminine excess in sitcoms, suggesting that
Designing Women and Murphy Brown poke fun at excessively feminine characters
Suzanne Sugarbaker and Corky Sherwood.*® For Rabinovitz, feminine excess is an
integral part of what she labels the feminist sitcom, which relies on liberal feminist
heroines who eschew feminine excess (thus Murphy is set up in contrast to Corky, Julia
Sugarbaker to Suzanne, Mary Richards to Sue Ann Nivens, Dorothy Zbornak to Blanche
Devereaux, etc.).

Patricia Mellencamp’s work on sitcoms has been especially influential.*® She
focuses primarily on joke-making and comedic language, but also deals with slapstick
physical comedy. She uses containment as her major concept—the ways in which
women are contained in sitcoms and in domestic space. She reads the linguistic comedy
of Gracie Allen on The George Burns and Gracie Allen Show as consistently subverting
patriarchal authority. Gracie is, as Mellencamp puts it, “rigorously logical,” making it
difficult for George to contradict or “reason” with her. Mellencamp argues that Gracie
always “wins” the narrative, because of her overly literal interpretation of language,
however George always manages to contain her through a last laugh, a knowing look, and
through his direct address to the audience, where he literally controls the form of the
program. Lucy, on the other hand, always loses the narrative of I Love Lucy, as she never

manages to escape containment in the home and secure employment. However,
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according to Mellencamp, Lucy always wins performatively, through her physical
comedy. She consistently ruins Ricky’s act, upstaging him and all of the other
performers and guest stars on the program. / Love Lucy’s feminist impulse, its critique of
the gendered division of labor that left Lucy plotting her escape every week, was abruptly
halted at the end of every episode with the reconciliation of Lucy and Ricky.

Mellencamp suggests that both The George Burns and Gracie Allen Show and I Love
Lucy create a double bind for the female comedian and female spectator, where the
woman is both the subject and the object of jokes. Mellencamp draws on a Freudian
paradigm of jokes, where women are the object between two male subjects. While
Mellencamp does not want to dismiss Freud, she also cannot fully resolve the comedy of
these programs within his model, as his theory cannot account for women as joke-
makers. She suggests that female viewers might have both laughed at these programs
and felt uneasy, as the conflicts and desires Gracie and Lucy dealt with and felt may have
hit too close to home for women also struggling to escape confinement in the home.
Indeed, Lori Landay suggests that / Love Lucy may have been so popular because of its
attention to gender conflicts within the idealized nuclear family in the postwar era.’’
Still, Mellencamp points out that “Given the repressive contradictions of the 1950s,
humor might have been women’s weapon and tactic of survival, ensuring sanity, the
triumph of the ego, and pleasure.”*® Continuing in this vein, Mellencamp critiques

Rowe’s attention to Roseanne’s body, arguing that because the sitcom is so dependent on

dialogue, Roseanne’s position as joke-maker is more important than her physical
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appearance. Part of Roseanne’s subversive humor is her working-class mode of speech,
alongside her imperfect grammar. Her jokes regularly challenge patriarchal middle-class
ideals, especially those pertaining to femininity and motherhood. Mellencamp sees this
as a “radical revision” of the Freudian model, where patriarchy subs in for woman as the
object of the joke. However, Roseanne contains Roseanne’s subversion through
maintaining the centrality of marriage and the nuclear family.

Leibman argues that the sitcoms of the 1950s and 1960s produced the middle-
class nuclear family as ego-ideals for viewers. She suggests that in these sitcoms, the
father occupies a privileged position and the mother “is stripped of her domain over
‘expressive needs’ in favor of the patriarch, who now presides over not only
‘instrumental and executive tasks,” but is also the primary caregiver, object and

3 The father achieves this

transmitter of love, and locus of discipline and vindication.
position within sitcoms through several different means. Leibman shows that through
dialogue and narrative control, the father asserts power over the rest of the family. In
Leave it to Beaver, The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, and Father Knows Best, for
example, the children direct all questions and queries to their fathers, while their mothers
quietly look on, and even when the mother asks the children a question, the answer is
directed toward the father. These sitcoms further underscore the primacy of the father by
making him both the disciplinarian and the praise-giver. The fathers’ jobs allow them an
inordinate amount of time in domestic space (e.g. Alex Stone on The Donna Reed Show

ran his pediatrics practice in his home), thus challenging the mother’s domestic authority.

Leibman points out that curiously, the fathers spend more time at home than the mothers

39 Leibman, Living Room Lectures, 118.
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on these programs. The patriarchs practice “good liberal parenting techniques,” which
often punish the children through passive aggressive means such as guilt (especially in
Father Knows Best), such that the children come to their own realizations about their
wrongdoing. Thus the father wields power without appearing too overbearing. The
mise-en-scene and staging of the programs similarly promote the father’s power and the
mother as playing only a supporting role in the family. Leibman shows how dinner
scenes often feature the father and children sitting together while the mother weaves in
and out serving the meal and missing much of the conversation. For Leibman, these
sitcoms uphold middle-class ideals of gender roles within the family, though by reading
the programs as melodramas, she sees cracks in the ways in which the nuclear family
functions.

Haralovich looks at the same programs, but focuses primarily on the role of the
homemaker within them. Haralovich considers the sitcom as one mode of constructing
gender identities and organizing the family that operates alongside the consumer product
industry, new suburban housing design, and the burgeoning field of market research.
These forces combined to produce, naturalize, and idealize the subject position of the
middle-class homemaker-consumer. Haralovich claims that the lag between the height of
1950s consumerism and the popularity of the suburban family sitcoms in the late 1950s
and early 1960s indicates the sitcom’s “ability to mask social contradictions and to

>4 Haralovich considers Father Knows Best and

naturalize woman’s place in the home.
Leave It to Beaver as carefully circumscribing strict gender roles within the family and

reinforcing a gendered division of labor among spouses. Still, the consumerist ethos of

40 Haralovich, ceq: 112.
aralovieh, «Qit-coms and Suburbs,”
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the programs minimizes the amount of labor Margaret and June perform, as it implies
that consumer household appliances have greatly decreased their domestic workload.
These appliances allow Margaret and June more time to spend “making the home” for
their family through emotional labor. They are not harried or overburdened by
housework, making it easier for them to spend “quality time” with their husbands and
children. Their lack of heavy domestic labor also allows for a more glamorous and
affluent appearance, such that June often completes household chores in heels and pearls.
Yet, as Haralovich notes, “Margaret and June are not so free from housework that they
become idle and self-indulgent. They are well-positioned within the constraints of

41 .
”*" Haralovich sees

domestic activity and the promises of the consumer product industry.
these sitcoms, and their enduring popularity, as evidence of the melding of gender and
class hierarchies, as well as of their naturalization. Father Knows Best and Leave It to
Beaver at once produce and reinforce normative gender identities and their attendant
positions in the nuclear family.

Kim approaches domestic labor from a different angle, examining how the sitcom
family’s paid domestic laborers work to define the family as white and middle-class. She
takes a different look at the homemaker’s domestic labor, suggesting that rather than
consumer appliances making life easier, the maid makes life easier, allowing the
homemaker freedom from the more unpleasant household chores. She traces

representations of maids and domestic laborers from the 1950s through the 1990s,

claiming,

1 bid., 137.
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the constitution of the 1990’s American household has changed as has the
construction of the family, but the figure of the domestic servant remains,
‘serving’ to uphold certain ideals (of the structure of work, the home, the
family, patriarchy, middle-classness, and whiteness).**
Kim argues that sitcoms provide images for viewers to aspire to and images after which
to model their own families. Kim attends to the racial and gender dynamics of the sitcom
family, showing how the white middle-class woman gains leisure and in some ways
escapes confinement in the home through her own subordination of an Other, often a
woman of color or someone of a markedly different class (such as the white ethnic
servants of the 1980s and 1990s). She notes, “with the advent of women managing
servants, some women attempt to escape (or at least circumvent some of the burdens of)

. . .. 43
sexism—through class and racial privilege.”

The consistency of household servants
over 40 years of television programming, Kim asserts, soothes cultural anxieties about
the changing nature of families and shifting gender roles. Even when women move into
the workplace in family sitcoms such as Who'’s the Boss? and Mr. Belvedere, there
remains a prominent domestic laborer who can care for the family and the household.
Kim’s analysis is innovative in her focus on what are often considered minor or
peripheral characters (though Beulah is named after the maid, Kim notes that we never

see her life outside of the home for which she works), and she demonstrates how vital

these characters are to constituting the gender, race, and class politics of the nuclear

42 Kim, “Maid in Color,” 3.
 Ibid., 26.
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family. After all, as Kim points out, the Bradys’ maid Alice occupies the center square in
the iconic Brady Bunch title sequence.

The majority of this scholarship relies on textual analysis in some form, often
subscribing to some version of hegemony theory which sees sitcoms as renewing consent
to dominant notions of gender and labor within the nuclear family. Rowe’s work draws
from Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the carnivalesque, as well as feminist theories of the
body, and Mellencamp’s work draws heavily from Freud’s theories of jokes and humor.
Leibman’s work is the most rigorous in textual analysis, as she draws from a
comprehensive sample of episodes of many different shows and provides rich detail
about the programs’ narrative and stylistic conventions. One benefit of this textual
approach is the specificity of evidence—Leibman very clearly shows how the programs
work to position the father as benevolent head of household, for example. Haralovich
and Kim present similar approaches to placing the sitcom within historical context with
an eye toward how its representations uphold dominant cultural and social values. Their
attention to the historical context of the sitcoms is very important, although their
conclusions about the maintenance of dominant ideologies can seem a bit too pat.
Mellencamp’s use of Freud is innovative in her close analysis of the structure of humor
and joke-making in the sitcom. While Leibman suggests we might think of sitcoms
outside the realm of the comedic, Mellencamp takes seriously the way humor and
comedy work within the sitcom. Her suggestion that humor might be a coping

mechanism for women both onscreen and in their living rooms challenges some of the
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conclusions of the more hegemony-minded scholars who see dominant ideology renewed
again and again.
Sitcoms as Pedagogy

I aim to move beyond the hegemonic framework that seeks to delineate how
sitcoms renew consent to dominant ideology. However, I retain this approach’s attention
to situating the sitcom texts within the cultural, social, and political context of the 1980s.
Rather than looking at how these sitcoms incorporate and contain “progressive” politics, I
consider how they work as weekly pedagogical tools that provide guidelines and advice
for family organization in the face of the breakdown of the neat division of labor in the
middle-class nuclear family. I would like to extend the work of Lipstiz and Haralovich in
their preliminary suggestions for how sitcoms can work as lessons in identity formation
and in everyday life. I would also like to take up Kim’s call for more attention to
domestic labor in the sitcom. However, while her contribution is important in its
theorization of the sitcom as a process of racialization, I focus on how the domestic
laborers of the 1980s teach lessons in domestic and family management. I also draw
from Mellencamp’s concept of containment, especially in relation to Kim’s work, in
order to consider the class and gender dynamics of the sitcoms which feature domestic
laborers hired by working women. I use textual analysis to show how the programs work
pedagogically on a formal level. Finally, I consider how sitcoms work alongside and in
tandem with other media to offer advice on family organization and governance,

parenting, child care, and domestic labor.
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As a genre, family sitcoms have long offered lessons and morals, as Haralovich,
Leibman, and Lipsitz have pointed out. These three scholars have set the groundwork for
considering sitcoms as cultural technologies in their studies of early television sitcoms,
though none of them directly engages with Foucaultian theories. While these scholars do
not frame their analyses using governmentality, their consideration of sitcoms as citizen-
shaping, pedagogical texts points the way toward incorporating governmentality studies
into television studies. More recent work in television studies has paved the way for
thinking through governmentality and television. Gareth Palmer’s work on nonfiction
programming in Britain suggests we consider television as part of “culture-as-
management, where culture is a set of practices aimed at producing—in line with

>4 aurie Ouellette

governmental objectives—self-regulating, self-governing individuals.
and James Hay argue that reality television circulates guidelines for viewers to regulate
themselves in accordance with a neoliberal rationality.*’

My dissertation extends this approach to fictional programming, arguing that
sitcoms of the 1980s disseminated templates for family life to viewers who were
increasingly struggling to deal with competing demands of work and family. Foucault’s
notion of government links up well with family life. As Thomas Lemke shows,

In addition to control/management by the state or the administration,

“government” also signified problems of self-control, guidance for the

family and for children, management of the household, directing the soul,

* Gareth Palmer, Discipline and Liberty: Television and Governance (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 2003), 18.

* Laurie Ouellette and James Hay, Better Living Through Reality TV: Television and Post-Welfare
Citizenship (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2008).

40



etc. For this reason, Foucault defines government as conduct, or, more
precisely, as “the conduct of conduct” and thus as a term which ranges
from “governing the self” to “governing others.”*°

From this perspective, sitcoms provide lessons in childrearing, household management,
and daily navigation of home and work life at a time when families were coming to terms

with the economic realities that made two-paycheck households the necessity for

maintaining a middle-class standard of living.

* Thomas Lemke, “ ‘The Birth of Bio-politics’: Michel Foucault’s Lecture at the Collége de France on
Neo-liberal Governmentality,” Economy and Society 30 (May 2001): 191.
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Chapter Two:
“] Can’t Help Feeling Maternal—I’m a Father!”: The Domesticated

Dad and the Career Woman Demographic

In the early 1980s, U.S. network television was in trouble. Following two
consecutive labor strikes and a football strike, compounded by sagging ratings, changing
demographics, aging programs, and failed pilots, tides finally began to turn for the
networks as they shifted their schedules toward family-oriented situation comedy. This
shift was further precipitated by debates over the “family viewing hour” and pressure
groups like the Coalition for Better Television, which decried a lack of morality on
television, developments that were complicated by the networks’ recognition that they
needed to appeal to non-nuclear family households. The networks’ financial troubles and
their advertisers’ demands for desirable demographics led to an increase in cheaper,
profit-driven programming that could attract young adults and children as well as a newly
defined “working women” demographic'--programming that had the potential to remain
in primetime for many seasons while reaping more financial gains in syndication.

This chapter traces the shift toward “new” family sitcoms through focusing on the
two stock protagonists these programs overwhelmingly favored: the career woman and
the “domesticated” dad. By looking at three popular iterations of these characters (Elyse

and Steven Keaton on Family Ties [NBC, 1982-1989], Maggie and Jason Seaver on

" For a detailed overview of the development of this demographic during the late 1970s and 1980s, see Julie
D’Acci, Defining Women: Television and the Case of Cagney & Lacey (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1994), 63-104.
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Growing Pains [ABC, 1985-1992], and Edward Stratton on Silver Spoons [NBC, 1982-
1986; first-run syndication 1986-1987]) and the programs on which they appeared, I
argue that sitcoms based on “new” families at once solved network television’s crisis
while providing models of family life for a new generation coming to terms with the
changing culture and economy of the 1980s. These models worked to shore up faith in
the continued viability of the family unit at a time when the nuclear family was being
simultaneously ideologically defended and socioeconomically undermined by the Reagan
administration. As Jacques Donzelot argues,

It has become an essential ritual of our societies to scrutinize the

countenance of the family at regular intervals in order to decipher our

destiny, glimpsing in the death of the family an impending return to

barbarism, the letting go of our reasons for living; or indeed, in order to

reassure ourselves at the sight of its inexhaustible capacity for survival.”
Family Ties, Growing Pains, and Silver Spoons placed great faith in the survival of the
nuclear family, while guiding families to readjust their expectations of gendered roles.
These programs present pedagogies of masculinity that help renegotiate domestic life in
order to maintain the family unit despite its slightly altered form. As Nikolas Rose
suggests, the family is governed “through the promotion of subjectivities, the
construction of pleasures and ambitions, and the activation of guilt, anxiety, envy, and

disappointment.” The sitcoms promote a masculine subjectivity that embraces

2 Jacques Donzelot, The Policing of Families, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Pantheon, 1979), 4.
3 Nikolas Rose, Governing the Soul: The Shaping of the Private Self, 2" ed. (London: Free Association
Press, 1999), 213.
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domesticity and childrearing, enabling successful and equitable dual career couples who
work to instill similar values in their children. On the side of the networks, the promotion
of a domesticated masculinity was a calculated move to attract professional women as an
upwardly mobile consumer group. Family sitcoms helped pull the networks out of a
slump at the same time that they modeled revised gender and familial roles for millions
of Americans, and provided fantasies of co-parenting and shared domestic chores for
women Viewers.

Bob Knight, regular Variety television writer, sounded a whistle in January 1980,
claiming that the networks were having trouble figuring out why their previously popular
series were losing viewers. He suggested, “the possibility does exist that the mass
audience is going through one of those changes in taste that occurs about every five
years—and that could put a chill in any programmer at any web as he [sic] tries to fathom

where that audience wants to go next.”*

Throughout the early 1980s, networks tried to
buoy their failing, long-running sitcoms (Knight lists Happy Days [ABC, 1974-1984],
Three’s Company [ABC, 1977-1984], Soap [ABC, 1977-1981], and Taxi [ABC, 1978-
1982; NBC, 1982-1983], among others) by pairing them with new sitcoms and launching
spin-offs like Joanie Loves Chachi (ABC, 1982-1983) and Benson (ABC, 1979-1986).

Variety devoted countless columns to detailing the networks’ ordering of new sitcom

pilots;’ in fact, NBC, running last place in the ratings for several consecutive seasons,

* Bob Knight, “Networks Search for New Series Trend: CBS Chases ABC While NBC Dreams of
Olympics,” Variety, Jan. 9, 1980, 224.

5 “ABC Looks Ahead To Midseason With Crop of Comedies,” Variety, Aug. 20, 1980, 50+; “ABC Puts On
A Comic Face,” Variety, May 12, 1982, 452+; “CBS Takes Light-Hearted Approach to ’82-83 Sked,”
Variety, May 12, 1982, 451+; “Four Sitcom Pilots Ordered By CBS,” Variety, Feb. 6, 1980, 95; Dave
Kaufman, “New CBS Pilots Heavy on Comedy; Shoot 11 Dramas,” Variety, Mar. 3, 1982, 70; Bob Knight,
“New ABC-TV Schedule Accents Comedy: Web Promises Stronger Pix,” Variety, Apr. 30, 1980, 151; Bob
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saw a new emphasis on sitcoms as key to its comeback strategy.® At the same time, NBC
Entertainment president Brandon Tartikoff was quick to note that his schedule would
steer clear of “The standard half-hour sitcom—the one without a big star or a novel
concept,” which he thought could be “heading into a declining phase, like the Western
some years back.”” A few critics debated the quality of the newer sitcoms, suggesting
they were a far cry from the “edgy” sitcoms of the 1970s. Uber producer Norman Lear
blamed obsession with the bottom line for this perceived “decline” in sitcom quality.
Speaking at the Kansas City Chamber of Commerce in 1980, Lear complained that “The
content of television comedy is in a state of regression, reminiscent of bland, mindless,

unstimulating comedies of the 1950s.”®

Knight also admitted concern that primetime
programming was skewing toward “light-hearted” fare featuring “physically-fit hunks of
manhood.”

These “hunks of manhood” represented one strategy for reaching an upscale
women’s audience, provided that they performed a particularly domestic form of
masculinity. One marketing study suggested that commercials featuring “male models

.. . . . 10
participating in household tasks” were well-received among female consumers.

Knight, “Season, At Long Last, Is In High Gear: Sked Stability May Be Elusive,” Variety, Oct. 29, 1980,
37+; “MGM Pilots: Lots Of Comedy,” Variety, Apr. 6, 1983, 39+.

6 “Comedy In The Fall For NBC Primetime,” Variety, May 7, 1980, 577; Dave Kaufman, “NBC To Accent
Comedy Series For Midseason,” Variety, Sept. 8, 1982, 93+; Bob Knight, “NBC Pilot Crop Leans To
Comedy,” Variety, Mar. 24, 1982, 262+; Bob Knight, “NBC Sked: It’s Tartikoff’s Baby,” Variety, May 5,
1982, 113+; Bob Knight, “Silverman Builds Stairs Out of Cellar: Sitcom Strategy is Still the Key,” Variety,
Mar. 5, 1980, 55+; Bob Knight, “Tartikoff Endures At NBC To Cope With 82-83 Sked; Sees 7-9 Hours Of
Change,” Variety, Apr. 14, 1982, 34+.

7 Qtd. in John Dempsey,  ‘We’re Optimistic,” NBC Sez In Planning For Its Affil Meet,” Variety, May 14,
1980, 118.

$ery Comedy Smells, Says Lear; Ratings War Hurts Viewers,” Variety, Apr. 30, 1980, 150.

’ Bob Knight, “Webs Off On A Fool’s Errand?,” Variety, May 12, 1982, 451.

' Mary C. Gilly and Thomas E. Barry, “Segmenting the Women’s Market: A Comparison of Work-Related
Segmentation Schemes,” Current Issues and Research in Advertising 9 (1986): 151.
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Marketers scrambled during the late 1970s and 1980s to define and understand what they
perceived as a newly fragmented women’s demographic. As Valarie A. Zeithmal notes,
“in July 1977, demographic and lifestyle changes in American females were the subjects
of a special issue of the Journal of Marketing,” and her article in the same publication
seven years later was still consumed by the subject.'’ Rena Bartos became a prominent
voice among advertisers and marketers with a series of articles and her book The Moving
Target: What Every Marketer Should Know About Women,'> which divided women into
four discrete categories: career working women, just-a-job working women, plan-to-work
housewives, and stay-at-home housewives. Bartos’ research, which suggested that the
intention or desire to be in the workforce was more important in establishing a woman’s
consumer behavior than whether or not she was actually employed outside the home, was
taken up in multiple studies and articles in the 1980s."* In marketing journals, Bartos’
work was mobilized in the hopes of figuring out how to reach the largest number of
women. As a 1985 article in the Journal of Advertising Research laments, “No longer do
marketers have the luxury of advertising solely to the housewife to reach the majority of

the market. In fact, it is not clear today that the dichotomy of the housewife versus the

"' Valarie A. Zeithaml, “The New Demographics and Market Fragmentation,” Journal of Marketing 49
(Summer 1985): 64.

'2 Rena Bartos, The Moving Target: What Every Marketer Should Know About Women (New York: Free
Press, 1982). Bartos’ other oft-cited publications include: “Beyond the Cookie Cutters,” Marketing and
Media Decisions (1981): 54-59; “The Moving Target: The Impact of Women’s Employment on Consumer
Behavior,” Journal of Marketing (July 1977): 31-37; “What Every Marketer Should Know About Women,”
Harvard Business Review 56 (May-June 1978): 73-85.

1 See for example, Thomas E. Barry, Mary C. Gilly, and Lindley E. Doran, “Advertising to Women with
Difference Career Orientations,” Journal of Advertising Research 25 (Apr/May 1985): 26-35; Gilly and
Barry, “Segmenting the Women’s Market,” 149-170; Ved Prakash, “Segmentation of Women’s Market
Based on Personal Values and the Means-End Chain Model: A Framework for Advertising Strategy,”
Advances in Consumer Research 13 (1986): 215-220; Sandra Salmans, “Banishing Clichés in Advertising
to Women,” New York Times, Jul. 18, 1982; Charles M. Schaninger and Chris T. Allen, “Wife’s
Occupational Status as a Consumer Behavior Construct,” Journal of Consumer Research 8 (Sept. 1981):
189-196; Zeithaml, “The New Demographics,” 64-75.
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career woman is an appropriate categorization of the changing woman.”"* In 1986, an
article in Current Issues and Research in Advertising studied which representations of
women were most appealing to particular segments of the women’s market. Mary C.
Gilly and Thomas E. Barry devised three sample magazine covers, one using
homemaking themes, another using career themes, and a third using “generic,”
supposedly neutral themes, and surveyed women across Bartos’ categories on their
preferences. To Gilly and Barry’s surprise,

the homemaker ad was not the most effective for the low [desire to work]
segment. Rather, the generic ad was the preference for this group. One
would expect women with low desire to work to find a homemaker
message most appealing. However, it is possible that the attention given
working women in recent years has discouraged these women from
identifying with a homemaker theme."

The suggestion that even homemakers did not respond positively to images of
women as homemakers makes the so-called “moving target” of the women’s
demographic even more opaque. In 1981, Variety reported, “Housewives favor
commercials of women in liberated roles more than commercials of femmes in the more

traditional roles of wife and mother.”'®

Julie D’ Acci cites one advertising executive’s
proposed solution to the problem:

Target the “professional woman.” According to [corporate vice president

of Colgate-Palmolive Tina] Santi, although professional women were still

14 Barry, et al., “Advertising to Women,” 26.
' Gilly and Barry, “Segmenting the Women’s Market,” 163.
16 «“Women Like ‘Liberated’ Blurbs,” Variety, May 27, 1981, 40.
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a small percentage of total working women, they were “the conspicuous
consumers...the role models [who] have enormous influence on the
41,000,000 women who are wage earners today.”'’
In order to reach these role models, television produced sitcoms featuring female
characters these demographically desirable women could aspire to—successful career
women who were emotionally supported by domesticated dads who picked up household
chores and childcare without hesitation or complaint. The networks received positive
feedback on this trend from the National Commission on Working Women, which
praised

“the emergence of men as nurturers as one of the most encouraging signs”

of the fall lineup. “Instead of being locked into aggressive roles, some

male tv characters on the new fall shows actually care for their children,

love their children—and do so without being objects of ridicule,” the

report said."®
The report noted that 76% of female characters on television were working outside the
home. At the same time, sitcom career women maintained many elements of the
homemaker image, perhaps so as not to completely alienate a fragment of the women’s
market. Thus family sitcoms both managed to appeal to their target market of career
women while providing a fantasy of seamless combination of career and family for

women who may not have been career women themselves, but who were attracted to the

popular media image of the new woman.

"D’ Acci, Defining Women, 69. Original emphasis.
18 «“Womens’ [sic] Roles On TV & Radio Getting Better,” Variety, Jan. 9, 1985, 100+.
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Appealing both to working and non-working women, Elyse Keaton, the mother
on Family Ties, manages to thrive as an architect by having her workspace in the kitchen
of the family home. This allows her to pursue her own career while remaining a devoted
“stay-at-home mom” and domestic manager, with the help of a supportive husband
invested in “women’s lib.” In Growing Pains, Maggie Seaver goes back to work as a
newspaper reporter, and Jason Seaver moves his psychiatric practice into their home. His
profession makes him remarkably well-suited to dealing with the foibles of their three
children in between seeing his patients. Silver Spoons revolves around Edward Stratton
learning how to be a father to the son he never knew he had. A textbook case of arrested
development, Edward must learn to set aside his video games to parent son Ricky. His
growing aptitude for nurturance attracts the romantic attention of his maternal personal
assistant Kate, resulting in the formation of a nuclear family where both parents manage
to work at home. These programs provided idealized models of career women managing
to “have it all” with the support of husbands who performed a sensitive, emotionally
invested, and domestically-oriented masculinity. These domesticated dads functioned
both as figures in a liberal feminist fantasy of heterosexual romance and family life, and
as models for a new masculine ideal that privileged traditionally “feminine”
characteristics such as nurturance and family care. However, the aims of network
executives were less about shifting gender roles and more about creating content that
would bring in advertising dollars at the lowest production cost, and advertising dollars
were being spent on programs that attracted professional women.

Targeting the “Working Woman” of the 1980s
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In the 1970s, marketers struggled to understand what they loosely defined as
“working women,” a supposedly new demographic group with enhanced spending power
that complicated earlier monolithic notions of the housewife, often known as “Mrs.
Consumer.”” As Ved Prakash narrates the development of this strand of marketing
research, studies began by comparing working and non-working women,”” then compared
women’s political views,”' and finally looked at different types of women’s employment
and their attitudes toward their work.”> Many of Prakash’s citations come from the
Journal of Marketing’s July 1977 issue, which published eight articles about the
importance of finding new ways of marketing to a diversified women’s demographic.”
Barbara Hackman Franklin, then commissioner of the U.S. Consumer Product Safety

Commission, opened the issue with an editorial that proclaimed, ‘“Marketers, take heed:

Consumerism and the women’s movement are strong, active allies that reinforce each

' This term is usually attributed to Christine Frederick and her book Selling Mrs. Consumer (New York:
The Business Bourse, 1929).
2 He cites Beverlee B. Anderson, “Working Women vs. Non-Working Women: A Comparison of
Shopping Behavior,” in 1972 Combined Proceedings, eds. Borris W. Becker and Helmut Becker (Chicago:
American Marketing Association, 1972), 355-357; Suzanne H. McCall, “Meet the ‘Workwife” Journal of
Marketing 41 (July 1977): 55-65; Mary Joyce and Joseph P. Guiltinan, “The Professional Woman: A
Potential Market Segment for Retailers,” Journal of Retailing 54 (Summer 1978): 59-70.
2! He cites Susan P. Douglas and Christine D. Urban, “Life Style Analysis to Profile Women in
International Markets,” Journal of Marketing 41 (July 1977): 46-54; Fred D. Reynolds, Melvin R. Crask,
and William D. Wells, “The Modern Feminine Life Style,” Journal of Marketing 41 (July 1977): 38-45.
2 He cites Bartos, “The Moving Target,” 31-37; Bartos, “What Every Marketer,” 73-85; Shreekant G.
Joag, James W. Gentry, and JoAnne Mohler, “Explaining Differences in Consumption by Working and
Non-Working Wives,” in Advances in Consumer Research Vol. 12, eds. Elizabeth Hirschman and Morris
Holbrook (Provo, UT: Association for Consumer Research, 1985), 582-585; Schaninger and Allen, “Wife’s
Occupational Status, 189-196.
z McCall, “Meet the “Workwife,”” 55-65, Douglas and Urban, “Life Style Analysis,” 46-54, Reynolds et
al, “The Modern Feminine Life Style,” 38-45; Bartos “The Moving Target, 31-37, William Lazer and John
E. Smallwood, “The Changing Demographics of Women,” Journal of Marketing 41 (July 1977): 14-22;
Marianne A. Ferber and Helen M. Lowry, “Woman’s Place: National Differences in the Occupational
Mosaic,” Journal of Marketing 41 (July 1977): 23-30; Dan H. Robertson and Donald W. Hackett,
“Saleswomen: Perceptions, Problems and Prospects,” Journal of Marketing 41 (July 1977): 66-71; William
J. Lundstrom and Donal Sciglimpaglia, “Sex Role Portrayals in Advertising,” Journal of Marketing 41
(July 1977): 72-79.
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other.”** She further suggested that marketers needed to drastically revise their strategies
for reaching female consumers, warning that “women no longer find their hopes and
dreams in a jar or behind a mop; they can be turned off if you try to tell them they
should.””

In the same issue, Suzanne H. McCall introduced what she termed the
“workwife,” whose impact on marketing she deemed “revolutionary.”** McCall
furthered Franklin’s claim, arguing that this vital demographic could not be reached
through advertising images of women as housewives and/or sex symbols. She also
warned marketers that the most desirable workwives, those under age 55, rarely looked at
newspaper advertisements; rather, two-thirds of them spent their free time watching
television.”” McCall sketched the workwife in great detail, describing her influence over
family members, her increased purchasing power, and perhaps most importantly, her role
as a “trendsetter” who inspires other women to follow in her consumer footsteps.”® The
working woman’s spending power created much excitement in many accounts. While
women had long been perceived as the primary household consumers, according to many
market researchers, working women exercised more independence over big-ticket or
luxury items, rather than waiting to consult their husbands.”> These observations made

their way into the popular press as well, with the New York Times labeling professional

2% Barbara Hackman Franklin, “Guest Editorial,” Journal of Marketing 41 (July 1977):10.

> Ibid., 11.

26 McCall, “Meet the “Workwife,”” 55.

7 Ibid., 62.

* Ibid., 56.

» Zeithaml, “The New Demographics,” 64-75; McCall, “Meet the ‘Workwife,”” 55-65; Prakash,
“Segmentation of Women’s Market,” 215-220.
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women “free-wheeling spenders,”*® and noting that they are “likeliest to have the most
disposable income.™"

While advertisers were eager to capitalize on all this supposed disposable income,
the television networks struggled to put together programming that they could afford
which would appeal to advertisers and their target markets. With cable and independent
stations beginning to cut into the networks’ viewing audience, CBS, NBC, and ABC had
even more trouble guaranteeing demographics to their advertisers.’® At the same time,
advertising sales were slow and unpredictable in the early 1980s, due to low ratings,
various labor strikes, and threats of product boycotts from social conservatives.”> CBS
refused to guarantee specific demographic groups for the 1982-83 season, resulting in
“considerably less business upfront than either ABC or NBC.”** An executive with
advertising firm Young and Rubicam complained, “CBS is not adjusting its programming
to reach the audience the advertiser wants to reach.”” A testament to the importance of

desirable demographics to advertisers, the network acquiesced to agency demands and

reversed their decision for the 1983-84 season.’® Meanwhile, the networks began to

3% Ruth La Ferla, “Flaunting Success,” New York Times, Sept. 25, 1988.
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employ more and more market researchers in their attempts to make good on their
demographic promises.’’

As it has been throughout television history, the most desirable demographic was
women ages 18-54. However, this demographic was splintered in the 1980s, when
networks sought to reach the professional wife and mother, thought to come home from
work and watch the first hour of primetime along with her children.*® As Lauren
Rabinovitz shows,

Foreseeing a national economic shift in consumption stimulated by the

baby boom generation coming of age, advertising agencies began

earmarking two-thirds of their advertising budgets to address consumers

under fifty, and television executives merely followed suit by catering

their products to the ‘demographic’ products (the audience) for which the

advertisers were looking. The extent to which such strategies became

thoroughly internalized policies in the 1980s is best summarized by CBS
broadcast vice president for research David Poltrack: “The affluent,

upscale woman between twenty-five and fifty-four is [now] the primary

target of advertisers.”’

Thus the prized demographic shifted slightly older, and networks showed more interest in

programming that was attractive to (and appropriate for) these women’s children.*
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In the middle of the 1981-82 season, Marvin Mord, vice president of ABC
Marketing and Research wrote in Variety that changes in family structure “have posed a
twofold challenge to tv marketers and programmers: to provide advertisers with ways to
reach their target audiences more effectively and develop tv programs which appeal to

»*1 He further called on the television

contemporary American tastes and lifestyles.
industry to feature working mothers in primetime, a call that was answered (ironically not
by his own network) in the 1982-83 season with the debut of Family Ties on NBC.
However, Mord’s network did premiere Webster the following season, and Variety
implicitly announced the beginning of a new primetime era when it announced that
“ABC’s ‘Benson’ and ‘Webster’ have come on to wrest the time period leadership away
from CBS’ “The Dukes Of Hazzard.””** The trend continued when ABC’s Tuesday night
lineup of Who's the Boss? (ABC, 1984-1992) and Growing Pains beat The A-Team
(NBC, 1983-1987), a feat announced in Variety’s cover story declaring 1985 “Year of the

. 43
Sitcom.”

Implicit in these ratings fights is a battle of masculinities—the rough-and-
tumble, traditional masculinity of The Dukes of Hazzard (CBS, 1979-1985) and The A-
Team versus the softer, affable, more domestic father figures of the new family sitcoms.

These sitcoms positioned men in domestic roles, which market research suggested
was universally attractive to women in the 19-54 bracket, regardless of occupational

status. They likewise hedged their bets in their representations of women, allowing them

careers, but spending the bulk of their onscreen time in the home. The sitcoms’ inclusion

*I Marvin S. Mord, “Webs Look At New Demos: Research On TV Values,” Variety, Jan. 13, 1982, 170.
2 Bob Knight, “2d Season Chemistry,” Variety, Feb. 1, 1984, 42.
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of children, both young and teen idol-age, made the shows even more attractive to the
networks and advertisers, as children were a key demographic group in off-network
syndication. The family sitcom glut of the 1980s worked through a standardized set of
characters in order to keep costs low, attract the most desirable demographics, and make
the highest profit. Indeed, the sitcoms of the 1980s made unprecedented syndication
deals worth billions of dollars. Though the profits belonged to the production companies
rather than the networks, ratings of primetime sitcoms could only improve with audience
exposure to reruns in the late afternoon and early evening hours. By the mid-1980s,
production companies heavily promoted their popular sitcoms for syndication, and the
pages of Variety were full of articles expounding upon the staggering prices independent
stations were paying for network sitcoms.** The demand for syndicated sitcom product
was so high that production companies began mass-producing original sitcoms for first-
run syndication like Small Wonder [first-run syndication, 1985-1989], and continued to
produce cancelled network sitcoms like Charles in Charge and Silver Spoons for first-

runs on the highest bidding independent stations.*> Thus family sitcoms dominated U.S.
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television in the 1980s not only in primetime, but in the afternoons as well. Their
omnipresence in the afterschool hours ensured that children of the 1980s would be well-
acquainted with new family structures, including working mothers and sensitive, caring
fathers.

The primacy of family sitcoms on independent stations as well as the networks
provided both children and adults with models of family life quite different from those on
offer during television’s “golden age.” Judith Stacey names programs like Father Knows
Best and Leave It to Beaver as arbiters of nuclear family life, and suggests that families in
the 1980s sought new ideals which more closely approximated their daily lives. She
proclaims,

No longer is there a single culturally dominant family pattern to which the

majority of Americans conform and most of the rest aspire. Instead,

Americans today have crafted a multiplicity of family and household

arrangements that we inhabit uneasily and reconstitute frequently in

response to changing personal and occupational circumstances.*®
Families tuning in to 1980s family sitcoms saw “new”” family formations that worked:
mothers who had both fulfilling careers and happy home lives, husbands who did

housework and cared for children, and even children who did regular chores that were

much more rigorous than the old standard of taking out the trash. Not only were these
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programs attractive to networks and their advertisers as potential draws for upscale
women viewers, but they also provided women viewers with fantasies of well-
functioning households. In fact, Prakash’s research suggested that career women actually
watched very little television, and that the “plan-to-work” women watched the most
prime-time programming. “Stay-at-home” women, he claimed, “may sometimes long to
be in the working woman’s shoes in order to achieve self-fulfillment, may envy the
latter’s wardrobe, stimulating life and independence.”’ Sitcoms featuring career women
with families thus provided a range of women with pleasurable narratives about marriage,
work, and family.
Family Sitcoms and Television History

The family sitcoms of the 1980s were produced by an anxious industry desperate
to attract a demographic that had become difficult to understand. In putting Family Ties,
Growing Pains, and Silver Spoons on the air, the networks sought to attract upscale
women by promoting fantasies of the harmonious combination of work and family
among the professional middle and upper class. At this crucial juncture when cable
threatened to erode the network audience, and to fragment the audience further into niche
markets, family sitcoms held tight to the ideal of the family audience, and offered its
viewers templates for dealing with work and home arrangements that strayed from the
ideals fostered by family sitcoms of the past. All three programs engage self-reflexively
with their position in television history to varying degrees. While Growing Pains
consistently makes references to contemporary and 1950s television, Family Ties

references the career woman demographic, and Silver Spoons grapples with cable’s

47 Prakash, “Segmentation of Women’s Market,” 216.
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threatening penetration rate. These moments of self-reflexivity point to both an attempt
at more sophisticated comedy and to the general anxiety within the industry at the time
about the future of network television and its audience.

Silver Spoons becomes a mouthpiece for network executives in “The X Team,”
when Ricky and his friends are exposed to the evils of cable television.*® Despite the
inexplicable lock Edward has jerry-rigged on the cable boxes, Ricky and his friends
manage to see “Naked Nurses from Outer Space.” Edward grounds Ricky for two weeks
and revokes his television privileges for a month. However, he has the difficult task of
explaining why pornography is coming across the airwaves into the Stratton home.

When Ricky asks, “why do we get these movies on our TV?” Edward struggles to piece
together his answer, as the studio audience knowingly chuckles:

well, well, it, it comes with the cable service...you see I ordered the cable

service because I want to see...recent movies without commercials. And

to my surprise...they—they also broadcast these...skin flicks. See, I, |

have no choice! I want to watch a decent movie, then I, then I just have to

order these sleazy movies at the same time. Are you buying this?

Edward’s awkward laughter and inability to explain why their cable service provides porn
suggests that he himself indulges in naked nurses from time to time, a suggestion that
seems obvious to the giddy studio audience. It also serves as a cautionary tale for viewers
of broadcast television who might be considering making the leap to cable subscription.

While curiously enough, Edward does not pledge to cancel his cable subscription, the

# «“The X Team,” Silver Spoons, Season One (NBC, Apr. 30, 1983).
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episode makes it clear that his elaborate system of keeping “adult content” away from
twelve-year-old boys is not enough, and that perhaps families should stick to network
broadcast family fare like Silver Spoons instead.

Family Ties proves to be self-conscious about network television’s target
audience in the season two episode “This Year’s Model,” where Elyse is cast as a harried
career woman in a commercial for Proper Penguin frozen foods, much to aspiring model
Mallory’s dismay.*” While casting agents appear uninterested in Mallory primarily
because she lacks poise in front of the camera, her lack of commercial appeal also
suggests that middle-aged, successful Elyse is more marketable to television audiences
than a teenage girl. The commercial shoots in the Keaton kitchen, and features Elyse
coming in wearing a business suit and carrying a briefcase, lamenting, “I was held up at
work. Traffic was awful. How am I supposed to cook an impressive dinner for eight
important friends in 20 minutes?” Her costuming and dialogue mark her as an upscale
professional woman, while the product she pushes brings her more in line with working
and middle-class women, emphasizing the aspirational nature of the career woman on
television. Elyse’s modeling career is cut short, however, when she realizes Mallory’s
jealousy and tells her “I’m a mother first and a Penguin lady second.” This resolution
points to broader trends in 1980s sitcoms, which struggled to appeal to a fragmented
female audience—Elyse needed to be a career woman to appeal to the ideal upscale

working woman, but she also needed to remain relatable to non-working women.

49 “This Year’s Model,” Family Ties, Season Two (NBC, Oct. 26, 1983).
59



Growing Pains gave a nod toward its place in television history in the first season

% When daughter Carol brings home a letter

episode, “The Seavers vs. The Cleavers.
from the Parents’ Association requesting chaperones for the school dance, Maggie and
Jason volunteer. As Carol is decorating the gym, she overhears the president of the
Parents’ Association, June Hinckley, bad mouthing her parents to the principal, Ward, in
an extended allusion to Leave It to Beaver. Telling him, “Ward, I’'m worried about the
Seavers,” she says, “I don’t know, maybe it’s okay for a man to run a psychiatric practice
out of the home, and maybe it’s all right for a woman to go back to work just when her
children need her most, and maybe letting our offspring run wild is hunky dory. And
maybe I’'m just old-fashioned...” That evening, Jason sets the dinner table as Maggie
comes home from work, and they receive a call from Mrs. Hinckley, who explains that
the school no longer requires their chaperoning services. However, Carol lets them in on
what she overheard: “she said I have a mother who abandoned me, a brother who’s a
delinquent, a father who runs a mental ward at home, she made my life sound like a
movie of the week!” Maggie and Jason are outraged, pay the Hinckleys a visit, and
realize that Jimbo and June are from a different world, where their son is simultaneously
coddled and strictly disciplined, and where all the furniture is covered with plastic
slipcovers. Unable to reason with Mrs. Hinckley (or Mrs. Hitler, as Jason calls her),
Maggie and Jason decide to attend the dance anyway. When the DJ plays “Land of a
Thousand Dances,” and announces that he’s playing “fogey rock” so the chaperones

would dance, The Hinckleys and Maggie and Jason undertake an impromptu dance-off,

which unsurprisingly, Maggie and Jason win. Their victory serves as a narrative

30 «“The Seavers vs. The Cleavers,” Growing Pains, Season One (ABC, Jan. 28 1986).
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resolution for the episode—they have proved the Hinckleys (and thus the Cleavers) to be
squares, and have come out on top as a new generation of parents. While this resolution
is ridiculous, and hardly levels a satisfying comeuppance for the Hinckleys, it shows that
Growing Pains is not preachy, and that it takes itself less seriously than both the 50s
sitcoms it’s referencing, and some of its contemporaries like Family Ties.

Growing Pains was often self-reflexive about its position on television in the
1980s and within television history. The season two episode “Jason’s Rib” opens with
Mike watching a crime series titled “Undercover Mother,” which appears to be a
sensationalized version of Cagney and Lacey.”' Carol takes the remote, saying “I wanna
watch something good!” and turns on Growing Pains, and as she, Mike, and Ben sit
down to watch, the opening theme starts. This comic device works to establish Growing
Pains as a show that appeals to families, whereas “Undercover Mother” obviously (and
perhaps paradoxically, considering that Cagney and Lacey was targeted toward older
women, not teenage boys) had a narrow demographic. Indeed, Growing Pains landed in
the top ten among teens 12-17, women 18-49 and 25-54, and in the top 15 among
children 2-11.7* Jason demonstrates that Growing Pains appeals to men as well in the
episode “Thank God It’s Friday.”> When Ben claims that Friday is the best night for
television, Jason disagrees, arguing for Tuesday, the night Growing Pains (and Who's the
Boss?) aired on ABC. Regardless of their disagreement, the whole family (with the

exception of Mike) enjoys TV dinners and watches television together that Friday night,

ST «“Jason’s Rib,” Growing Pains, Season Two (ABC, Dec. 9, 1986).
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which on ABC was billed as a night of family comedies featuring Webster (1983-1987)
and Mr. Belvedere (1985-1990).

In addition to its self-reflexive self-promotion, Growing Pains demonstrates the
pedagogical potential of family sitcoms in general. In “Jason’s Rib,” the kids plot to
resolve their parents’ argument through a trick Mike saw on The Cosby Show, by
ordering Maggie flowers with a false card from Jason.”* The Seavers’ enthusiasm for
The Cosby Show, which Ben notes is “the number one show on TV,” becomes the
narrative frame for an entire episode where the family (with the exception of Mike, who
predictably has a date) goes to a taping.” Ben is shocked that Mike would rather go on a
date, but he quickly understands when he becomes transfixed by a girl sitting near him
and misses much of the show. Suddenly interested in girls, Ben attempts to seduce his
babysitter. Though she initially refuses his advances, when she learns he attended a
taping of The Cosby Show, she is so smitten that her older sister has to drag her out of the
Seaver home. Reflecting on his sitcom-induced sexual awakening, Ben sighs,
“everything was so simple before I went to The Cosby Show.” Television’s hit sitcom
serves not only to keep the family together (the kids use its practical advice to resolve
their parents’ argument and the family uses its taping as a family outing), it also sets the
stage for rites of passage and provides Ben with the cultural capital he needs to avoid
what was otherwise going to be painful romantic rejection.

Together, Family Ties, Growing Pains, and Silver Spoons present viewers with

idealized visions of combining home and work—for Elyse, Jason, and Edward, work is in

> They could have easily gotten this trick from Silver Spoons, where Ricky uses it in “A Little Magic,”
Silver Spoons, Season One (NBC, Dec. 4, 1982).
55 “My Brother, Myself,” Growing Pains, Season Two (ABC, Feb. 24, 1987).
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the home, thus there is little conflict, with no work-life to balance. In order to appeal to a
broad female audience, Elyse, Maggie, and Kate are both career-oriented and nurturing
mothers, with most of their screen time taking place in the home. The programs also
represented a sensitive, domestic-oriented masculinity, a development that appears
essential when women are working full-time. While the programs grapple with real,
relatable problems encountered by dual-career couples, they also present fantasies of
shared domestic work, mutual sacrifice, children happy to pitch in, and romantic
partnership.
Family Ties

Elyse Keaton was first introduced to television audiences through a slideshow she
and husband Steven show their kids of the two of them participating in the March on
Washington.”® The opening credits for the first season duplicate these images, combined
with images of their wedding and children, dutifully reminding viewers of the Keatons’
strong political convictions as they relate to their ideals of marriage and childrearing.
The pilot episode establishes Elyse’s dual roles as career woman and mother through
mise-en-scene: the first scene following the credits opens with Elyse seated at her desk in
the corner of the kitchen drawing up plans for an architecture project. Steven comes in
and prepares breakfast while daughter Mallory enters and sets the table. When Elyse and
the rest of the family sits down to eat, the remainder of the scene revolves around the kids
fighting over the telephone, which hangs on the wall next to Elyse’s desk—family
members constantly appropriate her workspace. Her dual roles are further juxtaposed

later in the episode, where one scene ends with Elyse making tea to serve after dinner,

>0 «pilot,” Family Ties, Season One (NBC, Sept. 22, 1982).
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and the next begins with her on the phone with her client who is unhappy with the plans
she prepared for his house.

Family Ties consistently deals with Elyse’s difficulties maintaining both her
career and her family, and her desk in the kitchen is a constant reminder of this problem.
The season one episode “Margin of Error” opens with the whole family seated at the
dinner table, but Elyse immediately gets up and sits at her desk while the rest of the
family sits and chats.”” Steven clears the table as Elyse explains that she’s having trouble
designing a multi-faith chapel. As Steven and Alex argue over the stock market, Elyse is
effectively kicked out of her workspace. After she and Steven leave the room, Alex uses
the phone by her desk as the scene closes. The beginning of the next scene finds Alex
seated at Elyse’s desk once again on the phone. She comes in and rather than ask Alex to
vacate her makeshift office, she explains to him that her confidence has been shaken. By
the end of the episode, Elyse has successfully completed the chapel, and proudly shows
off her plans to Steven and Mallory. These episodes never suggest that Elyse may be
frustrated by the constant interruptions; instead she appears happy to share her
workspace, as though it is all worth it for the sake of the time she gets to spend with her
family. She can plan her work around her parenting and household duties, and she seems
content with the arrangement.

Elyse takes it upon herself to mentor her housewife friend Suzanne, who
complains that she has “no identity of [her] own,” by offering her clerical work in the

Keaton kitchen.”® As Elyse marvels at Suzanne’s lack of typing skills, one of her clients

57 “Margin of Error,” Family Ties, Season One (NBC, Feb. 9, 1983).
38 «“Suzanne Takes You Down,” Family Ties, Season One (NBC, Mar. 16, 1983).

64



comes in and proposes multiple changes to Elyse’s plans for his summer house. When
Elyse defends her vision, Suzanne jumps in and sides with the client, proposing changes
of her own that delight him and horrify Elyse. Suzanne gets so chummy with Elyse’s
client that she sits down with him and requests that Elyse make tea. As Elyse walks to
the stove, the scene dissolves to Elyse working furiously in the living room two weeks
later, surrounded by blueprints. She complains to Steven and the kids that Suzanne is
sabotaging all of her work. Alex encourages her to fire Suzanne, arguing that she should
not let their personal relationship interfere with business. Elyse agrees, but when
Suzanne’s husband leaves her, Elyse loses her nerve. In the next scene, Steven leaves to
take the kids to school as Suzanne arrives for work. Suzanne tells Elyse that seeing the
Keatons so happy has made her depressed. When Elyse attempts to comfort her, Suzanne
responds, “no, now is not the time nor the place to discuss my personal problems,” while
she unpacks a desk lamp and a name plate that reads “Ms. Suzanne Davis” onto the
kitchen table, thus establishing her new role as single career woman. When Elyse refers
to Suzanne’s workspace as her “table,” Suzanne interrupts, “desk, Elyse. You said you’d
call it a desk.” Elyse once again asks if Suzanne wants to talk about her impending
divorce, and Suzanne refuses, but quickly caves and complains, eliciting big laughs from
the studio audience. Becoming increasingly agitated, Suzanne exclaims, “if one more
person pussy-foots around me, and offers me comfort instead of respect, I’ll scream, I
just want to be treated like anybody else!” Of course, Elyse responds “you’re fired!”
This episode contrasts Elyse and her successful career, marriage, and family, with

Suzanne, a sadsack former housewife and divorcee who has no work skills. Suzanne
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married and bore children at a young age—early in the episode she tells Elyse that her
kids are all in college and she’s 40—thus positioning her as exemplary of the failure of
the traditional nuclear family.

The episode’s B-plot expands on this theme, as Steven complains that he is
somehow always in charge of the neighborhood carpool, and the kids explain that several
divorces are to blame. Here the Keatons, with their progressive marriage and household
arrangement, are held up as the ideal intact family. Still, youngest daughter Jennifer
admits, framed in medium close-up for added emphasis, that “it sure is hard to be a kid
today. You never know when your family unit is gonna fall apart.” The camera cuts to a
medium long shot to include Alex and Steven as Steven replies, “Jennifer, you don’t have
to worry about that. This family unit isn’t going to fall apart.” When she asks him to
promise, Steven glances at Elyse, offscreen, and the camera cuts to a medium close-up of
her, her face expressing dismay at Jennifer’s concern. Steven replies, “we can’t promise,
because nobody knows what the future is going to bring. But I can tell you we’ll do our
best to keep that from happening.” Steven’s hedging keeps the Keaton marriage from
seeming overly traditional, despite the fact that they are apparently one of the only intact
nuclear families that their kids know. Thus the Keaton family does not alienate viewers
whose families do not conform to the traditional nuclear family structure.

Still, the Keaton marriage does come up against many common problems
experienced by families with two working parents. In the first season finale episode

“Elyse D’Arc,” Elyse’s many commitments prevent her from celebrating Steven’s work
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accomplishment with him.” Steven spends the first half of the episode attempting to
accommodate her schedule, attempts that meet a dead end when he has cooked the two of
them a celebratory dinner and she comes home too late to enjoy it. Even their attempts to
make up are thwarted by both the weather and Elyse’s women’s group. At the end of the
episode, Steven tells Elyse, “all of the things which have been taking up your time these
past few days have been wonderful. Your career, spending time with the kids, helping
distraught women. Even though part of me wants you around the house all the time, I
love the fact that you’re never here!” Though this line is met by an incredulous look
from Elyse and is obviously intended to be comical, his meaning is clear: he respects her
commitment to work and civic life outside the home. Elyse tells him that she appreciates
that he lets her take him for granted, explaining, “I was brought up to think of a husband
as the be all and end all of my existence, that a man should be the center of my life, and
that I should learn to live in his shadow, and sublimate my ambitions to his, and wait on
him hand and foot, and satisfy his every need, answer his every desire. You can see how
ridiculous that is, can’t you?” Steven’s dreamy look is met by laughter, but Elyse
continues, telling him that she knows she has to make more time for him. As they go up
to bed, they debate what commitments Elyse might be able to give up—they agree that
clean air and Planned Parenthood are too important to abandon, finally settling on “Pets
without Partners,” though as they turn out the lights, Steven admits that he hates “to think
of all those lonely pets.” The first season ends with only a temporary solution to what
promises to be a long-term problem, yet it also provides comic relief for viewers

struggling with the same problem, as many undoubtedly were.

59 “Elyse D’Arc,” Family Ties, Season One (NBC, Apr. 11, 1983).
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The second season finale works on similar themes, as Elyse lands a job at an
architecture firm, and is thus no longer working out of her kitchen.®® Two earlier
episodes make reference to Elyse having “gone back to work,”" suggesting that this
episode may have been moved to the end of the season based on its compelling subject
matter. Her first day on the job, Elyse is introduced to “the machines,” an intimidating
computer system that she doesn’t know how to use. When she types a few words on the
computer, paper shoots out rapid-fire. This chaos is mirrored at home, as the next scene
finds Elyse desperately trying to finish plans for a health club that she has to pitch the
next morning. Mallory has botched a dress she was trying to sew for Jennifer, and
Jennifer begs Elyse to fix it, noting that Elyse has put it off all week. Elyse promises to
do it later that night when she’s finished working. As Steven tries to coax the kids to let
her work, Alex comes up to her and says, “Mom, I sympathize with what you’re going
through. Today’s woman is in a very difficult position. Tradition, and certainly biology
have put her in the home.” This statement is met with a glare from Elyse and laughter
from the audience. Alex continues, “now there are these ridiculous new feminist
pressures for her to do things outside of the home, like developing a career. Your
anxiety’s natural mom, you can’t fool with mother nature.” Elyse responds to Alex’s
overt sexism by exercising her maternal authority over him, telling him to go to bed,
which he does. Steven encourages her to seek her boss’ help, noting that she’s

overworked. Exhausted and exasperated, Elyse tells Steven that she could use help

60 «“Working at It,” Family Ties, Season Two (NBC, May 10, 1984).
81 “Not An Affair to Remember,” Family Ties, Second Season (NBC, Nov. 2, 1983); “Lady Sings the
Blues,” Family Ties, Season Two (NBC, Feb. 23, 1984); “Diary of a Young Girl,” Family Ties, Season
Two (NBC, May 3, 1984).
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around the house too, as she manically straightens the living room. When he replies that
he’s happy to help, she exclaims, “that is exactly what I don’t want!” She clarifies, “For
the past two weeks, you’ve been doing more cooking than usual, you’ve been spending
more time with the kids, you’ve been sweeter, kinder, more understanding than you have
ever been in your life and I am sick of it!” After her nonsensical tirade, she storms out of
the room, and the next scene finds her bombing her presentation, explaining to her client
that she ran out of time because she had to make school lunches and sew Jennifer’s dress.
When she also has to admit that she doesn’t know how to use the computer, she
confesses, “I’'m tired of pretending. Pretending that I know everything about architecture
today, pretending that having a job and three kids is a piece of cake. The truth of the
matter is, it’s hard to design a building under this kind of pressure. It’s hard using
machines you’ve never even heard of before, and it is damn hard coming back to work
after all these years.” She runs out of the meeting, and the next scene finds Steven
comforting her at home. Elyse’s boss Karen pays her a visit and explains that everyone
in the office has problems, and they all help each other. Elyse has managed to land in a
woman-headed, non-competitive, supportive workplace, a fantasy ideal for any woman
returning to work after many years away. The episode (and season) resolves when Elyse
calls the rest of the family into the living room, proclaiming that she’s “still a working
woman.” After Elyse apologizes for taking her frustration out on the family, Steven and
the kids make their own concessions:

Steven: “If you’re going to work, we’ve got to make some adjustments
too.”

Jennifer: “As a future working woman, I’m with you 100 percent.”
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Mallory: “That goes double for me...not the bit about working.”

Alex: “I think what we’re trying to say Mom is that we’re willing to help
out more.”

Elyse: “Thank you.”

Alex: “So Mom, what’s for dinner?”—“What I mean is, what would you
like us to make you for dinner?” [applause, credits]

This resolution is perhaps the epitome of a working mother’s fantasy, where children and
husband all pitch in and everyone does their share of work around the house. While often
these are empty promises, as studies in the 1980s suggested,*” the fact that the kids
perform household duties in every episode, rarely with any complaint, makes this fantasy
home all the more alluring.

Family Ties presents two opposing models of masculinity—husband and father
Steven Keaton is the ideal domesticated dad, a product of liberal feminism and
generalized “sixties activism,” while son Alex P. Keaton is a reactionary ultra
conservative Reagan-supporter. Alex is held up as an Archie Bunker figure for the
1980s, consistently spouting off anti-feminist rhetoric. For example, in a season three
episode, Alex tells his father “You know, they may say things have changed, but
basically [women are] happiest when they’re barefoot and pregnant.”® While Alex’s
digs against women’s rights garner huge laughs from the audience, Family Ties carefully

cuts him down through his parents’ regular critiques of his politics. In an episode where

62 Nancy M. Rudd and Patrick C. McKenry, “Family Influences on the Job Satisfaction of Employed
Mothers,” Psychology of Women Quarterly 10 (1986): 363-372; Rosemary J. Key and Margaret Mietus
Sanik, “Children’s Contributions to Household Work in One- and Two-Parent Families,” in Proceedings of
the Southeastern Family Economics/Home Management Conference (New Orleans: Louisiana State
University, 1985): 48-51.
63 “Love Thy Neighbor,” Family Ties, Season Three (NBC, Oct. 11, 1984).
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Alex dates an older woman, she tells Elyse and Steven that Alex is very mature, “it’s
almost as if he’s a throwback to another era.” Steven replies, “turn of the century.”®*
Similarly, in an episode in which Alex becomes infatuated with a single pregnant woman,
he tries to mask his shock at her situation by proclaiming that he is “a contemporary
guy,” an obviously dubious claim met with audience laughter.®” In the same episode,
Alex himself endorses Steven’s version of masculinity. After Alex has let go of his
dream of being a surrogate father, he explains to Steven and Elyse, “you know, Dad, this
whole thing is your fault. If you weren’t such a great father, I wouldn’t have been in such
a hurry to become one.” When Alex takes a job at Steven’s station, he expresses his
concern to Mallory: “dad is a sensitive, caring man. I could pick up some bad habits

. 5966
from him.”

Many jokes revolve around Steven and Alex’s discomfort when they do
agree on things. When both Steven and Alex disapprove of Mallory’s new boyfriend
Nick, Steven says, “Alex, I take no comfort from the fact that we are on the same side in
this.”®” When Steven starts to doubt his decision to forbid Mallory from seeing Nick,
Alex pleads, “Dad, I appeal to you, you have made a responsible and courageous
decision. When I heard that you told Mallory that she couldn’t see Nick anymore, I said
to myself, ‘what a dad!” Dad, I have never in my entire life been prouder of you than I
am in this moment.” Shaken, Steven turns to Mallory and says, “Mallory, let’s invite

Nick to dinner.” Still, there are important moments when Steven and Alex’s differences

begin to fade. In “The Real Thing (Part 2),” Alex realizes he loves his new girlfriend’s

64 «“Sweet Lorraine,” Family Ties, Season Two (NBC, Nov. 16, 1983).
85 “Oh Donna,” Family Ties, Season Three (NBC, Jan. 3, 1985).

86 «K eaton ‘n Son,” Family Ties, Season Three (NBC, Oct. 18, 1984).
87 «“Mr, Wrong,” Family Ties, Season Four (NBC, Oct. 17, 1985).
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roommate, Ellen.®® He confesses to Elyse, and she replies, “it’s so beautiful to hear you
express those feelings. And this is the first time I have really seen your dad in you.”
Alex pauses briefly, then replies in the affirmative. Importantly, there is no punchline
where Alex denies his father’s influence. Instead, he walks over to the mirror, and Elyse
helps him tie his tie, as he gazes at his reflection, as though he has come to some sort of
epiphany about his masculinity.

Steven’s role as domesticated dad became more prominent in the third season,
when Meredith Baxter Birney (who played Elyse) gave birth to twins in October 1984.%
Steven was left to solve all familial dilemmas in several episodes in the first half of the
season, as Elyse was out of town, on bed rest, or otherwise disposed.”® His nurturing
ability is on full display in the episode “Auntie Up,” where Mallory’s favorite aunt dies
and Steven must console her. He admits that grief counseling is not his forte, telling
Mallory, “funerals are usually your mother’s area,” explaining, “when you’ve been
together as long as your mother and I have, you tend to divide the big emotional
responsibilities. Your mother handles funerals, first dates, and plumbing. I handle colds
and flus, open school nights, and office supplies.” He then fields Mallory’s questions
about what happens after death. As Mallory begins to cry, the camera positions move

closer, such that Mallory is framed in a tight medium close-up, and when Steven pulls her

68 «“The Real Thing (Part 2),” Family Ties, Season Four (NBC, Oct. 3, 1985).

% Steven Dougherty, “For New Mom Meredith Baxter Birney There’s Nothing Like a Baby Boom to
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into an embrace, the top of his head is cut off in medium close-up to emphasize the
closeness of their emotional bond. The episode ends with Steven drying her tears and
holding her close as he breathes a heavy sigh. The camera positions, along with Mallory
and Steven’s monochromatic black costuming underscore Steven’s ability to take on
Elyse’s nurturing role, as his and Mallory’s bodies blend together and all emphasis is
placed on Mallory’s distraught expression and Steven’s sympathetic reaction to her.
When baby Andrew is born, Steven and Elyse clash on parenting techniques, with
Steven once again taking on a nurturing role. In “Cry Baby” they argue over whether or
not to let Andrew “cry it out” at night.”' Elyse admonishes Steven for picking up
Andrew every time he cries, thus Steven has taken on the mother’s typical role of dealing
with overnight fussing. A few episodes later, Steven worries about Andrew with Mallory
and Alex, telling them, “I should go out for the evening, forget we even had a baby, and
relax, but I can’t help feeling maternal. I’m a father!”’> Steven’s role as a “new,”
nurturing, domesticated dad is explored and put in historical context in the two-part
season three finale, “Remembrance of Things Past,” where the family goes to help
Steven’s mother move out of her house following Steven’s father’s death.” While in
Buffalo, Steven flashes back to his childhood with a gruff, emotionally distant father and
a homemaker mother. When he questions his mother about her financial situation, she
encapsulates her traditional marriage, telling him “we made an arrangement. He’d take

care of all the business, and I’d make pies!” Obviously, this arrangement does her no

7 “Cry Baby,” Family Ties, Season Three (NBC, Feb. 7, 1985).

72 “Bringing Up Baby,” Family Ties, Season Three (NBC, Feb. 21, 1985).

73 “Remembrance of Things Past (Part 1),” Family Ties, Season Three (NBC, Mar. 28, 1985);
“Remembrance of Things Past (Part 2),” Family Ties, Season Three (NBC, Mar. 28, 1985).
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good now that her husband is dead, thus leaving her two sons to deal with her finances.
In addition to his father (and Alex),”* Steven has another foil in his brother Robert, a fast-
talking accountant who takes after his father. As soon as Steven describes his father to
Elyse as a “very difficult man,” Robert comes in and asks if he’s talking about their
father. He describes him as a “good man. Hard working, dependable. Salt of the earth.
Like me!” Robert and Steven clash over whether or not to sell their mother’s house and
move her into a retirement home with her friends, or to hold out for more money. When
Steven privileges his mother’s happiness over money, Robert complains, “you haven’t
changed, Steve, Mr. Emotional.” However, in the end, Steven’s emotional caretaking
win out over Robert’s financial caretaking, as he agrees that their mother is lonely and
should move near her friends. Robert’s masculinity proves to be outmoded—a
throwback to the 1950s, while Steven’s masculinity presents a preferable, modern
alternative.

The season four episode, “Nothing But a Man” displays Steven’s devotion to his
family when he gives up his promotion to spend more time at home.” The B-plot
underscores the necessity of Steven’s fathering, as Alex freaks out when his feminist
girlfriend gives Andrew a doll and does everything he can to get it away from him.”®
Meanwhile, Alex manages Steven’s “appointments” with Mallory and Jennifer, telling

them “time is money,” and that they don’t get to see him anytime they want anymore.

7 Steven compares Alex to his father in “Pilot.”

75 “Nothing But a Man,” Family Ties, Season Four (NBC, Jan. 2, 1986).

7® Alex’s influence over Andrew is a continuing problem, to the point where during the fifth season, a two-
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On a business trip in Washington, Steven’s room service attendant’s name is Andrew,
and as he sits down to eat dinner alone in his hotel room, he pulls photos out of his wallet
and sets them up facing him to create a makeshift family dinner. He returns home at 3:30
a.m., and tells Elyse that he’s giving up his promotion: “I don’t want this job now, Elyse,
it’s not the right time in my life. What I do want is to be home to tuck Andrew in at
night, to help Mallory with her homework, to fall asleep in your lap reading the paper.
Have you carry me up to bed.” The episode ends with Steven proclaiming, “I don’t want
to be number one at work, [ want to be number one right here.” While on the one hand
this could be understood to be Steven’s assertion as “man of the house,” in the context of
the episode, it’s clear that he means that he values achievement as a father over career
achievement.”” Though sacrificing career advancement for family was often cast in
feminine terms (as in the controversial promotion of the “mommy track”’®), according to
Judith Stacey, this move was not all that unusual: “There are data, for example, indicating
that increasing numbers of men would sacrifice occupational gains in order to have more
time with their families, just as there are data documenting actual increases in male

”"” Here Steven Keaton provides a model of more involved,

involvement in child care.
domestically oriented fatherhood that privileges the wellbeing of others over professional

gratification.

7 Additionally, in a prior argument with Alex, he claimed: “I am the man, but I’m not number one, and
neither is your mother. You can be the man without feeling you’re superior to the woman.” “The
Graduate,” Family Ties, Season Two (NBC, Mar. 15, 1984).

78 Felice N. Schwartz, “Management Women and the New Facts of Life,” Harvard Business Review, Jan.-
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Outside of the specific plots of Family Ties episodes, Steven Keaton is a domestic
dad by virtue of mise-en-scéne. Many of the scenes take place in the kitchen where he is
regularly cooking,*® and in episodes where he is not cooking, he performs other chores
like setting and clearing the table,®' doing dishes,* cleaning,* and grocery shopping.™*
While quantitatively, Elyse still performs slightly more chores than Steven, he is very
rarely in the kitchen and nof performing some sort of housework. Steven’s commitment
to undertaking a good amount of domestic labor is not inconsequential in the 1980s,
when dual career couples were struggling to organize their home lives. As a group of
psychologists suggested in 1981, stress experienced by dual career couples “is
compounded by the relative absence of cultural models and normative guidelines for

5585

resolving their special problems.”” Family Ties’ equitable division of household labor

may have been a fantasy for many working couples, however, it still provided a ideal
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model of a well-functioning, happy couple who worked hard to maintain both successful
careers and a fulfilling home life.
Growing Pains

Growing Pains is far less overtly engaged in politics than Family Ties, despite its
similar formula of a humorously amorous dual career couple with three children
(increased to four after a few seasons), the eldest a son with teen idol potential. Indeed,
the Variety reviewer noted, “‘Growing Pains’ is a harmless sitcom series that reminds one
vaguely of ‘Family Ties,” with a much milder flavor than the NBC-TV hit series.”*
Although son Mike calls his father a “liberal humanist” in the pilot episode, neither the
parents nor the kids readily engage in political discussion or action in the same way that
the Keatons do. Still, it grapples with many of the same sort of home and work issues,
with parents Maggie and Jason regularly struggling to balance their work commitments
with their familial ones. Maggie struggles to let go of some of the control she once had
over the house and the children, and Jason struggles to take on the role of primary
disciplinarian and caretaker.

The first three episodes of Growing Pains clearly establish the premise of the
show, with a voiceover introduction by Jason and Maggie Seaver. They explain:

Jason: “Hi, I’'m Jason Seaver. I’m a psychiatrist, I’ve spent the last 15
years helping people with their problems.”

Maggie: “And I’'m Maggie Seaver. I’ve spent the last 15 years helping our
kids with problems even Jason wouldn’t believe.”

Jason: “Now Maggie has gone back to work as a reporter for the local
newspaper.”

8 Review of Growing Pains, Variety, Oct. 2, 1985, 123.
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Maggie: “And Jason has moved his practice into the house so he can be

there for the kids.”*’
The pilot episode begins with the family having breakfast. Maggie cooks and gives the
kids their lunches, sending them off to school while Jason finishes paperwork before his
first client ar