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1
Introduction

This book looks at the American TV detective genre and its function
within a broader social and political landscape. Specifically, it explores
the American TV detective genre via the methods of detection used
to access the ‘truth’ about a crime. To explain what this means, it
may be worth looking back a few years to the television landscape
of around 2006. During George W. Bush’s second term as president
of the USA and amidst revelations of torture in the Abu Ghraib and
Guantanamo prisons and discussions of ‘legalising’ torture, two televi-
sion dramas with very different approaches to detection were very much
part of the US political discourse and at the height of their success: CSI:
Crime Scene Investigation (CBS, 2000–15) and 24 (Fox, 2001–10). Both
were aesthetically innovative and were Network television’s response to
HBO-style ‘quality’ cable television: CSI: Crime Scene Investigation with
its CSI-shot, showing the inside of the human body with CGI images,
and 24 with its real-time narrative and split-screen aesthetics. CSI: Crime
Scene Investigation was in its heyday and found itself within the top five
in Nielsen ratings for eight seasons (see Kompare 2010, 4), while 24’s
anti-hero Jack Bauer (Kiefer Sutherland) took on a prominent role in the
public debate on torture. Each displayed decidedly different methods to
gather evidence and access ‘truth’: the CSIs through methodical anal-
ysis of crime scenes, focussing on minute traces the killer left behind
and relying on scientific analysis, while Jack Bauer used threats, black-
mail and violent torture to access ‘truth’. In a socio-political context
dominated by the still relatively fresh memory of the 9/11 attacks,
and in the midst of public debate on what retribution would look like
and what means justify the ends, the popularity of two dramas that
deal with this issue of truth-finding in such different ways takes on an
important role. This is not to say that either drama explicitly voices
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2 American TV Detective Dramas

political opinion, but both are aligned with certain positions. As argued
throughout this book, what is called here the rational-scientific meth-
ods of CSI: Crime Scene Investigation are relatively conservative – not in
terms of Republican Party politics, but in terms of preserving established
power structures, social norms and value systems. It is exactly this con-
servatism that makes the text rely on the ‘tried and tested’ means of
science, while 24 relies on violent instinct and often openly challenges
‘tried and tested’ means of investigation on the basis that they take
too long. In the fictional realm, where scenarios can be played out as
fantasies, both sides come with a range of advantages and disadvan-
tages: the rational-scientific approach does not challenge existing power
structures or ideologies and insists on being able to access a supposedly
objective ‘truth’. The irrational-subjective approach Jack Bauer uses has
the potential to rethink existing power structures and explore new ways
of thinking about ‘truth’. But Bauer’s instinctual approach is also exces-
sively violent, and torture often happens on the basis of only suspicions
rather than evidence.

CSI: Crime Scene Investigation and 24 are particularly potent examples
of the two poles in the discourse of ‘truth-finding’, but these differ-
ences in approaches to accessing and attaining ‘truth’ have a long
history: they reach back to Raymond Chandler explicitly positioning
his literature as a counter-reaction to the British tradition of Agatha
Christie-style whodunits in ‘The Simple Art of Murder’ (1950). The
two literary traditions of hard-boiled and Golden Age fiction, which,
as will be explored throughout this book, stand in for the two differ-
ent approaches to detection, have mostly existed in parallel. Dashiell
Hammett’s Red Harvest was published in 1929, while the so-called
Golden Age of detective fiction (describing whodunits or murder mys-
tery novels) was at its height. Hammett’s novel can be viewed as
starting the hard-boiled mode, named after main character Sam Spade’s
characterisation as ‘hard-boiled’. Instead of complicated murder plots
deduced by supremely capable, ‘distanced’ and analytical detectives, the
hard-boiled mode features detectives who often act on instinct rather
than definitive knowledge. They use violence to gain information, but
also are not safe from being beaten up themselves. Rather than pro-
vide definitive ‘truth’ at the end of a novel, plots often leave readers
with a sense of ambiguity. This is not necessarily regarding a crimi-
nal’s guilt, but whether it is morally ‘right’ to punish them or because
other, maybe worse, criminals are left unharmed. This epistemological
dichotomy between rational-scientific and irrational-subjective meth-
ods of detection is carried into television drama, where one method
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usually dominates for a period, but without eliminating the other.
This book explores this history in more detail, tying these methods
of detection to specific philosophical traditions and positioning them
within a historical context of social and political debate. But this study
also explores whether and how this binary opposition (if it can be
understood as such) is deconstructed through alternative methods of
detection.

It needs to be highlighted that this book is specifically about American
detective dramas. This is due to the need to limit the number of indus-
trial and political discourses that can be looked at in a study like this.
The detective genre is an international phenomenon, but it is also
shaped by political and industrial discourses in the countries of pro-
duction. For example, contemporary Danish detective dramas like The
Killing (Forbrydelsen, DR, 2007–12) or The Bridge (Bron/Broen, DR/SVT,
2011–) are shaped by their contexts as Danish public service broadcast-
ing, national debates surrounding feminism and immigration, foreign
politics and the relationship between Denmark and Sweden. How spe-
cific some of these debates are is obvious when attempts to transfer
similar dynamics to British television with Hinterland/Y Gwyll (BBC,
S4C, 2013–), Broadchurch (ITV, 2013–) or Shetland (BBC, 2013–) result
in decidedly different texts. The setting of these texts alone dictates the-
matic and aesthetic differences between the individual texts, but the
British texts also express decidedly different thematic concerns than
their Nordic cousins. Similarly, the American adaptations of The Killing
and The Bridge show different concerns from the original. The US version
of The Killing (AMC, 2011–13, Netflix, 2014–), for example, emphasises
issues like ‘good’ and ‘bad’ mothers more clearly than the Danish ver-
sion. Meanwhile, the US version of The Bridge (FX, 2013–) is set on the
American–Mexican border, discussing international relations decidedly
different from the Danish–Swedish relationship. These few examples
show that there is a tension within the genre between the transnational
and the nationally specific. This study focusses on the nationally spe-
cific and how methods of detection and the detective genre are shaped
by American political, social and industrial discourses. Yet, transnational
influences can never be completely ignored, as narrative structures or
themes can be adapted from other cultural contexts and some cultural,
social or political concerns overlap.

Up until a few years ago, not much literature existed on the detective
genre on television, let alone specifically American dramas. When I first
started research on the American television detective genre in 2009,
I assumed, wrongly as it turned out, that with such a prolific genre, vast
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amounts of literature must be available on questions of defining the
genre and its history on US television. But there was no book discussing
the intricacies of the crime genre on television. There was no detailed
account of genre history, especially one focussed on American televi-
sion. Despite a wealth of journal articles on individual dramas like Miami
Vice (NBC, 1984–9), there were few accounts of the detective or the
crime genre as genre. The most detailed account was Steven D. Stark’s
excellent article ‘Perry Mason Meets Sonny Crockett: The History of
Lawyers and the Police as Television Heroes’, published in 1988 in the
University of Miami Law Review, focussing specifically on representations
of the legal system. At the time, what proved to be particularly helpful
was a look towards literature studies, where Stephen Knight’s Form and
Ideology in Crime Fiction (1980) and Crime Fiction, 1800–2000: Detection,
Death, Diversity (2004) and John Scaggs’ Crime Fiction (2005) offer com-
prehensive overviews of the different sub-genres of the crime genre in
literature. With the help of these accounts, I developed an understand-
ing of the crime genre as divided into many sub-genres, each with its
own narrative, aesthetic and thematic conventions.

Yet, though many of the sub-genres on television are rooted in lit-
erature, their conventions are decidedly different. A potent example of
this is even a cursory comparison of the Dexter novels by Jeff Lindsay
(2004–13) and their adaptation to television with Dexter (Showtime,
2006–13): while the title character narrates his murders in graphic detail
and in chirpy tones in the novels, the television series, with all the lib-
erties it takes in the depiction of violence, never actually shows how
Dexter (Michael C. Hall) cuts up his victims. Instead, the series lim-
its itself to the moment of him stabbing them in the heart and then
cuts to him drowning bin bags (presumably filled with body parts) in
the sea, barely hinting at the gory scenes that must lie in between.
Extravagant displays of murder victims, for example by the Doomsday
Killer in Season 6, are always instigated by the killers Dexter chases,
not by himself. In the TV series, Sgt Doakes (Erik King) is killed by
Lila (Jamie Murray), sparing audiences Dexter’s voiceover as he mer-
cilessly mocks the disabled Doakes (whose mutilation he caused) in
the novels. Rather than taking on his stepson Cody (Preston Bailey)
as apprentice, the TV series explores Dexter’s relationships with chil-
dren as attempts to bond with others. In parts, the TV series’ efforts
to diverge from the novels can be explained by the fact that the liter-
ary series was ongoing when the TV series started, forcing Lindsay and
the TV writers to take different directions if they wanted to preserve
the element of surprise. While always being controversial in its own
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right, the TV series has also often taken a less transgressive route than
the novels. This is likely to be due to a range of discourses, including
censorship and other industrial discourses, for example the broadcast
of the series in a censored version on CBS from 2008. But this example
highlights how different the industrial, aesthetic or narrative conditions
of the two media are. Furthermore, reading about cutting up a dead
body and watching it on TV are distinctly different experiences, so dis-
courses relating to audience experience work to shape texts, sub-genres
and genres.

Luckily, the canon of literature on the television genre has grown in
recent years, with Deborah Jermyn’s book on Prime Suspect (ITV, 1991–
2003), Charlotte Brunsdon’s work on the British Law & Order (BBC,
1978), James Lyons’ and Steven Sanders’ books on Miami Vice and
Douglas L. Howard’s edited collection on Dexter all published in 2010,
and, as more comprehensive accounts of the genre as genre, Jonathan
Nichols-Pethick’s TV Cops: The Contemporary American Television Police
Drama published in 2012, and, as I was writing this book, Sue Turnbull’s
The TV Crime Drama (2014). With this range of literature, I was able
to develop a broader understanding of the television genre, its texts
and its relationship with discourses external to what might be under-
stood as the detective genre. This book draws on these experiences
and aims to write one history of the detective genre. In this, it aims
to offer one narrative of the genre among many. This particular narra-
tive accesses this vast genre via the modes of investigation used in the
genre. As such, it excludes all texts that feature non-investigative sto-
rylines, focussing only on the detective genre. A more detailed genre
definition will be given in Chapter 3, following an outline of how this
book intends to grasp the seemingly elusive generic feature of ‘meth-
ods of detection’ in Chapter 2. Methods of detection are understood
here not as the specific tool or instrument employed in individual
steps of the investigation, but broader concepts that inform how the
‘truth’ about a crime is accessed. As outlined in Chapter 2, this is tied
to far-reaching discourses of how knowledge is accessed that emerge
from Enlightenment, modern and postmodern discourses. But meth-
ods of detection are also tied to specific narrative modes, the literary
traditions of the hard-boiled novel (often adapted into films noirs) and
the Golden Age or whodunit novel. From these traditions also stems
a convention of how narratives are structured. Chapter 4 is dedicated
specifically to these narrative structures and in what ways they shape
and are shaped by methods of detection. Though narrative structures
are often highlighted as an important aspect of the detective genre,
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sometimes even invoked to dismiss the genre as trivial and formulaic,
they are rarely discussed in any detail. Chapter 4 outlines how differ-
ent narrative structures are developed specifically for television drama,
and frames them as having ideological implications. Narrative structures
appear to be relatively stable elements within the genre: the whodunit
as narrative structure, with only slight modifications, has been a staple
of the genre since Edgar Allan Poe’s The Murders in the Rue Morgue, pub-
lished in 1841. Yet, these modifications are varied and carry with them
different conditions for methods of detection. Particularly in relation
to narrative closure, the structures that shape the narrative also shape
the ideological outlook of a text. Furthermore, some texts, particularly
Hill Street Blues (NBC, 1981–7) and The Wire (HBO, 2002–8), offer rad-
ical change to narrative structures, and with this also to methods of
detection.

Chapters 5–9 can be understood as an outline of the history of
American detective dramas via methods of detection and how these
interlink with contemporary socio-political, industrial and aesthetic dis-
courses. These debates are tied together through time periods rather
than formal features, as is done in Chapter 4 on narrative structures.
As Chapter 4 will show, narrative structures can be viewed as compar-
atively stable. But discourses of politics, aesthetics and industry change
more quickly, and, in the way they shape the detective genre and meth-
ods of detection, seem more closely linked to each other. Many texts
may be innovative, even revolutionary, without disrupting established
narrative structures. One example is Twin Peaks (ABC, 1991–2): the text
stands out due to a decidedly postmodern aesthetics and world view,
which implies a laissez-faire attitude towards social and identity poli-
tics (see Chapter 7). Yet, its narrative structures follow the flexi-narrative
soap-like structure (as hinted at through the use of the fictional soap
Invitation to Love on characters’ TV screens), established for the detective
drama a decade earlier in Hill Street Blues. Thus, though Twin Peaks is
radical in many ways, its innovations are in aesthetics and social pol-
itics, determined by industrial change, but not in narrative structure.
Even though some dramas, such as Hill Street Blues, introduce major for-
mal innovations to narrative structure, this structure quickly becomes
part of the genre discourse and is used and refined by other texts. But
these major changes are few and far between. In fact, narrative structures
seem to form a relatively stable ‘anchor’ for the genre. The familiar who-
dunit structure can serve as a starting point for (comparatively) minor
innovations (see Chapter 4). But it can also function as an anchor that
frames aesthetic innovation, for example in Miami Vice or Twin Peaks.
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Thus, narrative structures, though diverse, also form a relatively stable
‘anchor’ for the genre in times of political uproar, social change or aes-
thetic innovation. Dramas like Hill Street Blues or The Wire often seem
radical because they dare to change the anchor of the genre, the nar-
rative structure. Meanwhile, socio-political discourses, developments in
the industry and in television aesthetics, seem more changeable. Partly
because of this, they are of variable importance to genre development
(or at least considered so here) depending on the historical moment.
Methods of detection remain surprisingly stable until the early 2000s,
and, in this study, serve to tie different discourses together and offer a
way to access and interpret the history of the detective genre.

Chapters 5–9 are structured chronologically in order to link the two
historical discourses of US history in the 20th and 21st centuries with
genre history. These discourses are not meant to be a definitive history
of either, but merely represent one way to look at the genre. After all, US
history and genre history are necessarily networks of competing and
dissenting discourses, and this study cannot escape some generalisa-
tions about the detective genre and political context. These chapters are
divided into different periods, defined by genre developments in tan-
dem with dominant socio-political discourses of the time. Chapter 5
deals with a period from roughly the 1950s to the late 1960s; Chapter 6
spans from 1968, as a crucial moment in US history, to the early 1980s,
followed by a chapter that spans across the 1980s and 1990s to more
contemporary dramas that are situated in the political arena of post-9/11
America, which form chapters 8 and 9. All of these eras are rough esti-
mates and need to be viewed as periods when specific social and political
discourses become particularly pertinent, or, in the case of the year
1968 or post-9/11 America, even erupted. The dominance of certain dis-
courses in specific eras does not mean that they are absent beforehand
or disappear afterwards. Still, this is, first and foremost, a discussion of
the history of the detective drama. This means that US history is only
discussed insofar as it is relevant to the sub-genre.

The detective genre is also influenced by industrial developments.
Roberta Pearson summarises the ‘periods’ of US television as follows:

In the United States, TVI, dating from the mid-1950s to the early
1980s, is the era of channel scarcity, the mass audience, and three-
network hegemony. TVII, dating from roughly the early 1980s to the
late 1990s, is the era of channel/network expansion, quality televi-
sion, and network branding strategies. TVIII, dating from the late
1990s to the present, is the era of proliferating digital distribution
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platforms, further audience fragmentation, and, as Rogers, Epstein
and Reeves [2002] suggest, a shift from second-order to first-order
commodity relations.

(Pearson 2011, location 1262–6)

While Pearson herself argues that such periodisations offer a somewhat
simplistic view of television history, they still serve well to illustrate
that television as a medium has a specific history. This study divides
the detective genre into different historical eras, but these are not in
line with the ‘periods’ of US television history. Nevertheless, it is impor-
tant to bear these broad and complex developments in mind. It was
the proliferation of channels in the 1980s, and even more so in the
1990s and 2000s, that ultimately allowed a broader range of texts and
diverging uses of methods of detection. It could even be argued that the
increased competition between channels has led to much of the exper-
imentation with narrative structures from Hill Street Blues onwards, as
texts (and channels) need to work harder to set themselves apart in the
multi-channel era. As Nichols-Pethick argues,

The key differences between the periods 1980–2000 and 2000–2010
are the institutional ‘locations’ of these various programs. In the ear-
lier period, the series were all produced for broadcast networks and
operated loosely under the same network logic. The products were
differentiated, to be sure, but the guiding pressures were largely the
same. But with the emergence of cable networks as viable sites for
popular (and award winning) original series programming, and with
pay channels looking to develop long-term brand identities through
series programming, the aesthetic and thematic range of television
police drama has begun to change again. If Hill Street Blues demon-
strated what the broadcast networks and production companies were
capable of achieving by imagining their audience differently, The
Shield and The Wire pushed this new logic to the extreme. At the
same time, however, the old logic has not given way completely.
The undeniable success of CSI and its franchise partners (CSI: Miami
[CBS, 2002–12] and CSI: New York [CBS, 2004–13]) demonstrates that
the broadcast networks are still formidable players in the media
landscape.

(2012, 155–6)

Thus, industry developments, though not the primary focus here, influ-
ence what detective dramas are produced. In the 1980s, this means an
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emphasis on style and experimentation with narrative structures often
linked with irrational-subjective methods of detection, as explained in
Chapter 2. Thus, there is an unusual dominance of irrational-subjective
methods of detection in this decade. This is rooted in the way the tele-
vision industry changed, forcing networks to produce programmes to
set themselves apart. But, as explored later in Chapter 7, these changes
are also linked to socio-political developments. As this shows, shifts and
changes in the television industry, as outlined broadly and somewhat
simplistically here, can have a vast influence on genre developments,
individual texts and, thus, methods of detection.

Particularly the developments in the industry in the 1980s brought
about a proliferation of texts. This shift carries with it a stronger sense
of cycles within the detective drama. The concept of cycles will be
explained further in Chapter 3. For now, it is important to note that
cycles are used here to tie together a range of texts linked through
similar stylistic elements, themes and spectacles. These cycles are used
to explain different directions the detective genre takes in times of
a vast proliferation of channels and texts. This does not mean that
recognisable cycles were not existent previously:

Competition for early viewers was fierce, with the already familiar
outcome even in the 1950s that those television series that did not
catch on quickly being rapidly cancelled while those that did rate
well being possibly mined for spin-offs or copied by rival networks.
In terms of copycat shows, a television series seen to be doing well
on another network might well inspire a similar but different show
on a rival network.

(Turnbull 2014, 99)

Such an established system of ‘copying’ formulas can also be read as the
creation of cycles. Yet, with only the ‘big three’ networks (NBC, CBS,
ABC) producing texts in the 1950s, what develops is still a relatively
coherent idea of what the genre is. Even throughout a ‘boom’ in police
procedurals in the 1970s (as outlined in Chapter 6), the individual texts
may have unique detectives, writing styles, scenes of spectacle and pat-
terns of dialogue, but there is still a shared sense across the board of
what images, stock characters or plot devices are ‘signs’ of the sub-genre.
This changes in the 1980s, partly due to a shift in focus onto the televi-
sion image. The aesthetically and thematically distinct sunshine noirs,
social ‘realist’ police procedurals or ‘quirky’ postmodern generic hybrids
discussed in Chapter 7 coexist easily in an industrial landscape where
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texts need to set themselves apart through visuals, narrative structure or
themes. This development does not pose a challenge to the genre defi-
nitions outlined in Chapter 3, but it extends the genre discourse of its
time to include different kinds of texts. To accommodate these shifts
within the detective genre and allow appropriate terminology to dis-
cuss these developments, chapters 7 and 8, discussing dramas from the
1980s onwards, emphasise cycles. Yet, it needs to be made clear that
due to an increasing generic hybridity and reluctance to align texts with
’traditional’ television genre, the 2000s feature far fewer cycles than the
1980s. However, more recent texts in particular seem to be rethinking
ways to access and attain knowledge. To allow an appropriate discussion
of this phenomenon, Chapter 9 on the 2000s ignores cycles in favour of
a focus on alternative methods of detection.

Though chapters 5–9 all discuss the aesthetic, industrial and political
discourses that shape the American TV detective drama, they are pre-
dominantly discussed and understood in relation to the bearing they
have on the texts of the American detective drama and the depiction
of methods of detection. These two discourses remain dominant and
structuring throughout this study. As much as texts are shaped by genre,
genre is also shaped by its texts, each new one influencing and shaping
the canon, and some even having a major influence on the directions
in which a genre develops. Though this book focusses on the genre as a
whole, texts like Dragnet (NBC, 1951–9), Kojak (CBS, 1973–8), Hill Street
Blues, Cagney & Lacey (CBS, 1981–8), Miami Vice, Twin Peaks, CSI: Crime
Scene Investigation or The Wire stand out, and have been much discussed
in academia as representatives of the genre and the medium. Much less
academic attention has been bestowed upon other texts that may rep-
resent more of a ‘norm’ within the genre. A number of these texts are
forgotten, but DVD, YouTube and now Video-on-Demand allow access
to a steadily growing number of texts. This book cannot claim to do jus-
tice to every text of this genre, but it discusses a wide range of texts and
aims to outline some major discourses that shape the way individual
texts are constructed, those that stand out as well as those that conform
to a given ‘norm’.

The focus on methods of detection means that many omissions of
discourses are made, and a range of texts that may merit more detailed
discussion are only mentioned in passing. The most blatant omission
may be that of discourses of gender within the genre, particularly
in light of the fact that this book deals with binary oppositions of
‘us’ and ‘them’ throughout. These binary structures have long been
debated in gender studies, and queer theory may have proven to be



Introduction 11

one of the most productive tools to renegotiate them. Yet, particularly
in relation to methods of detection, gendered detection poses a curious
example. Though continuously underrepresented, one of the ‘twists’ in
detective narratives featuring female detectives tends to be that they
perform against stereotype. Miss Marple, one of the most influential
female detectives in the genre, outperforms experienced Scotland Yard
detectives by being able to use rational thought and execute distanced
deduction despite being an elderly spinster. On the other side of the
binary, as Deborah Jermyn points out,

a number of the finer attributes we might admire or expect to find
in a good detective are generally thought of in wider cultural terms
as ‘female’. An attention to detail; the capacity to listen and ‘read’
people; the ability to multitask as clues and leads amount; all of
these characteristics are typically (though not unproblematically)
culturally designated ‘feminine’.

(Jermyn 2010, 29)

In a binary of rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods of
detection, female detectives can often be found, unexpectedly, on the
rational-scientific side. Irrational-subjective female detectives, like Sarah
Linden (Mireille Enos) in the American remake of The Killing, are rela-
tively rare. In fact, it is only in the 1980s that more hard-boiled female
detectives appear on American television, often operating with male
partners. Female detectives, until today, rarely ever operate alone, the
most important exception (at least on US TV) being in the Miss Marple-
inspired Murder, She Wrote (CBS, 1984–96; see also Turnbull 2014, 153–85
for a more general account of women in the genre). Though a focus on
methods of detection views women in the genre from a different angle,
it hardly does justice to the range of discourses that have shaped rep-
resentations of women on television. The issue of gender in the genre
is viewed as too complex to discuss in much detail here, though it is
not completely omitted, as social and political developments in the
USA since the 1950s would hardly allow this. Similarly, issues of race
and class are important elements of the way social and political devel-
opments shape the detective genre, though they are not necessarily
central.

Particularly discourses of race are understood here as significantly
shaping American history in ways that highly influence detective dra-
mas, meaning that it is never completely ignored. Unlike women, male
African American detective characters tend to be positioned according
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to stereotype as irrational-subjective. In this role, they are emotional
and driven by hunches, sometimes even volatile and aggressive. Still,
on further investigation the issue is also likely to prove much more
complex than a simple assignation of African American = emotional
and irrational. Meanwhile, African American female detectives are virtu-
ally non-existent (though there are a few exceptions). This study cannot
do justice to the various discourses that have shaped racial oppression
in the USA, though it can at least point to instances of methods of
detection, historical developments and discourses of the detective genre
coming together to shape genre.

Another omission, in a study of a genre that deals so much with the
discourses that shape society, is that of audience reception. In parts, this
is due to my, somewhat controversial, belief that the detective genre
with its relatively stable narrative structures is best accessed via texts,
at least at this point in time. The detective genre is not predominantly
shaped by fan behaviour (like ‘cult’ TV or film) or a desired affect (such
as laughter in comedy or fear in horror). Instead, narrative structures,
settings or stock characters of other texts are mimicked, maybe with
one or two innovations. Thus, despite the fact that audience numbers,
or, at the very least, critical acclaim, determine success, it is largely texts
(and those who create and market them) that shape the genre, not audi-
ence reception. This is not to say that audiences play no role in defining
the genre, or that I am ignorant of the fact that many would disagree
with my own definition of the American detective drama, as outlined
in Chapter 3. Yet, for a sub-genre as prolific and familiar as this one, it
seems prudent to try to understand how the texts relate to each other in
the genre’s history before asking about reception. This does not mean
that these issues are completely ignored or considered unimportant;
they are just not a focus in this particular study.

These omissions have been necessary to keep focussed on the issue
at hand: how do methods of detection shape texts? How do methods
of detection shape (and how are they shaped by) narrative structures?
How do aesthetics and industrial discourses shape methods of detec-
tion? And how do discourses of detection intersect with contemporary
social and political discourses and, thus, influence texts’ ideological out-
look? Particularly this last question also needs to acknowledge the role
aesthetic and industrial discourses play in shaping a text. As this study
of the detective genre will show, it is an incredibly resilient and flexible
genre that never seems to wholly disappear. It can offer innovation that
influences the entire medium, or it can offer the comfort of familiar
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structures and characters. It can serve to reinforce power structures or
radically break with existing ideas of ‘truth’ and how to access it. The
medium of television may change radically, but the detective genre, at
least for now, seems to be popular, familiar, radical and innovative, all
at the same time.



2
Investigating Detection: Methods
of Detection in American
Detective Dramas

Detective dramas appear to be one of the most prolific genres
on television screens internationally. American detective dramas are
syndicated and broadcast all over the world. As such, the familiar narra-
tive structures, ‘stock’ characters, urban settings, and so on seem to be
almost taken for granted – the implication often being that because they
are familiar, they must be reactionary and conservative. Yet, on the other
hand, some of the most critically acclaimed and innovative dramas on
television, from Hill Street Blues to The Wire, are detective narratives.
These series, often celebrated for their ‘realism’, break new ground in
what television narratives can achieve while using relatively familiar
genre frameworks to guide us through complex and complicated stories
and narrative structures.

Heavily indebted to literary predecessors, detective television seems to
be ‘divided’ into two strands. One originates in Golden Age detective fic-
tion, a largely British tradition, mostly from the period between the two
World Wars (though key texts were produced well into the 1950s), with
Agatha Christie as the most dominant author. This literary sub-genre
features relatively stable narrative structures where crimes are solved by
cool-headed detectives who maintain analytical distance. The other tra-
dition is rooted in hard-boiled novels, an American tradition originating
in the late 1920s, with Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler as
key authors. Here, crimes are often part of more complicated conspira-
cies, and detectives have to get physically and emotionally immersed
in this world in order to solve the original crime. As this suggests,
the diegetic universes depicted necessitate different ways to approach
and investigate crime. This chapter introduces the approach of this
analysis to accessing the genre: methods of detection. It explains the

14
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broad concepts of rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods
of detection and puts them in the context of different epistemological
traditions.

The genre is accessed in this analysis by looking at what are termed
‘methods of detection’. This does not mean a step-by-step analysis of the
investigative process used in different texts from the genre, but a focus
on the underlying principles that determine how these fictional inves-
tigations are conducted. The focus here is on issues of representation
of methods of detection rather than how these methods correlate with
how investigations are conducted in real life. Thus, what is discussed
here is how the ‘truth’ about a crime should be accessed, as proposed by
the texts, not how applicable they are in reality. As such, the detective
genre fulfils an important ideological function as a genre that ties in
with dominant discourses surrounding concepts on how to access and
attain ‘truth’.

This chapter describes what is meant by these methods of detec-
tion and what ideologies of ‘truth-finding’ are associated with them.
It divides them into categories of rational-scientific, irrational-subjective
and alternative methods of detection, the first two being the most
common ones. To briefly describe them, rational-scientific methods of
detection can be thought of as cold, distanced deduction, akin to scien-
tific methodologies and potentially employing science to help access the
‘truth’ about a crime. Irrational-subjective methods of detection mean
the employment of emotions, ‘instinct’ and ‘gut feeling’ to solve crime.
In other words, rational-scientific methods of detection imply ‘distance’
and irrational-subjective methods of detection imply ‘closeness’. In a
third step, this chapter explores the viability of a third category, pre-
liminarily termed alternative methods of detection, meaning a way to
deconstruct existing methods of detection and find different approaches
to access the ‘truth’ about a crime.

In his article in James Bond and Philosophy (2006, 157–71), Jerold
J. Abrams describes different concepts of ‘truth-finding’, deduction,
induction and abduction, as follows:

In the first form, deduction, we begin by assuming a rule, that all
spies have aliases, and we also know (as a given) that this particular
person is a spy. So, of course, it’s just automatic that we know he has
multiple aliases – for that is part of the very definition of a spy.

With induction, by contrast, we begin with a sample, maybe one spy
(or perhaps three or four . . . it doesn’t really matter as long as it’s not
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all of them), and a result of that sample, namely, that he has (or they
have) multiple aliases. From here, we make a generalization: that is,
we reason beyond our given sample to the idea that all spies have
multiple aliases.

Now, with abduction, in even further contrast, we reason from a rule
and a result (although typically the result comes first) to a case –
that is to say, we reason to whodunit. [. . .]So, for example, let’s say
I know someone (but only vaguely) – and maybe I discover that he
has multiple aliases. Naturally, I’m going to find this a little surpris-
ing. Immediately, my abductive gears are turning; it’s not long before
I guess that this guy might be a spy

(2006, 158–9, italics in the original)

Rational-scientific methods of detection are usually deductive, while, at
the other end of the spectrum, abduction is little more than a guess
or conjecture. An irrational-subjective detective like James Bond may
rarely, if ever, be wrong in his abductive process, but he still guesses.
Charles S. Peirce, who may be the most relevant theorist to write about
abduction, positions it himself as highly ‘irrational’:

retroduction [or abduction] goes upon the hope that there is suf-
ficient affinity between the reasoner’s mind and nature to render
guessing not all together hopeless, provided each guess is checked
by comparison with observation.

(1929, 121, quoted in Seboek and Umiker-Seboek 1988, 17)

Yet, deduction, induction and abduction are not easily applied to
broader concepts of rational-scientific, irrational-subjective and alterna-
tive methods of detection. Nils Ch. Rauhut argues that detective Monk
(Tony Shalhoub) from the series of the same title collects evidence and
falsifies hypotheses until, in the climax of each episode, he has an
‘epiphany’. This ‘epiphany’ is a moment of enlightenment in which all
the pieces of evidence are brought together to form the solution to the
crime or explain links between several crimes. This ‘epiphany’ seems like
an abductive guess, even though his investigative process is presented
as deduction. Sue Turnbull raises a similar issue when pointing out, in
relation to another rational-scientific detective, that

With his intuitive leaps of logic, [Sherlock] Holmes prefigures the
work of those investigators who arrive at the ‘truth’ by some form



Investigating Detection 17

of psychic power that may or may not be paranormal, as in such
recent series as Medium (NBC, 2005–9; CBS, 2009–11).

(2014, 126)

But the term ‘intuitive leap of logic’ already reveals the dichotomy at
work. Holmes’ logic is based on the collection of data, which are then
added up to reveal a solution. Allison Dubois’ (Patricia Arquette) solu-
tions are intuitive, if not paranormal, visions that only she can see and
cannot be used as evidence in court, and are thus completely irrational-
subjective. Holmes’ and Monk’s ‘epiphanies’ may be viewed as a ‘final
guess’, a moment of abduction. Yet, this ‘final guess’ is based on a large
amount of data rather than ‘instinct’ or ‘hunches’, and functions as the
last step in a process of rational-scientific deduction. The (rather signif-
icant) difference lies in how much data or evidence is collected before
‘intuitive leaps’ or a ‘final guess’ is made. Yet, abduction, induction and
deduction cannot always be divided into clearly distinctive categories
and reveal little about underlying ideologies of ‘truth-finding’.

One way to view methods of detection is to root them in spe-
cific philosophical tendencies of Enlightenment, post-Enlightenment
modern, postmodern, or maybe even post-postmodern thought. These
linkages offer a way to think of these methods of detection as inex-
tricably linked with ideologies of ‘truth-finding’. Methods of detection
also offer a way to analyse how texts relate to contemporary socio-
political issues and how an ideology of ‘truth-finding’ is formulated.
For example, it could be argued that Quincy M.E.’s (NBC, 1976–83) and
later CSI: Crime Scene Investigation’s emphasis on science is related to the
significant social anxieties surrounding the Watergate scandal and 9/11,
respectively. As Michael Allen argues,

Ultimately, in a vulnerable, permanently threatened (if you believe
the scaremongerers headed by President George W. Bush) post-9/11
America, CSI offers certainty and unrelenting professionalism in the
search for truth and justice. [. . .] America currently needs reassur-
ing, and the über-professional teams that head the three CSI shows
are unrelenting in their investigation of the minutiae of criminal
evidence.

(Allen 2007b, 8–9)

In other words, rational-scientific methods of detection and their
promise of a methodology to access ‘objective truth’ become preva-
lent at moments of national crisis. As the later analysis of methods of



18 American TV Detective Dramas

detection in relation to political context will show, this kind of expla-
nation is simplistic. Yet, the example illustrates how the internal genre
discourse of methods of detection links in with external political dis-
courses. As discussed in chapters 6 and 8, genre history and the social
and political changes within US society in the 20th and 21st centuries
are intrinsically linked, and the genre often seems to function as a
mediator to help society come to terms with these developments.

In many narratives, the suggestion of rational-scientific distance is
interpreted as a ‘coldness’ (emotionally and aesthetically), sometimes
even to the extent of mental illness. This is most obviously done
in Monk, with its ‘defective detective’ tagline, but hints of this can
already be found in Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes texts. The narra-
tives rarely contextualise crimes in a larger social context, be that the
effects of crime on others or the question of how somebody becomes
a criminal. These texts treat crime almost – and in Numb3rs (CBS,
2005–10) literally – as a mathematical or otherwise scientific problem,
and seemingly as isolated events. Stories usually provide unambiguous
narrative closure with the solution of the central crime. There is a strong
link between the ‘genius’ detective sub-genre, as outlined in the next
chapter, and rational-scientific methods of detection, but the police
procedure followed by police detectives usually also functions to give
detectives rational-scientific distance to solve crime without prejudice.
This method of detection does not rely on ‘instinct’ or ‘coincidence’.
While these aspects can play into an investigation, the solution is pre-
sented as the result of logical deduction and analytical distance, framed
by a narrative structure that takes viewers through every step of the
investigation (see Chapter 4).

Science can be an important aspect of the investigation, as in Dragnet,
Quincy M.E. or CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, but series like Murder, She
Wrote, Monk, or Elementary (CBS, 2012–) push the detective’s extraor-
dinary deductive skills to the foreground. While science may not be
central to these dramas, detectives still follow thought patterns associ-
ated with science, such as analytical distance, distrust in the detective’s
own emotions or the necessity of (supposedly) ‘objective’ proof. Thus,
it is more a ‘scientific attitude’ that rational-scientific detectives fol-
low rather than the use of actual science. In texts that feature science,
the possibilities are often hopelessly exaggerated, as, for example, in
Numb3rs, but it is more the scientific attitude, the stoic belief that a
rational-scientific method of detection will inevitably lead to the ‘truth’,
and the representation of these methodologies as offering ‘objective’,
indisputable fact that are relevant here.
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The narrative structures of texts employing rational-scientific meth-
ods of detection push these methods to the foreground (see Chapter 4),
but emphasis is also put on these methods through other means: for
example, deduction and insight function as spectacle, as in the ‘big
revelation’ scenes in Golden Age literature. Visual attention might also
be drawn to them on television through montages of scientific experi-
ments, as in CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, scenes of humorous spectacle,
as in Bones (where characters have a contest over who is ‘King of the Lab’
each week), or images of evidence, as in some episodes of Dragnet (for
example, images of the dresses of the missing girls in ‘The Big Crime’,
04/03). In literary examples, it is detectives like Dupin and Holmes who
introduce the convention of highlighting their own methods. Dennis
Porter describes Holmes’ methods as similar to the work of an academic
researcher:

Whether the task in hand is the decipherment of Linear B, the search
for a cure of cancer, the interpretation of a sonnet, or the construction
of a model representing the structure of the genetic code, it involves
that well-known process of observation, inference, and the construc-
tion and testing of hypotheses which has been associated with the
advancement of knowledge since Bacon.

(Porter 1981, 225)

Knight is less impressed with Holmes’ methods, and even argues that
Holmes misidentifies them as deduction:

Doyle gives [the process of detection] the elevated name of ‘deduc-
tion’ and claims it is both highly scientific and also a means of
ordering the confusing data of experience. Both of these claims are
illusory. Firstly, if Holmes really were to find patterns in facts, he
would be practicing ‘induction’: in reality he has knowledge of what
certain phenomena will mean, and is practicing deduction, that is
drawing from a set of existent theories to explain new events. Doyle’s
wish to protect old values, ideas and their social setting is innate to
his hero’s methodology. The dress of modern materialist science is
used for conservative thinking, for a failure to face the real, disorderly
experience of data.

(Knight 1980, 86, italics in the original)

Yet, Knight seems unable to offer any alternative descriptions of Holmes’
methods, proposing that Holmes does perform deduction, but a much
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less sophisticated version of it than the ‘smoke-screen’ of scientific
experiments and Holmes’ arrogance might suggest:

The contexts of medical science, the chemistry and the exhaustive
knowledge of crime are only gestured at, and we are actually shown
no more than a special rational process.

(ibid.)

Yet, while the integration of science into the investigative process may
only serve as some kind of ‘smoke-screen’, it is important to note that
Holmes’ insistence on science as an important aspect of detection has
had a vast influence on the genre. Especially as scientific possibilities
have increased and DNA has become an important tool in the inves-
tigation of crime, the scientific methodologies (as in CSI: Crime Scene
Investigation and its spin-offs, NCIS: Naval Criminal Investigative Service
[CBS, 2003−] or Bones) and thought patterns (as in The Mentalist [CBS,
2008–], The Closer [TNT, 2005–12] or Criminal Minds [CBS, 2005–]) have
become significant aspects of detective dramas. Deborah Jermyn argues
in relation to the British series Prime Suspect:

[Writer/creator Lynda] La Plante was one of the first crime drama-
tists to respond to the new prominence of forensic science in crime
investigation and to tap into popular curiosity about it. In the first
series she dared to counterbalance the tension and conflict of the
incident and interview rooms with occasional, unexpected and qui-
etly observed diversions into the police labs, or sequences of forensic
teams collecting evidence.

(Jermyn 2010, 81)

Forensic detection, often in combination with powerful female investi-
gators, has been a popular trope in successful literary series like Patricia
Cornwell’s Kay Scarpetta series or Kathy Reichs’ Temperance Brennan
novels in detective literature of the early 1990s. It was not until 2000,
when the first season of CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, featuring a team
with a paternal leader rather than female investigators, started, that
forensic scientists became heroes of television detective drama. The
influence of CSI: Crime Scene Investigation for the detective genre is diffi-
cult to overestimate: not only did the series spawn three spin-offs, but
for the first decade of the 2000s, US network television schedules were
dominated by detective dramas that featured either forensic detection
or rational-scientific thought patterns.
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Still, Knight’s criticism is not unwarranted. His assumption that
the only ‘real’ experience of data is ‘unordered’ and ‘unorderable’
may be problematic. But rational-scientific methods of detection tend
to suggest a conservative world view (though not necessarily with
all the political connotations of the term), dominated by an idea
of clearly identifiable binary oppositions. This attitude is related to
the roots of rational-scientific methods of detection in Enlightenment
thought. The Enlightenment consists of many contesting discourses
and debates, some still ongoing, that developed differently in their
specific national contexts. What is meant here by Enlightenment or
post-Enlightenment modern thought and thought patterns is an insis-
tence on rational, distanced observation over prejudice, superstition and
religious (specifically Christian) ideology.1 The Enlightenment can be
loosely seen as spanning from the publication of Descartes’ Discourse
on the Method in 1637 to the French Revolution in 1789, the ensuing
political instability of France and the following coronation of Napoleon
Bonaparte as emperor. Immanuel Kant sees the Enlightenment as ‘man’s
emergence from self-incurred immaturity’ (Kant 2009, 1), reducing
the pre-Enlightenment subject to the level of an immature child and
emphasising Enlightenment’s drive towards independent thought and
reasoning. Dorinda Outram summarises the period as driven by a

desire for human affairs to be guided by rationality rather than by
faith, superstition, or revelation; a belief in the power of human
reason to change society and liberate the individual from the
restraints of custom or arbitrary authority; all backed up by a world
view increasingly validated by science rather than by religion or
tradition.

(Outram 1995, 3)

Yet, as Outram argues himself, this is only a simplified summary of
a range of complex debates and discourses. These changes had far-
reaching influence on developments in politics, industry, religion and
society. Yet, the focus here is on the way knowledge was restructured
and how this influences the detective genre.

The Enlightenment pre-dates the detective genre, though the genre
remains highly influenced by it. This is particularly linked to scientific
methodologies and thought patterns that developed during the Enlight-
enment. In The Order of Things, Foucault argues that the development of
Enlightenment science and scientific methodologies changed how all
knowledge is structured:
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Up to the end of the 18th century, in fact, life does not exist: only
living beings. These beings form one class, or rather several classes,
in the series of all things in the world; and if it is possible to speak
of life it is only as of one character – in the taxonomic sense of that
word – in the universal distribution of beings.

(Foucault 2009, 177)

In other words, the perception of life as different categories, such as
‘animal’ or ‘plant’, and the differentiation into various species or sub-
species, only develops during the Enlightenment. This brought with
it a new way of thinking about the world in which some objects or
traces are considered more important than others. The idea of proof or
evidence of a crime, and that some pieces of evidence may be more
important than others, is inextricably linked to Enlightenment scien-
tists’ efforts to ‘order’ the world they lived in into distinct categories,
and understand and decode ‘God’s language’. Pre-Enlightenment and
Enlightenment literature about crime usually relied on divine interven-
tion or religious guilt. Stephen Knight points out, in relation to the
Newgate Calendar stories, crime stories published in the UK as pamphlets
from 1773 onwards:

There is no special agent of detection at all. [. . .] Some of these evil-
doers, mostly murderers, are transfixed by guilt in the process of their
crime. More often the sense of guilt makes them act rashly afterwards,
so drawing attention to themselves and to crucial evidence, such
as bloodstains or stolen evidence. The idea behind this is that the
Christian conscience is suddenly awakened, the objective Christian
pattern reasserts itself against the subjective criminal rejection of
those values.

(Knight 1980, 11–12)

Post-Enlightenment crime and detective fiction aims to ‘order’ the
chaotic experience of data found at a crime scene to clearly identify
a murderer.

The application of scientific thought patterns and methodologies to
‘order’ and decode crime is similar to Ferdinand de Saussure’s idea
of understanding the seemingly chaotic system of language, which
was preceded by Poe’s Dupin novellas, but was developed around the
same time as Conan Doyle wrote the Sherlock Holmes stories. Saussure
understands
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language as a structured system, [that] is both a self-contained whole
and a principle of classification. As soon as we give linguistic structure
pride of place among the facts of language, we introduce a natural
order into an aggregate which lends itself to no other classification.
[. . .] [The] language we use is a convention, and it makes no difference
what exactly the nature of the agreed sign is.

(Saussure 1983, 10)

Thus, Saussure views language as artificially constructed, part of an
‘orderly’ system, and treats it as such. While this may be a long way
from wanting to decode God’s language through scientific methodolo-
gies, it follows similar thought patterns: language as a system, as much
as it may seem chaotic and arbitrary, can be ‘ordered’. This aspect is
something Claude Lévi-Strauss emphasises in his work (though this
work is written much later than Saussure’s). He argues that ‘[it] is,
I think, absolutely impossible to conceive of meaning without order’
(2001: 3). Lévi-Strauss argued that this ‘order’ and this ‘meaning’ can
be accessed by looking at binary structures that structure the world,
such as raw/cooked, male/female, culture/nature or rational/irrational.
Once ‘order’ is created through a system of binaries, ‘truth’ can be
accessed. This structuralist approach understands itself as politically
and ideologically ‘neutral’, in part due to its links with scientific
methodologies that aim to access ‘objective’ truth.

Roland Barthes, another structuralist, argues that popular culture car-
ries ideological messages, a system of signs that forms a metalanguage,
which, in turn, forms myths. Myths are created out of an existing lan-
guage system, but also extend to visual signs. Decoding myths means
exposing ideology:

Entrusted with ‘glossing over’ an intentional concept, myth encoun-
ters nothing but betrayal in language, for language can only oblit-
erate the concept if it hides it, or unmask it if it formulates it. The
elaboration of a second-order semiological system will enable myth
to escape its dilemma: driven to having either to unveil or to liqui-
date the concept, it will naturalize it. We reach here the very principle
of myth: it transforms history into nature.

(Barthes 1993, 129, italics in the original)

This structuralist approach is akin to the work of rational-scientific
detectives who cut through the veil of what is assumed to be ‘natural’,
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such as, for example, the assumption that witnesses do not lie, to find
the ‘truth’. Yet, decoding myth means that the mythologist and the
detective alike are no longer part of ‘mainstream’ society: ‘To decipher
the Tour de France or “the good French Wine” is to cut oneself off from
those who are entertained or warmed by them’ (ibid., 157). This might
explain why ‘genius’ detectives, in particular, are often somehow ‘oth-
ered’: Sherlock Holmes seems eccentric at best, but in newer adaptations
like the British Sherlock (BBC, 2010–) the character even describes him-
self as a ‘high-functioning psychopath’ (whatever that may mean), and
in the American Elementary he seems to be driven into depression and
drug addiction by his ability to expose myth. Meanwhile, Miss Marple is
marginalised through gender, marital status and age, and Poirot through
his ‘foreignness’ and his attention to grooming. However, this ‘oth-
erness’ seems to allow them to analyse crime from the outside myth
system or ideology. Yet, it is Louis Althusser who points out that

Human societies secrete ideology as the very element and atmosphere
indispensable to their historical respiration and life. Only an ideolog-
ical world outlook could have imagined societies without ideology and
accepted the utopian idea of a world in which ideology [. . .] would
disappear without trace.

(Althusser 1994, 88, italics in the original)

It is, thus, impossible for detectives and mythologists alike to move to
an ideology-free space. For example, most detective fiction still assumes
greed as a ‘natural’ motive to commit crime, even murder, without
deconstructing the broader capitalist ideology behind this or exposing
it as myth. The detectives seem just as caught up in ideology as crim-
inal, suspect and victim. Similarly, exposing myth and creating ‘order’
through binary structures does not offer a way to imagine alternative
societies: Barthes may envision an ideology-free society, but this seems
like an ideology in itself.

As detectives cannot, or do not willingly, move outside ideological
systems, exposing underlying binaries, as described by Lévi-Strauss, does
not actually lead to change. Rather, an insistence on rigid binaries leaves
little room to explore in-between spaces, misunderstandings, slippages
or how competing ideologies relate to each other. Yet, rational-scientific
methods of detection rely on binary structures to decode the world. Due
to their inflexible nature, these binary structures are interpreted here
as conservative, though the term does not necessarily need to be asso-
ciated with a political right (as will become clearer in the analysis of
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1970s dramas in Chapter 6). But if the world is only read and under-
stood through a system of binaries, little room exists for alternative ways
of thinking.

Thus, rational-subjective methods of detection are defined here as a
post-Enlightenment phenomenon that follows Enlightenment thought
patterns, using distanced, rational and logical deduction (often involv-
ing science) to solve crime. Crime is viewed as a disruption of the a priori
ordered world. Thus, order can be restored by the detectives. This is
partly achieved through the exclusion of complex explorations into
causes and effects of crime, a factor inextricably linked with framing
narrative structures, as explored in Chapter 4.

While analytical distance, often expressed through emotional and
aesthetic ‘coldness’, is a major aspect of rational-scientific methods of
detection, irrational-subjective methods of detection are largely defined
through ‘closeness’. This ‘closeness’ can involve strong emotional con-
nections between detectives and persons involved in the case, or physi-
cal investment when detectives are beaten, or beat and torture suspects
themselves to get information. Investigative efforts are often guided by
personal experience and emotions ranging from ‘hunches’, ‘gut feeling’
or ‘instinct’ to dreams, communication with spirits or alien abductions,
even if these texts are often generic hybrids. The Magnum P.I. (CBS,
1980–8) episode ‘Fragments’ (05/06) even suggests that the detective’s
‘hunches’ can be viewed as akin to psychic visions. In his book on
the British mini-series Edge of Darkness (BBC, 1985), in which a detec-
tive investigates the murder of his daughter, John Caughie describes the
method of detection as almost obsessively personal and emotional:

Emotional pain and the search for a logic which will make sense of
it are held in suspension; not only is the personal political, but the
political, driven by grief, is intensely and obsessively personal.

(2007, 110)

The personal experience of emotional and physical pain can, thus,
dictate the method of detection and can help to access knowledge:
in the case of Edge of Darkness, even some kind of metaphysical
knowledge.

The diegetic universes are usually chaotic, disordered and confusing.
In such a chaotic world, ‘instinct’, a personalised moral system and a
reliance on the detective’s own emotions become necessary. As Kirsten
Moana Thompson summarises in relation to irrational-subjective film
noir detectives,
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the private eye is always intimately (and physically) involved in the
action. First, the detective is often suspected of murder by the police
and is subject to their repeated interrogations, as well as to beatings
from the criminals he meets along the way. [. . .] Second, the detec-
tive may become sexually involved with women, but these alliances
are temporary, for he must always resist the lure of the femme fatale
who would otherwise prove deadly. [. . .] In addition to physical trials
and sexual temptation, the detective must also face and resist moral
temptation.

(2007, 53–4)

Due to the a priori assumption of a complex, chaotic and ‘unorder-
able’ world, texts featuring irrational-subjective methods of detection
often involve complex narrative structures and efforts to further explore
the social context of crime. In texts using rational-scientific methods of
detection, the spectacle usually lies in some sort of visualisation of the
thought process of the ‘genius’ detective. In dramas featuring irrational-
subjective methods of detection, however, moments of ‘spectacle’ are
often more elaborate and can feature car chases, explosions, moments of
extreme violence like torture, beatings or gun fights, but also moments
of comedy or romance. This spectacle often works to override the logic
of the investigation, ‘glossing over’ incoherencies and inconsistencies in
plotting. Temptation and spectacle can also occur in the form of under-
cover work, as in The Mod Squad (ABC, 1968–73), Miami Vice or 21, Jump
Street (Fox, 1987–91). As James Lyons argues in relation to Miami Vice,

the question of whether Crockett [Don Johnson] and/or Tubbs [Philip
Michael Thomas] will surrender to the temptations of the ‘Vice’ is
one which is posed in relation to their work as undercover cops, as it is
operating in the guise of drug dealers or smugglers that brings them
close to the enticements (wealth, narcotics, power, beautiful women,
and, more generally, a life of hedonism) that they must resist. [. . .]
Interestingly, the [second] season can be argued to have diffused that
problematic across its cast of episode-specific characters, so that most
instalments see a plotline involving an individual being tempted (and
crucially succumbing) to vices such as drugs, bribery, dangerous sex,
or theft.

(2010, 68–70, italics in the original)

The enticements in The Mod Squad are rarely as tempting as in Miami
Vice, and agents are left with much less painful decisions to make. Still, it
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is important to note that depictions of undercover work, whether in The
Mod Squad, Miami Vice, 21 Jump Street or NCIS: Los Angeles (CBS, 2009–),
are usually linked with empathy and a sense of betrayal, as agents have
to arrest friends and lovers. The spectacle of undercover work usually
lies precisely in this ‘closeness’ to criminals.

Irrational-subjective methods of detection are rooted in the liter-
ary tradition of hard-boiled novels by American authors like Dashiell
Hammett or Raymond Chandler. Chandler describes these novels as
follows:

The realist in murder writes of a world in which gangsters can rule
nations and almost rule cities, in which hotels and apartment houses
and celebrated restaurants are owned by men who made their money
out of brothels, in which a screen star can be the fingerman for a
mob, and the nice man down the hall is a boss of the numbers racket;
a world where a judge with a cellar full of bootleg liquor can send a
man to jail for having a pint in his pocket, where the mayor of your
town may have condoned murder as an instrument of moneymak-
ing, where no man can walk down a dark street in safety because law
and order are things we talk about but refrain from practising; a world
where you may witness a hold-up in broad daylight and see who did
it, but you will fade quickly back into the crowd rather than tell any-
one, because the hold-up men may have friends with long guns, or
the police may not like your testimony, and in any case the shys-
ter for the defense will be allowed to abuse and vilify you in open
court, before a jury of selected morons, without any but the most
perfunctory interference from a political judge.

(Chandler 1950)

Chandler, thus, positions the hard-boiled novel as ‘realist’, in this case
meaning that moral ambiguity in a corrupt world is emphasised, as
an explicit counter-reaction to Golden Age novels featuring rational-
scientific methods of detection. One major difference is the hard-boiled
novels’ assumption of a world that is fundamentally unordered and
‘unorderable’. Thus, any efforts of detection may end in a solution to
the crime, but broader issues of social corruption and moral ambiguity
remain. Film noir and the hard-boiled novel seem important refer-
ence points in terms of aesthetics, though dramas featuring rational-
scientific methods of detection, like Dragnet, can feature some of the
‘stock’ characters familiar from film noir (like overly sexualised femmes
fatales).
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With their heritage in modern fiction, irrational-subjective meth-
ods of detection can be viewed as rooted in modernism. Modernism
is a complex period, shaped by post-Enlightenment thought and its
optimistic attitudes towards technological and scientific progress as
much as it is, especially in its later stages, by disappointment in these
developments and pessimism. This pessimist branch of modernism was
influenced by the experience of the First World War and the way
technology was being used for mass killings. In European art, this alien-
ation and anxiety were expressed in arts movements like Dadaism,
Surrealism, Cubism and Expressionism by artists like Pablo Picasso,
Georges Braques, Marc Chagall, John Heartfield, Hannah Höch and
Edvard Munch. This avant-garde art perceives itself as counter-cultural
and positioned away from mass-produced, ‘mainstream’, ‘low-brow’
fare (see Butler 2010, location 1557). Hard-boiled novels, published as
‘pulp fiction’, are mass-produced and decidedly low-brow. Yet, while
maybe not featuring the feminist themes of Hannah Höch, most hard-
boiled novels tend to express attitudes of alienation and revulsion
in light of a corrupt, violent world, similar to modernist avant-garde
art. It is, thus, sensibilities that are shared rather than an aesthetic
outlook. The American experience of the First World War may not
have been as intense as in Europe, especially as America emerged as a
superpower. Still, isolationist attitudes became increasingly dominant
in US culture:

Isolationism is an attitude, policy, doctrine, or position opposed to
the commitment of American force outside the Western Hemisphere,
except in the rarest and briefest instances. The essence of isolationism
is refusal to commit force beyond hemispheric bounds, or abso-
lute avoidance of overseas military alliances. [. . .] The isolationist
position [. . .] emerged in response to the specific historical circum-
stances surrounding American entry into the [First] World War.
The physical threat of embroilment interacted with the intellectual
challenges of internationalist ideas to bring about the conjunction
of popular noninterventionist sentiment with carefully thought-
out policies and doctrinal statements of opposition to overseas
involvement.

(Cooper 1969, 2–3)

Thus, on a national level, there is a drive towards isolation from Europe
and European conflicts. Meanwhile, domestically, the rise of organ-
ised crime throughout the 1920s in America may account for an even
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stronger sense in these novels that corruption is everywhere and the
individual can only rely on him- or herself (see Ernest Mandel 1984,
31–5). This tends to complicate the binary structures dominant in
post-Enlightenment modern thought, and often even in modernist art,
particularly with the sub-genre’s emphasis on moral ambiguity: is it
‘good’ or ‘bad’ that Sam Spade hands over the woman he loves, pos-
sibly to be hanged for the murder of a man Sam never cared about, in
The Maltese Falcon (Hammett, 1929)?

It is particularly this exploration of in-between spaces or grey areas in
moral absolutes that is being carried into postmodernism and American
TV detective dramas. Postmodernism as a period is difficult to describe,
as, much like any other period, it is dominated by complicated and
often conflicting discourses. Furthermore, postmodernism itself is often
viewed as defined by its embracing of incoherency and chaos. David
Harvey argues that

the most startling fact about postmodernism: its total acceptance of
the ephemerality, fragmentation, discontinuity and the chaotic [. . .].
But postmodernism responds to that fact in a very particular way.
It does not try to transcend it, counteract it, or even define the ‘inter-
nal and immutable’ elements that might lie within it. Postmodernism
swims, even wallows, in the fragmentary and the chaotic currents of
change as if that is all there is.

(Harvey 1989, 44)

Mostly, this is evidenced by an increasingly fragmented view of the
world. Part of the postmodern (incoherent, chaotic) ‘project’ appears to
be rigorous questioning and deconstruction of most aspects of the social
sphere (gender, family, ‘high art’, etc.), thus rendering mute any notions
of a ‘natural’ state of being. Knight argues in relation to postmodern
detective literature:

postmodernism is a form of resistance with its own version of politics,
rejecting what are seen as invalid and deforming concepts of consis-
tency and subjective identity as being based on unduly constraining
rational and aesthetic systems, whether of classical realism or mod-
ernism. In postmodern fiction coincidence, overlapping accounts,
indeterminacy are the plot motifs and parody, irony and inconse-
quence are technical tools to dislodge the idea of a single knowing
and moralising subject, operating in ordered time with purposive
function. Postmodern crime fiction has a special importance because
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major early post-modernists employed the genre to establish their
positions against rationality and humanism.

(2004, 195)

On television, postmodernism becomes particularly important in the
1980s. Several 1980s detective dramas deconstruct genre conventions to
create a different kind of text. For example, a text like Miami Vice puts an
emphasis on stylistic elements like colour schemes or the fetishisation
of objects. Moonlighting (ABC, 1985–9) highlights its deliberately inco-
herent plotting and specific speech patterns, and is extraordinarily
self-referential. Meanwhile, Remington Steele (NBC, 1982–7) constantly
references other detective narratives and films from the 1930s and
1940s, relating to genre history through intertextuality. This decon-
struction of genre conventions is in line with Francois Lyotard’s (1984,
11–18) theory that ‘grand narratives’ are being deconstructed, including
‘grand narratives’ of a continuous history of the world, a nation state or
a uniting ‘order’ of the world. This opens postmodernism up to include
a vast number of competing and conflicting discourses that question
existing power structures. Thus, one major aspect of postmodernism
is the destabilisation of white, male, middle-class, middle-aged, het-
eronormative power. This has consequences for aesthetics and tone, but
this destabilisation also influences other features of the detective genre.
Series like Hill Street Blues, NYPD Blue (ABC, 1993–2005), Homicide: Life
on the Street (NBC, 1993–9) or more recent dramas like The Shield or The
Wire include a variety of perspectives on social politics, the criminal jus-
tice system and crime itself. This is accompanied by complicated and
complex narrative structures, ‘realist’ aesthetics and a questioning of
moral guidelines. This deconstruction can be associated with the con-
cept of post-structuralism. Post-structuralism, one theory among the
many that are part of the broad concept of postmodernism, describes
a focus on the in-between spaces in binary oppositions:

Post-structuralism emphasizes the slippage between signifier and sig-
nified – between one sign and the next, between one context and the
next – while emphasizing that meaning is always situated, specific to
a given context.

(Seiter 1993, 61)

Thus, binary oppositions that, according to structuralism, create mean-
ing and ‘order’ in the world are questioned as part of a larger ‘project of
deconstruction’.
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Apart from these efforts to destabilise ideologies of a unified nation
state where patriarchal leaders can claim to represent a majority of
the country, even the coherency of a fixed and unified individual is
questioned by theorists like Judith Butler (1999, 3–44). But if no stable
individual exists, how can a somewhat stable communal value or moral
system that applies to every ‘fragment’ of society survive? Instead of
one stable nation state, society is constructed as fragmented, consist-
ing of a number of social milieux (in a Bourdieusian sense, see Bourdieu
2010, 255–502) with often competing social interests. However, in such
a fragmented society, it becomes difficult to formulate coherent polit-
ical projects. As Paul Patton summarises in his introduction to Jean
Baudrillard’s essays on the Gulf War,

The proliferation of archival information including taped audio-
visual records allows the event to become utterly dispersed into a
morass of conflicting interpretations and hypotheses about what
really happened. Did Saddam Hussein undertake the invasion of
Kuwait against all indications or was he lured into a trap by US policy
makers? Who was really responsible for the assassination of JFK? And
who killed Laura Palmer? It is this latter effect of the proliferation
of information which sets limits to the effectiveness of the kind of
critical media analysis which seeks to discover the truth of events.

(2000, 14)

With the proliferation of media outlets, accessible data and social
fragments, no coherent alternatives to existing power structures can
be formulated. Postmodernism is, thus, always in danger of becom-
ing deconstruction for deconstruction’s sake. This is a major aspect
of why postmodernism is often accused of preferring ‘style over sub-
stance’: in other words, sacrificing coherent political projects for ‘glossy’
style, innovation in narrative structures, ironic intertextuality and self-
referencing, or the promotion of ‘equality’ of varying discourses and
political statements. As Frederic Jameson argues,

If the ideas of a ruling class were once the dominant (or hegemonic)
ideology of bourgeois society, the advanced capitalist countries today
are now a field of stylistic and discursive heterogeneity without a
norm. Faceless masters continue to inflect the economic strategies
which constrain our existences, but they no longer need to impose
their speech (or are henceforth unable to); and the postliteracy of
the late capitalist world reflects not only the absence of any great
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collective project, but also the unavailability of the older national
language itself.

(1991, 17)

In other words, the inability to formulate coherent ideas of alternative
political, social and economic systems makes postmodernism inher-
ently apolitical. For this analysis, this implies that irrational-subjective
methods are far less ideologically fixed than rational-scientific meth-
ods of detection. Considering the much more elusive and fluid nature
of irrational-subjective methods of detection, this seems appropriate.
Yet, with a focus on the deconstruction of binaries (and ‘grand narra-
tives’ along with them), irrational-subjective methods can be read as an
explicit reaction against, and sometimes even rejection of, the suppos-
edly objective certainty of rational-scientific methods of detection and
the ‘order’ achieved through binary structures.

Thus, irrational-subjective methods of detection can be summarised
as based on personal emotions and experiences involving the body
and mind of the detective. Irrational-subjective detection on television
is often linked to discourses of postmodernism, assuming a chaotic,
fragmented world that cannot be ‘ordered’. The deconstruction of
binary structures and ‘grand narratives’ becomes dominant, reflected in
aesthetics, narrative structures and the process of investigation.

Alternative methods of detection are not as fully developed
as rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods of detection,
mostly due to their relatively short history. What is meant here by
‘alternative methods of detection’ is the idea that out of postmodern
deconstruction, and out of the far-reaching divide of the genre into
rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods of detection, new
ways of thinking about how to access and attain ‘truth’ can emerge.
Chapter 9 will develop this idea in more detail, looking at three texts
that may signal significant shifts within the detective genre that might
lead to such an alternative. As such, this method of detection remains
relatively underdeveloped here and is only provisionally named, as, at
least at this stage, it describes possible alternatives to existing modes of
investigation rather than something fully developed that can be named
and defined clearly.

What makes an alternative method of detection a necessary devel-
opment is a tension visible in more recent texts, such as CSI: Crime
Scene Investigation’s use of postmodern aesthetics alongside rational-
scientific methods of detection, or The Shield’s disillusionment with
the deconstruction of established value systems (as explored in more
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detail in Chapter 8). A desire for alternative ways to access knowledge,
possibly linked to epistemological shifts within postmodernism, is iden-
tifiable in a range of texts that still safely remain within the established
methods of detection. Yet, there are also texts that seem to highlight,
more than other dramas, the necessity for other means of accessing
‘truth’, and formulate at least preliminary starting points. It is proposed
here that such alternatives can emerge from the deconstruction of a
rational-scientific/irrational-subjective binary. The texts discussed here
as deconstructing an irrational-subjective/rational-scientific binary are
The Wire, Dexter and NCIS: Los Angeles. All these texts develop distinct
approaches to crime-solving that might suggest new ways of how to
access and attain ‘truth’, or at least offer new perspectives on the process
of detection.

Tension between rational-scientific and irrational-subjective appro-
aches emerges in detective dramas that pit both methods against each
other through detectives who employ different methods. Often, there is
a gendered aspect to this tension, with series like Remington Steele, Scare-
crow and Mrs. King (CBS, 1983–7), The X-Files (Fox, 1993–2002) or Bones
having detectives of opposite genders embodying different approaches.
With the exception of Scarecrow and Mrs. King, most of these dramas
position the female detective as the rational-scientific one. This has a
long tradition in the genre, as texts featuring female detectives often
reveal them to act rationally against expectation and stereotype. An
important feature of Agatha Christie’s literature is that female detectives
like Miss Marple or Tuppence Beresford are always underestimated due
to their age and gender. The fact that they use rational-scientific meth-
ods of detection is part of the spectacle in these novels. On American
television, these female rational-scientific detectives rarely operate unac-
companied by men, and the tension between methods of detection is
often supplemented with sexual tension between the two detectives.
Even in Bones, where both partners eventually have a romantic relation-
ship, this union does not signal a way to resolve the epistemological
tension between Temperance Brennan (Emily Deschanel) and Sealey
Booth (David Boreanaz). While this tension is often gendered, it is
not always combined with sexual tension. A crossover episode between
Magnum P.I. and Murder, She Wrote draws attention to the different
approaches to detection used in these texts:

Faced with a competitor of another school, Magnum [Tom Selleck]
sees himself as a ‘competent professional’ and an investigator. He
gives Fletcher credit for having ‘good instincts’ and ‘interesting
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observations,’ but he feels that deep inside she sees herself as ‘the con-
summate crime solver’; in Magnum’s opinion she clearly is not. His
way, as he is portrayed here, is the nonintellectual way – gut feelings
rather than deductions. He is a descendent of the classic hardboiled
private eye, adjusted to the yuppie era of the 1980s. [. . .] Playing up
to Magnum’s prejudices about her, Fletcher ‘suggests’ towards the
end of the episode that she has ‘a hunch’ about who the hit man
is after. To this Magnum replies, rather patronizingly, that he ‘don’t
play hunches. I stick to logic and deductive reasoning.’ He ends his
condescending lecture by saying that this is the logic of ‘relativity.
That’s the kind of knowledge that makes me a private investigator
and you a novelist, and a very good one’.

(Kjelstrup 2007, 34)

While Magnum misidentifies his own method of detection, this episode
clearly shows self-awareness that the two detectives use different
approaches and creates comedy out of their conflict. In the Magnum
episode ‘Novel Connection’ (07/08), Magnum’s approach solves the
case, while the Murder, She Wrote episode ‘Magnum on Ice’ (03/08) sees
Jessica Fletcher’s (Angela Lansbury) methods succeed.2 The fact that
there are different endings shows something very important for these
instances when rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods of
detection are pitted against each other: one method is proven to be supe-
rior over the other. In Remington Steele or The X-Files, it is usually the
man who ‘wins’ with irrational-subjective approaches and convinces his
female partner (see Feise 2005, 110–18 and 149–68), but Scarecrow and
Mrs. King usually depicts Amanda King (Kate Jackson) as ‘winning’ with
irrational-subjective methods, while Temperance Brennan and her team
prove superior with rational-scientific methods in Bones. Thus, these dra-
mas do not offer a resolution of epistemological tension, but establish a
‘winner’. While conflicts between methods of detection are often con-
flicts between genders, neither method of detection is inherently linked
to one gender, and ‘winning’ is not determined by gender or method of
detection.

Homicide: Life on the Street may have come closest, before the dra-
mas discussed here, to deconstructing the concept of a distinction
between rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods of detec-
tion. The series features a team of homicide detectives in Baltimore,
partnered up in smaller teams of two, where different approaches to
detection clash easily and frequently. While set in an institutional con-
text that dictates a set police procedure, the series puts much emphasis
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on irrational-subjective elements like ‘hunches’ or ‘instinct’. Detective
Kay Howard (Melissa Leo) even claims to communicate with spirits (for
example, in ‘A Ghost of a Chance’, 01/02). One specific method of
detection tends to ‘win’ over the other in individual cases, and, broadly
speaking, irrational-subjective approaches tend to have the upper hand.
Yet, the series remains complex enough to avoid establishing a clear
overall ‘winner’. Thus, the series does not deconstruct the rational-
scientific and irrational-subjective binary enough to develop ideas from
which to reconstruct and develop alternative methods of detection, but
it implicitly acknowledges that there is common ground.

What Dexter, The Wire and NCIS: Los Angeles do is almost fully
deconstruct a supposed rational-scientific/irrational-subjective binary.
Yet, crimes still need to be solved (though Dexter and The Wire offer
much ambiguity on this), meaning that some sort of ‘reconstruction’
needs to be offered. Dexter offers a version of deconstruction in which
the figure of the detective and the criminal collapse into one. Despite
Dexter’s profession as blood spatter analyst and forensic expert for the
Miami police, detection is mostly a means to commit murder, as Dex-
ter ‘makes sure’ his victims are guilty criminals. He uses science just as
much as ‘instinct’ (often linked to his recognising something of himself
in others), not always to further the police investigation, but for his own
purposes. These ideas will be developed further in Chapter 9, but what
is important here is that Dexter is both a cold, distanced, even emotion-
less scientist and also a violent murderer who acts on uncivilised urges
that are even strong enough to supersede the necessity to care for his
child (particularly in Season 4). The fact that the two approaches are
not divided into two investigators, but are so strongly emphasised in
one character, leads to a collapse of the binary.

Meanwhile, The Wire, supported through an extraordinarily complex
narrative structure (as discussed in Chapter 4), depicts a world that is far
too complicated, pluralistic and fragmented for either approach to be
capable of accessing ‘truth’. The detectives employ a range of rational-
scientific as well as irrational-subjective approaches, but remain largely
incapable of accessing any kind of ‘truth’, often hindered by a (bureau-
cratic, political, economic or social) ‘system’. Though the text remains
unable or unwilling to posit an alternative to this system or to exist-
ing modes of ‘truth-finding’, the complex diegesis implies that existing
methods of detection remain largely useless. Thus, The Wire declares,
both rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods are incapable
of accessing ‘truth’. Consequently, it implicitly states the necessity for
new approaches, but refuses to offer them.
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NCIS: Los Angeles offers a more constructive approach to methods of
detection by emphasising teamwork, in which both rational-scientific
methods and irrational-subjective methods are equally stressed. The
high-tech instruments used by the detectives are little more than gad-
getry and a gesture towards the possibilities of science and technology,
but it enables rational-scientific data analysis to be communicated and
used by the irrational-subjective detectives as they work undercover
or question suspects and witnesses. What emerges is a conflation of
rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods of detection.

This idea of reconstruction in the face of postmodern deconstruc-
tion will be explored further in Chapter 9. It is linked to discourses
exploring epistemological shifts within postmodernism that suggest the
development of different approaches out of postmodern deconstruc-
tion. Queer theory, formulated out of Judith Butler’s work on gender
in Gender Trouble (1990) and Bodies That Matter (1993), may be a good
example of a theory that attempts to develop theoretical frameworks via
the in-between spaces and slippages of gender constructions. In other
words, after deconstructing the concept of gender and associated binary
structures, new approaches can be developed. Yet, queer theory is a
postmodern theory, and lines between postmodernism and a supposed
post-postmodernism are difficult to draw. For concepts of ‘truth-finding’
in American detective drama, the rational-scientific and irrational-
subjective methods of detection are increasingly deconstructed and, at
the very least, desire for alternative methods of detection is formulated.

This is related to an increasing weariness with discourses of
postmodern deconstruction. Based on this, postmodernism, as a project
and as a period, is frequently eulogised: as Josh Toth (2010) argues,
in literature studies postmodernism has been declared dead since the
1980s. One problem with such declarations is that they tend to consider
only one field of study or arts production. After all, in television, key
postmodern texts such as Twin Peaks, The Simpsons (Fox, 1989–) or South
Park (Comedy Central, 1997–) were only produced in the 1990s. One
problem with these eulogies is that there is a tendency to conceptualise
postmodernism largely as an aesthetic project, not as a philosophical
concept that pervades and shapes society. Still, significant shifts within
postmodernism have been taking place, and these have been theo-
rised in different ways. One example of this is Alan Kirby’s concept
of ‘digimodernism’. By this, Kirby means largely a new structuring of
society, knowledge and power through technological developments:

digimodernism has decisively displaced postmodernism to establish
itself as the twenty-first century’s new cultural paradigm. It owes its
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emergence and preeminence to the computerization of text, which
yields a new form of textuality characterized in its purest instances
by onwardness, haphazardness, evanescence, and anonymous, social
and multiple authorship. These in turn become the hallmarks of
a group of texts in new and established modes that also manifest
the digimodernist traits of infantilism, earnestness, endlessness, and
apparent reality. Digimodernist texts are found across contemporary
culture, ranging from ‘reality TV’ to Hollywood fantasy blockbusters,
from Web 2.0. platforms to the most sophisticated videogames, and
from certain kinds of radio show to crossover fiction.

(2009, location 15–19)

Jeffrey T. Nealon offers what may be the most comprehensive means to
conceptualise this shift through his concept of post-postmodernism. He
suggests that it marks

an intensification and mutation within postmodernism [. . .]. So the
initial ‘post’ in the word is less a marker of postmodernism’s having
finally used up its shelf life at the theory store than it is a marker
of postmodernism’s having mutated, passed beyond a certain tipping
point to become something recognizably different in its contours and
workings.

(2012, location 75–81)

Nealon describes post-postmodernism as an intensification of post-
modernism. He applies this concept largely to economics and social
analysis, and makes the observation that our state of being already
is deconstruction. But, it is argued here that a period of deconstruc-
tion needs to be followed by a period of reconstruction, as visible
in texts like CSI: Crime Scene Investigation or The Shield, which both
express an exhaustion with deconstruction and an ensuing lack of moral
‘codes’ or guidelines. CSI: Crime Scene Investigation reacts by proposing
a (slightly anachronistic) reconstruction of modernist binaries, while
The Shield remains without a solution. Dramas like The Wire, Dexter
and NCIS: Los Angeles may not offer any fully developed alternative
methods of detection, but they propose first steps to start thinking
about ways to access and attain knowledge that are different from the
rational-scientific/irrational-subjective binary.

This chapter introduced concepts of different methods of detection
and their links with historical and philosophical tendencies. Methods of
detection are used here as a way to access and analyse the highly diverse
detective genre. As outlined, rational-scientific and irrational-subjective
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methods of detection have far-reaching literary roots, and these dif-
ferent traditions and conventions still dominate the detective genre.
These methods of detection are also rooted in different epistemological
traditions: they are linked to thought patterns of post-Enlightenment
modernist thought and concepts of truth-finding intertwined with the
later stages of modernist and postmodern thought. These thought pat-
terns have implications for the ideological function of methods of
detection in specific historical moments. Apart from the well-established
rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods of detection, this
chapter also introduced the idea of alternative methods of detection.
The term describes a deconstruction of the binary opposition of rational-
scientific and irrational-subjective methods of detection and the attempt
to develop different approaches to ‘truth-finding’. The next chapter will
explore the detective genre itself in more detail. Terms like ‘crime genre’,
‘detective genre’, ‘ “genius” detective genre’ or ‘police procedural’ have
so far been used without much explanation, though all of them are
somewhat contested. The following chapter outlines what is meant here
by terms like ‘genre’ or ‘sub-genre’, but also how the crime and detective
genres relate to each other.



3
Defining Detection: The Detective
Genre

This chapter frames the analysis of the American television detective
drama through genre. It will first give an outline of the relationship
between the crime genre and the detective genre, and will then move on
to discuss two of the detective genre’s sub-genres: the ‘genius’ detective
genre and the police procedural. In the course of outlining and defining
the genre, this chapter will also sketch out an understanding of genre
as discourse, following the work of Jason Mittell (2004). The discussion
of how the genre is understood here serves several purposes. First, the
different ways in which the detective genre has been debated in relation
to various media makes it necessary to offer a clear terminology for this
discussion. Furthermore, as this chapter will show, the definition of the
detective genre is complicated by the sub-genre’s relationship with the
crime genre. The crime genre describes all texts that feature crime as
a dominant part of the narrative (the gangster genre, the serial killer
genre, the cop drama, the heist film, the courtroom drama, etc.). It is
treated here as an umbrella term or umbrella genre that accommodates
a number of sub-genres, as will be discussed in more detail later on. Sec-
ond, with a prolific genre like the detective genre, which is not exclusive
to one media form, it becomes relevant to discuss similarities and differ-
ences between versions on television and other media in its aesthetics
and narrative structures. These formal aspects and the television genre’s
links to the literary genre are discussed throughout this study, but need
to be underpinned by clear definitions.

To briefly define the detective genre, it is understood here as a
sub-genre of the crime genre. As self-explanatory as the term ‘crime
genre’ seems, there is some confusion over what actually constitutes
it. Most approaches to the genre, whether in literature, film or televi-
sion studies, work with very vague definitions. A common denominator

39
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is that a serious crime (or the appearance of one) lies at the centre of
the narrative. This inclusive approach to genre has its advantages: it
acknowledges the fluidity of any genre definition and can easily deal
with generic hybrids like Analyze This (dir. Ramis 1999), which is a gang-
ster film as well as a comedy. But the stories of crime can be told from
various angles: The Godfather (dir. Coppola 1972) or L.A. Confidential (dir.
Hanson 1997) are not films about ‘a crime’, but tell stories of criminal
conspiracies, with the earlier film telling the story from the perspec-
tive of the criminal(s). A film like Philadelphia (dir. Demme 1993) deals
with the issue of whether a crime has been committed, and parts of the
film deal with the investigation of this crime. But the crime is wrongful
termination – a serious crime, indeed, but rarely the stuff of crime sto-
ries – and the emphasis of the film is on melodrama. Films like Lethal
Weapon (dir. Donner 1987) or Tango and Cash (dir. Konchalovskiy 1989)
have the investigation of crimes at their centre, but narrative structures,
point of view and the moments of ‘spectacle’ are different from those
in the other texts. These examples are all from film, but the crime genre
becomes even broader with the inclusion of novels ranging from Cop
Hater (McBain 1956) to The Firm (Grisham 1991) or The Judge and His
Hangman (Dürrenmatt 1951), or television dramas ranging from Mur-
der, She Wrote to The Shield to more melodramatic series like Judging
Amy (CBS, 1999–2005). The term ‘crime genre’ is also often used syn-
onymously with its many sub-genres. For example, in an article on CSI:
Crime Scene Investigation (CBS, 2000–), Nichola Dobson summarises the
crime genre as follows:

I would suggest that dominant features of crime television include
the following: (i) the commission of a crime and action surround-
ing it, often of a violent and dangerous nature; (ii) a crime solving
process entailing arrests, the questioning of witnesses and suspects,
examining, chasing, prosecuting; (iii) a narrative space – police
station, detective’s office, court, city; (iv) the characterization of
heroic cop/detective, clever sidekick, officious superior; and (v) a
resolution/outcome of the justice system.

(Dobson 2009: 77)

Dobson’s definition feels more like a definition of the police procedu-
ral, using CSI: Crime Scene Investigation as central (and possibly defining)
text. Her definition emphasises institutional context, thus excluding
private detectives like Sam Spade or Hercule Poirot or television texts
like Simon & Simon (CBS, 1981–9) or Diagnosis Murder (CBS, 1993–2001).
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Her definition also focusses on texts depicting those investigating crime,
rather than criminals like Tony Soprano (James Gandolfini) or Michael
Corleone (Al Pacino). If these texts cannot be summarised under the
term ‘crime’, what else would they be? And why would dramas that fit
into her description have more of a claim to the term than texts fea-
turing private or amateur detectives or are told from the perspective
of those committing crime? Dobson’s definition seems far too restric-
tive to grasp the broad variety of texts that have a narrative focus on
crime. Yet, if the term ‘crime genre’ is to accommodate all the dif-
ferent texts that feature crime without any further differentiation, it
becomes too broad to be distinctive and almost meaningless: a num-
ber of the texts listed above are not united through narrative structure,
nature of the crime at the centre of the narrative, setting (in terms of
space as well as time), ‘stock’ characters, point of view, moments of
spectacle or other aspects that commonly unite texts under the same
genre. This may be the reason why some critics choose to focus on
sub-genres of the crime genre, like the police procedural or detective
films (for example, Dove 1982, Seesslen 2011, Nichols-Pethick 2012) or
individual texts such as The X-Files, CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, Law
& Order, Prime Suspect or Miami Vice (for example, Feise 2005, Cohan
2008, Brunsdon 2010, Jermyn 2010, Kompare 2010, Lyons 2010, Sanders
2010), rather than explore how the genre can be defined or accessed in
ways that are inclusive enough to conceptualise a number of different
texts, but exclusive enough not to render the category too broad to be
distinctive.

A range of issues come up when trying to define the crime and detec-
tive genre. One problem in conceptualising the genre is that texts from
different media forms are grouped together without consideration of the
different conditions of storytelling these media necessitate. While this
makes sense in many ways (for example, detective novels and detec-
tive television dramas share aspects of serialisation, narrative structures
or ‘stock’ characters), in many cases it confuses the issue further (film
noir, for example, seems mostly defined by visual style and is specific to
a clearly defined era and medium). Furthermore, individual texts are
complex and, in the case of television or radio, can go on for more
than a decade, offering a rich object of analysis before one even con-
siders the generic context in depth. Another aspect is the number of
different terms in circulation to describe a range of sub-genres (Is it a
legal drama? A court room drama? A lawyer film or drama? Or is it a
murder mystery? A detective drama or novel? Or a ‘whodunit’?). Sub-
generic categories are never definitive, and their competing names or
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titles in no way destructive. Nevertheless, their diversity causes problems
in defining the genre without causing even more confusion. Further-
more, generic and sub-generic hybridity needs to be allowed for, and a
range of texts draw on more than one genre and employ conventions
from several sub-genres. This shows how complex and contested the
issue of genre terminology is, making it necessary to clearly outline the
crime genre.

Literary scholars like Stephen Knight (1980, 2004), John Scaggs (2005)
and Martin Priestman (1990, 1998) and film scholars like Kirsten Moana
Thompson (2007), Thomas Leitch (2002) and Nicole Rafter (2000) use
the crime genre as an umbrella term, under which a number of sub-
genres can be united. Following this approach, the crime genre is viewed
here as an umbrella genre for a range of sub-genres (gangster genre,
serial killer genre, detective genre, action genre, legal genre, etc.) with
their own sub-categories. Not only can sub-genres be hybrid genres (the
serial killer genre can be thought of as horror as well as crime), but the
different sub-generic systems tend to overlap (Matlock [NBC, 1986–93,
ABC, 1993–5] is simultaneously legal drama and detective drama). Fur-
thermore, this differentiation allows for different media forms: film noir
and hard-boiled novels, for instance, can be viewed as distinct cate-
gories to allow for the different aesthetic or industrial conditions of each
medium.

Thus, to avoid dealing with a genre category as broad as the crime
genre, this analysis focusses on one of its many sub-genres, the detec-
tive genre. For the detective genre, it is not only necessary for a serious
crime (or the appearance of one) to lie at the centre of the story; more
importantly, the process of investigating this crime is a dominant, even
structuring, part of the narrative. The investigative agent can be offi-
cial (associated with institutions, such as the police force, the FBI, the
CIA) or unofficial (for example, private investigators or amateur detec-
tives). It is argued here that this focus on the investigation leads to an
approach to the genre that can be inclusive enough not to leave out
major texts of the genre, but also exclusive enough that it does not
become a meaninglessly broad category. In order to specify two major
shapes the detective genre can take, this chapter will outline two sub-
genres or ‘branches’ of the detective genre: the ‘genius’ detective genre
and the police procedural.

This analysis focusses on American television dramas. While these
dramas draw on a literary as well as audio-visual history of the genre,
it is important to emphasise that the way they develop is specific to
the medium and in line with its industrial and aesthetic conditions,
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as discussed throughout this book. This does not mean that transme-
dia and transnational influences, particularly from British literature, are
ignored, but they are only considered insofar as they have a bearing on
American television dramas and, more importantly, methods of detec-
tion. This approach has the advantage that it offers an opportunity to
fully develop and appreciate how the British tradition has influenced
US television dramas like Murder, She Wrote or Monk (USA, 2002–9). But
it also avoids the somewhat awkward Anglo-centric US/UK binary that
largely ignores non-English-speaking traditions, and also tends to ignore
a range of texts that do not fit into a supposed cultural binary.

Following Jason Mittell’s work, genre is understood here as discourse
or discursive cluster:

By approaching genres as discursive practices, we must balance
notions of genre as both active process and stable formation.
Although genres are constantly in flux and under definitional nego-
tiation, generic terms are still sufficiently salient that most people
would agree on a similar working definition for any genre. Even if
we cannot provide an essential definition of a genre’s core identity,
most of us still know a sitcom when we see one. Discourse theory
offers a model of such stability in flux – genres work as discursive clus-
ters, with certain definitions, interpretations, and evaluations coming
together at any given time to suggest a coherent and clear genre.
However, these clusters are contingent and transitory, shifting over
time and taking on new definitions, meanings, and values within
differing contexts. At any given time, a generic cluster functions as
a stable cultural convenience, a shorthand label for a set of linked
assumptions and categorized texts, yet these discourses (and associ-
ated texts) are bound to shift meanings and definitions as a genre’s
history transpires.

(2004, 17, italics in the original)

Understanding the detective genre as discursive cluster means viewing
genre as a form of network of a virtually unlimited number of intersect-
ing discourses. Mittell works with Foucault’s concept of discourse as laid
out, for example, in The Archaeology of Knowledge:

The question posed by language analysis of some discursive fact
or other is always: according to what rules has a particular state-
ment been made, and consequently according to what rules could
other similar statements be made? The description of the events of
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discourse poses quite a different question: how is it that one partic-
ular statement appeared rather than another. [In the analysis of a
discursive field] we must grasp the statement in the exact specificity
of its occurrence; determine its conditions of existence, fix at least
its limits, establish its correlations with other statements that may
be connected with it, and show what other forms of statement it
excludes [. . .]; we must show why it could not be other than it was,
in what respect it is exclusive of any other, how it assumes, in the
midst of others and in relation to them, a place that no other could
occupy.

(Foucault 2002, 30–1)

Furthermore, discourse can be (and often is) understood as power
struggle. John Fiske describes discourse in Media Matters as

structured and structuring, for it is both determined by its social
conditions and affects them [. . .] Discourse also operates on a lower
level on which a number of discourses put discourse-in-general into
practice, and this is the level where it can be most particularly ana-
lyzed. Here discourse has three dimensions: a topic or area of social
experience to which its sense making is applied; a social position
from which this sense is made and whose interests it promotes; and
a repertoire of words, images, and practices by which meanings are
circulated and power applied. To make sense of the world is to exert
power over it, and to circulate that sense socially is to exert power
over those who use that sense as a way of coping with their daily
lives.

(1994, 3)

To transfer this idea to the detective genre, it needs to be viewed in
two ways. In one sense, genre itself is a discursive cluster where vari-
ous discourses of race, class, gender and political power struggles, but
also narrative structures or visual aesthetics, intersect to construct the
detective genre. In another sense, the detective genre as discourse feeds
into other discourses of social power, the legal system or discourses of
other genres. Jane Feuer, in her outlining of television genre, employs
the terminology of internal to the genre discourse: a text might draw
on the traditions used by other texts of the genre or make explicit ref-
erence to them (see Feuer 1992, 151). This idea can be extended to
argue that other discourses a specific genre discourse or individual texts
refer to or intersect with can be described as external to the genre. The
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lines between internal and external discourses are fluid: for example,
the role of a series like Starsky and Hutch (ABC, 1975–9) in normalising
the practice of ‘mirandizing’, reading suspects their rights upon arrest,
is almost impossible to determine. In 1966, the US Supreme Court ruled
in Miranda vs. Arizona that suspects have to be informed of their legal
rights upon arrest, especially the right to remain silent and the right to
seek legal counsel. Because of the name of the suing party, the process
of ‘reading someone’s rights’ is often referred to as ‘mirandizing’. Any
statements are only admissible in court if the suspect waives these rights
(any kind of statement is viewed as an implicit waiver). This decision
significantly changed police procedure in the USA, especially interroga-
tion. Starsky and Hutch includes jokes about the practice as a running
gag, and frequently draws attention to this still relatively new proce-
dure as Starsky (Paul Michael Glaser) can never remember the text and
needs to read off a card, which he takes out in a rather annoyed manner
when he arrests a criminal. Thus, it could be argued that, by highlighting
Miranda rights, Starsky and Hutch, along with other dramas of the era,
played a role in informing the public about their rights, ultimately ‘nor-
malising’ the practice. The emphasis on Miranda rights can be viewed
as generic convention, but it is determined by legal discourses external
to the genre.

One element that plays an important role in how internal discourses
develop, and how they relate to contemporary aesthetic, narrative,
industrial and political discourses, is the cycle. Amanda Ann Klein
describes the film cycle as follows:

Like film genres, film cycles are a series of films associated with each
other through shared images, characters, settings, plots or themes.
However, while film genres are primarily defined by the repetition of
key images (their semantics) and themes (their syntax), film cycles are
primarily defined by how they are used (their pragmatics). In other
words, the formation and longevity of film cycles are a direct result
of their immediate financial viability as well as the public discourses
circulating around them, including film reviews, director interviews,
studio-issued press kits, movie posters, theatrical trailers, and media
coverage. Because they are so dependent on audience desires, film
cycles are also subject to defined time constraints: most film cycles
are financially viable for only five to ten years. After that point,
a cycle must be updated or altered in order to continue to turn a
profit.

(Klein 2012, location 125–31)
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As it is already obvious from Klein’s definition, it is important to
differentiate between media forms. A television cycle comes with
significantly different forms of marketing, relationship to audiences or
time constraints. Though a long run like that of The Simpsons is rare, the
series still influences ‘adult’ cartoons such as South Park or Family Guy
(Fox, 1999–), which are also still ongoing. The nature of the medium
makes it possible for one text to remain on air as cycles die down, to
be revived a decade later. As with CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, a text
can be perceived as ‘new’ for a while, but becomes familiar, though not
necessarily unpopular. Thus, the way a text is evaluated and reviewed
may shift, but this does not make the cycle or even its ‘origin text’ dis-
appear. However, the beginning of cycles in particular is often linked
to shifts in the media or socio-political context. It is important to dif-
ferentiate between cycle and franchise: successful series like CSI: Crime
Scene Investigation or NCIS: Naval Investigative Services may spawn spin-
offs and become a franchise. Additionally, they may be dominant texts,
even ‘origin texts’, of a cycle. But both texts’ influence reaches beyond
their own spin-offs and franchises: dramas like Bones or Crossing Jordan
(NBC, 2001–7) also capitalise on CSI: Crime Scene Investigation’s success
by copying the emphasis on forensic science, the laboratory setting and
scientists as main characters. While CSI: Crime Scene Investigation and
NCIS: Naval Investigative Services run on CBS, other forensic dramas are
produced by other production companies for different channels, mean-
ing that the origin texts’ influence reaches beyond its own network to
influence production and scheduling at other channels. The concept
of the cycle and its role within the genre from the 1980s onwards are
developed in more detail in chapters 7 and 8.

The view of genre as complex discursive cluster informs the structure
and thematic emphasis of this book significantly. On the one hand, this
study engages with formal criteria such as narrative structures or aes-
thetics and the way methods of detection are dealt with. On the other
hand, it aims to analyse how formal criteria and thematic emphasis are
intertwined with political discourses of the second half of the 20th and
the beginning of the 21st century and ideologies of ‘truth-finding’ and
its philosophical framings. Yet, these discourses external to the detec-
tive genre are viewed in terms of how they come to bear on the genre
discourse rather than on their own terms. One major problem with
using Foucauldian discourse analysis as a methodology is that the num-
ber of discourses relevant to a specific issue is virtually endless. Thus,
it becomes necessary to clearly outline the discourses relevant to this
study. The concept of methods of detection has already been outlined
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in Chapter 2. The way in which the discourse of methods of detection
intertwines with discourses of US politics and social conditions, aesthet-
ics and narrative structures to shape the detective genre is the focus
of this study. The rest of this chapter aims to offer a clear outline of
the detective genre and its two major sub-genres, the ‘genius’ detective
genre and the police procedural.

The ‘genius’ detective genre and the police procedural are two
sub-genres that accommodate the vast majority of texts included in the
category of the detective genre. It may be prudent to explain the use
of the term ‘genre’ here: the crime genre is the umbrella term under
which the sub-genre of the detective genre is located. The sub-genre
of the detective genre is divided into the police procedural and the
‘genius’ detective genre for the purposes of this study, though hybrid-
ity and overlaps with other sub-genres are common. Thus, the term
‘genre’ is often merely used as a ‘title’ for a category, though tech-
nically it describes a sub-genre. The ‘genius’ detective genre and the
police procedural are decidedly different from each other in terms of
thematic emphasis, their relationships with government institutions,
‘stock’ characters, their roots in literary history, and so on. Police proce-
durals feature teams of investigators who work within the legal system
to provide enough evidence to prosecute suspects in a court of law.
In order to do this, they have to follow a specific protocol that ensures
due process and facilitates a fair trial. ‘Genius’ detective dramas feature
one, often unofficial, agent who solves crimes and is accompanied by
one or more sidekicks. ‘Genius’ detectives, who work independently
from institutions, do not have to follow police procedure and often
break the law in the course of the investigation (most commonly by
breaking and entering or interviewing minors without a legal guardian),
but are usually not prosecuted. This has implications for the ideolog-
ical outlook of texts and also for the methods of detection used. Yet,
these definitions are a little simplistic: more recent dramas often feature
‘consultants’, private actors who work as part of a team of special-
ists, as in The Mentalist, Psych (NBC, 2006–14), Castle (ABC, 2009–) or
Elementary (CBS, 2012–). The somewhat unspecified legal position of
these consultants blurs boundaries between private and official actors
and their relationship with government institutions. Yet, though this
seems like a contemporary phenomenon, it is hardly unprecedented:
see, for example, the close cooperation between a private detective and
a policeman in Jake and the Fatman (CBS, 1987–92). Many police detec-
tives also do not work in large teams, but more or less by themselves,
as in Columbo (NBC, 1971–2003), or in small teams where they rarely
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have to justify their behaviour to their superiors, as in Starsky and Hutch.
Some detectives even work within the legal system, but actively (and
sometimes illegally) move beyond the responsibilities of their job, as in
Quincy M.E. As this already shows, the sub-genres discussed here need
to be viewed as intersecting, always in flux and ideologically unfixed.
Yet, some key conventions within these sub-genres can be outlined and
discussed here.

The ‘genius’ detective genre may be what is most commonly asso-
ciated with the detective genre. The literary heroes Auguste Dupin,
Sherlock Holmes, Hercule Poirot, Miss Marple, Lord Peter Wimsey, and
so on have left a powerful legacy and still dominate the sub-genre in
terms of ‘stock’ characters or genre archetypes, such as female detec-
tives as rational investigators and male investigators who often seem
arrogant and removed from ‘mainstream’ society. The novels, in partic-
ular those of Agatha Christie, have been greatly influential on television
in terms of narrative structures and serialisation, as explained in more
detail in Chapter 4. They have also established certain themes or story
conventions, such as murder as the most common crime at the centre
of the narrative, the investigation of crime through independent agents,
or a ‘distanced’ or ‘cold’ mode of storytelling that focusses more on the
‘genius’ of the detective than on the causes and effects of violent crime
(see, for example, Knight 2004, 67–80).

The ‘genius’ detective can work inside or outside the legal system,
but is usually not restrained by it. A detective like Columbo (Peter Falk)
works by himself, and his investigative process is to attach himself to
one (guilty) suspect and harass them until they provide him with evi-
dence of their guilt. In this, he does not break the law, but he also does
not follow police procedure in a strict sense – though his method could
be considered police harassment and is mostly legitimised by the audi-
ence’s knowledge of the suspect’s guilt. Similarly, Quincy (Jack Klugman)
commonly steps out of his role as medical examiner to investigate crime.
On American television, ‘genius’ detectives can be amateurs like Jessica
Fletcher (Angela Lansbury) in Murder, She Wrote or Dr Mark Sloan (Dick
Van Dyke) in Diagnosis Murder, or they can be private investigators
(P.I.s) as in Magnum P.I. or Peter Gunn (NBC, 1958–60, ABC, 1960–1).
More recently, they can be police consultants like Adrian Monk (Tony
Shalhoub) in Monk or Patrick Jane (Simon Baker) in The Mentalist. These
‘genius’ detectives sometimes work with sidekicks, or a whole team of
them, such as Higgins (John Hillerman), T.C. (Roger E. Mosley) and
Rick (Larry Manetti) in Magnum P.I. or Sherona (Bitty Schram), later
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Natalie (Traylor Howard), Captain Stottlemeyer (Ted Levine) and Lieu-
tenant Disher (Jason Gray-Stanford) in Monk. The ‘genius’ can also be
split between two detectives with more or less equal powers who display
different characteristics, such as Rick and A.J. Simon (Gerald McRaney
and Jameson Parker) in Simon & Simon or Detective Lt. Mike Stone (Karl
Malden) and Inspector Steve Keller (Michael Douglas) in The Streets of
San Francisco (ABC, 1972–7). These versions of the genre also often come
in the form of teams of opposite genders, where husband and wife inves-
tigate together, as in McMillan & Wife (NBC, 1971–7) or Hart to Hart
(ABC, 1979–84) or, later, in a ‘will they or won’t they’ dynamic, as in
Scarecrow and Mrs. King, Moonlighting or Bones (Fox, 2005–). With the
exception of Murder, She Wrote, successful examples of female ‘genius’
detectives operating without a male partner on US television are rare.
While queer sub-tones are present in literary versions of the genre, such
as the Poirot novels or the Sherlock Holmes stories, and various tele-
vision dramas like Starsky and Hutch, Rizzoli & Isles (TNT, 2010–) or
Psych, homosexual or transgender detectives on American television are
virtually non-existent.

Many of these detectives are P.I.s who subvert the legal system by
taking on cases the police cannot or will not handle because they judge
the offence to be minor or do not believe the victims, or because clients
want to circumvent the legal system altogether. The P.I.s do not have
access to the same resources as the police, such as the evidence found
on the scene, in the case of murder the body (to perform an autopsy)
or the manpower provided by the police force. Yet, they can break the
law and use methods considered illegal if they occur in the context of
police investigations, such as interviewing minors without a guardian.
Dramas like Magnum P.I. draw heavily on the literary tradition of hard-
boiled novels like Red Harvest (Hammett 1929) or The Big Sleep (Chandler
1939), where detectives tend to spell out their financial interest in solv-
ing a crime: in The Maltese Falcon, Sam Spade hands his lover over to
the police because letting the murderess of his partner go would be bad
for his P.I. business. These detectives are entrepreneurs with clear cap-
italist interests. They position themselves as an alternative to the legal
system, which tends to be viewed as inflexible and limited by police
procedure.

Thus, the ‘genius’ detective genre can express a neoliberal attitude
which puts individual enterprise before government institutions. Even
investigators like Columbo or Quincy seem like individualistic heroes
who aim to take on an inflexible system by themselves, rather than rely
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on the collective. Yet, ideologically, positioning ‘genius’ detectives as
lonesome heroes of neoliberalism who view the police as inflexible and
incompetent is simplistic: some ‘genius’ detectives maintain excellent
relationships with the police or other agencies, even to such an extent
that they become part of a team, as in Scarecrow and Mrs. King, which fea-
tures a housewife-turned-‘freelance’ CIA agent, or Monk, in which the
title character desperately wants to be reinstated as a police detective.
Some of these dramas feature small teams of police detectives who rarely
subvert the system, such as Starsky and Hutch or McMillan & Wife, which
features a police commissioner and a housewife as the main detectives.
Other detectives may be more critical, but still do not question the exis-
tence of the police force, as in genre hybrid Veronica Mars (UPN, 2004–6,
CW, 2006–7), which depicts the Sheriff’s department of the small town
Neptune as thoroughly corrupt, but still maintains that leadership is the
problem, not the system itself.

In literary versions of the detective genre, most often in ‘genius’
detective novels, the police have not always had the most positive
image. While detectives like Sherlock Holmes or Hercule Poirot are
often contemptuous of their official counterparts, Miss Marple seems
to maintain friendly relations with most police detectives she encoun-
ters. If they are not outright antagonistic, at the very least, amateur
detectives or P.I.s like Sam Spade or Philip Marlowe tend to be bet-
ter equipped to solve crimes than professional investigators. As already
mentioned, it is police procedure that makes the policemen in ‘genius’
detective novels look inflexible or intellectually inferior, but it is also
the hierarchical and bureaucratic structure of the institution that seems
to hinder investigations. Yet, in American television versions of the
detective genre, the police procedural takes on a prominent role as dom-
inant sub-genre. George N. Dove argues that it was the literary genre
of hard-boiled novels that introduced a wider range of police detective
characters to the genre than just the well-meaning but not-quite-smart-
enough police officers Lestrade or Sir Henry Clithering (Dove 1982,
26–46).

John Scaggs defines the police procedural as ‘a type of fiction in which
the actual methods and procedures of police work are central to the
structure, themes and action’ (Scaggs 2005, 91). The main characters are
policemen and women, or investigators who work for some other gov-
ernment agency charged with investigating crime. The actions of these
characters are framed by investigative methods taught and set by the
institution they work for. Apart from police procedure as mode of inves-
tigation, the sub-genre is largely defined through its setting, meaning
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an investigative branch of the legal system such as the police, the CIA,
the FBI or (more recently) labs that carry out key tasks in the inves-
tigative process. Another important aspect is teamwork. Instead of one
‘genius’ detective and his or her superior powers of deduction, it is
well-organised teamwork, following a set protocol, that inevitably leads
to the guilty criminal. This can explain, for example, why CSI: Crime
Scene Investigation is a comparatively successful text, even in its 14th sea-
son and after the departure of most of its original cast: the procedure,
which can be performed by any of the scientist team members without
having to rely on the ‘genius’ of one, seems to supersede character, at
least to the extent that the series’ integrity is not compromised by char-
acters leaving the team. Police procedure, setting within an institution,
and teamwork are inextricably linked and central characteristics of the
sub-genre.

Another convention is that police procedurals are commonly set in
big cities associated with racial tensions, violent crime or an image as
‘sin city’, like New York, Los Angeles, Las Vegas or Miami. There are
exceptions to this, but a series like Picket Fences (CBS, 1992–6) or Eureka
(SyFy, 2006–12) arguably focusses as much on family life and small-town
social politics as on the investigation of crime by the police department
(which consists of only three people in both cases). Yet, from a team
this small to the larger teams in urban America, the sub-genre leaves
much room for dissent. In part, this has to do with the often large casts:
even dramas that put teams of two at the centre of the narrative, such
as Miami Vice or Cagney & Lacey, emphasise how much they are a part
of a larger team of detectives, for example by frequently setting scenes
in the police station or involving other detectives in the investigation.
This also often means dissent and debate about issues, ranging from
the feminist debates prevalent in Cagney & Lacey to the discussion sur-
rounding issues of security and democratic rights in Hill Street Blues or
The Shield.

One important convention of the sub-genre is its use of aesthetic
features that suggest ‘realism’: in part, this is due to the fact that the
police are automatically charged with solving crime, so no potentially
unrealistic and sometimes preposterous explanations need to be given
for why these detectives are sought out. In order to solve crime, they are
financed through tax money and have vast resources at their disposal,
from labs that analyse evidence, to medical examiners, to manpower to
conduct large searches. It is, thus, ‘realistic’ for the police to solve crimes
rather than private actors. But ‘realism’ can also be an aesthetic indul-
gence or a means to formulate political ideas. ‘Realism’ is a complex
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term, which can mean a range of (often nationally specific) things,
ranging from ‘British social realism’ to ‘documentary realism’ or ‘emo-
tional realism’ (see Fiske 1987, 21–47). With reference to late capitalist
America, it can be argued that ‘realism’ involves focus on a socially and
economically disadvantaged group (through factors such as race, class,
gender, etc.). This social group is described here as ‘working class’, rely-
ing on Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of class or, as he puts it, milieu. Bourdieu
views class as defined by markers of ‘taste’, education, manners and
‘cultural capital’ in addition to financial standing. He describes class-
specific behaviour (mannerisms, language, etc.) as habitus (Bourdieu
2010, 255–502). For example, in The Wire, clashes of class-specific habi-
tus are frequently shown to draw attention to them, as when D’Angelo
Barksdale (Lawrence Gilliard Jr.) does not understand how to behave
in an expensive restaurant (‘The Pager’, 01/05). Even in early television
versions of the sub-genre, an emphasis on ‘realism’ is prevalent. As the
introductory voiceover in Dragnet explains, ‘The story you are about to
see is true. Only the names have been changed to protect the inno-
cent.’ Other aspects of ‘realism’ that have come to dominate the genre
since the early 1980s are an emphasis on complexity and moral ambigu-
ity. It is this aspect that apparently makes the police procedural a good
environment for experimentation with narrative structures, as will be
discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.

In relation to the literary genre, John Scaggs argues that

Through a project of realism that presents the police as ‘credible
operatives against crime’, the police procedural becomes a powerful
weapon of reassurance in the arsenal of the dominant social order.
The discipline and cooperation of the police force, it is implied, is just
one part of a more general social discipline and cooperation whose
aim is to identify and eradicate the threat of social disruption that
crime represents.

(2005, 98)

In other words, the emphasis on realism and the narrative focus on
policemen and women can function to reassure audiences that the insti-
tution is ultimately right and moral. This is predominantly visible in
early detective dramas, while series from the 1970s onwards in partic-
ular depict the flaws of the system, but also show its ability to reform
(as discussed in more detail in Chapter 6). Even a series like The Shield,
which centres on a team of corrupt cops and arguably works to decon-
struct the notion of the police as ‘right and moral’, features several
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detectives who seem trustworthy and capable of restoring ‘order’. Sto-
ries being told from the perspective of the police are unlikely to question
the institution itself, though some aspects of its inner workings may be
criticised.

The major aspects of the police procedural are setting, teamwork
and police protocol as guiding, even structuring, methods of detection.
Slightly less essential criteria are the urban setting and ‘realism’, though
both are common.

To summarise, then, it is important to note that ‘genre’ is understood
here as ‘discursive cluster’. Thus, it is constructed through a range of
discourses both internal and external (as far as this can be defined) to
the genre. In other words, changes in law enforcement and political
debates surrounding concepts of ‘law and order’ will necessarily have a
bearing on individual genre texts. But other social discourses also influ-
ence texts: for example, Hill Street Blues frequently uses speech that, by
today’s standards, would be interpreted as explicitly racist and sexist.
Howard Hunter (James Sikking) frequently refers to African Americans as
‘these people’ and often uses racial slurs. While contradicted, he is rarely
censored. Another example is a scene in the pilot, when Hill (Michael
Warren) and Renko (Charles Haid) have to resolve a domestic dispute: a
woman finds her daughter in bed with her partner. To soothe the situa-
tion, Hill suggests that the woman should sleep with her boyfriend more
often, so that he doesn’t stray. He argues that the woman should put up
with her partner and her daughter to avoid being alone. As Gitlin (2000,
287) points out, writer Michael Kozoll and the series’ technical advisor
agreed that such situations occur in reality; the scene is thus justified
through its ‘realism’, and feminist criticism was dismissed as ‘not get-
ting the point’. The Wire approaches issues of race, class or gender in
a different manner, as deemed appropriate in early-21st-century texts.
Scenes of explicit racism and sexism are presented as shocking to the
liberal values expressed elsewhere in the text. A comparison between
the two series works well as a case study on how discourses surrounding
race, class or gender have changed. As the ‘rules’ of society change, so do
the ‘rules’ of what is appropriate on television. Thus, discourses exter-
nal to the genre (the ‘rules’ of society) need to be considered equally
important to genre development as internal discourses (the ‘rules’ of
the genre). In this study, the major external discourse considered is of
socio-political developments in US society that are viewed here as hav-
ing a bearing on the detective genre and the methods of detection. The
division of the detective genre into the ‘genius’ detective genre and the
police procedural is important to provide a clear terminology of what
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kind of text a text is. Yet, it does not offer an obvious way to access the
genre critically. What unites both sub-genres of the detective genre is
the process of detection, the focus on investigation rather than a focus
on how a crime is committed, as, for example, in The Sopranos (HBO,
1999–2007).



4
Telling Detection: The Narrative
Structures of American TV
Detective Dramas

Methods of detection are inextricably linked with specific narrative
structures, which carry ideological implications. For the purposes of this
chapter, the detective genre is understood as a vast network of texts that
tend to either copy existing structures or react against them. These nar-
rative structures are rooted in the literary traditions of the whodunit in
Golden Age fiction, which has proven to be a dominant mode of story-
telling for US network television. Other structures tend to consciously
react against this familiar mode. Jonathan Nichols-Pethick, discussing
the police procedural or police series, explains that

more ‘traditional’ police series typically follow a closed episodic struc-
ture in which all major narrative threads (usually one particular case
and a secondary narrative) are resolved by the end of each episode.
These series tend to rely heavily on one of two primary formulas
of the detective genre. The first we might call ‘swift justice’ model
in which the perpetrator is known from the outset and the job of
the police is to apprehend him or her. This form typically relies on
heightened action sequences, especially car chases, fistfights, and gun
battles, to bring closure to the narrative. The second structure is sim-
ply the ‘whodunit’ model in which the criminal is unknown and the
role of the police detective, using his or her superior sleuthing abil-
ities, is to solve the mystery. Because these series rely so heavily on
these recognizable structures and tend toward closure, they are often
dismissed as trite and predictable escapism, sensationalist exploita-
tion or, in the worst cases, politically reactionary dogma not to be
taken seriously.

(Nichols-Pethick 2012, 7)

55
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The first structure Nichols-Pethick describes, the ‘swift justice’ model,
is often used in spy dramas like Mission: Impossible (CBS, 1966–73)
or action series like The Untouchables (CBS, 1959–63) or The A-Team
(NBC, 1983–7). These texts feature mostly non-investigative storylines
in which a crime is prevented or a criminal is known from the out-
set. The model is also popular in 1950s dramas like Highway Patrol
(ZIV Productions, unknown original broadcaster, 1955–9) or The Sheriff
of Conchise (NTA Productions, unknown original broadcaster, 1956–8)
in which investigative storylines run in parallel with the story of the
crime.1 In these dramas, the structure often seems to serve the ide-
ological purpose of making sure the viewer knows the criminal is
unambiguously guilty. The second version Nichols-Pethick describes
is strongly linked to rational-scientific detection. Yet, as outlined in
this chapter, there are a range of variations to these narrative struc-
tures, sometimes allowing the combination of the three-act-structure
and irrational-subjective methods of detection, some completely disre-
garding ‘traditional’ narrative structures. Thus, as any genre discourse is
complex and fluid, what is considered a dominant mode of storytelling
is necessarily unstable and in flux.

This chapter discusses how the narrative structures of the detective
genre are linked with specific modes of detection and accompanying
epistemological outlooks as well as ideological implications. To do this,
the chapter will first look at the whodunit structure, also called the
three-act structure. This structure is commonly associated with Golden
Age literature and rational-scientific methods of detection. The narra-
tive structures of irrational-subjective methods of detection are diverse,
and this chapter explores a variety of narrative structures that frame
irrational-subjective methods of detection. It is important to consider
that irrational-subjective methods of detection presume a chaotic and
fragmented universe, something that is often depicted through exper-
imental narrative structures rather than the rigid whodunit structure.
In a last step, the chapter looks at how this impulse to develop complex
narrative structures makes these dramas particularly relevant in the tele-
vision landscape of the early 2000s, but can also serve as a starting point
for possible alternative methods of detection.

The emotional ‘distance’ that dominates detective dramas featuring
rational-scientific methods of detection is supported through familiar
narrative structures that allow for little emotional investment in vic-
tims, the bereaved or criminals. The narrative structures linked with
rational-scientific methods of detection remain surprisingly stable. The
whodunit structure of discovery–investigation–revelation (see Kompare
2010, 22–35) appears to be the predominant narrative mode. This
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narrative structure is rooted in the literary history of the genre. Knight
argues in relation to Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories:
‘The overall structural pattern is one of fairly intense variation within an
unchanging order; in no story do the three basic units, relation, inves-
tigation and resolution, change position’ (1980, 77). Agatha Christie
refines this structure, for example, by making murder a staple of the
genre. The discovery of the body, rather than the detective’s involve-
ment, becomes the first act, often following longer introductions of
characters, making the structure more applicable to police procedurals,
where the involvement needs no explanation. Christie also introduces
a wider range of suspects. Poe and Conan Doyle both use the detec-
tive’s ‘sidekick’ as focaliser and narrator of their stories. Though earlier
Poirot novels are narrated from Captain Hastings’ point of view, and
individual novels like The Moving Finger (1943) by Miss Marple’s non-
recurring ‘sidekick’ Jerry Burton, the third-person narrator becomes
more common in Golden Age fiction.

Another factor, which makes the whodunit structure particularly
adaptable to network television schedules, is the division of the sec-
ond act into clearly distinguishable scenes with different settings and
characters. These scenes feature investigations of crime scenes, wit-
ness interviews or the committing of another crime. For television,
this means a division into small units or sequences, at the end of
which ad breaks can easily be inserted without causing too much dis-
ruption. Furthermore, the second act, the investigation, can be easily
extended or shortened to allow for Dragnet’s 30-minute episodes just
as well as for Crossing Jordan’s 60-minute episodes (including commer-
cials), double episodes or feature-length episodes. In a series like CSI:
Crime Scene Investigation, this structure is extended to accommodate
two (sometimes more) storylines. This means that two ‘whodunits’ run
in parallel, and the text switches from sequences of storyline A to
sequences of storyline B. Frequently, these storylines intersect, with col-
leagues exchanging information on the cases they are working on or
because they discover that both cases are linked. This multiplicity of
‘whodunits’ in one episode adds a layer of complexity and is useful
for police procedurals, which focus on a team instead of one ‘genius’
detective.

Tzvetan Todorov (1971, 42–52) notes that the whodunit always con-
sists of two stories: the story of the murder, which takes place before the
novel even starts, and the story of the investigation:

The characters of this second story, the story of the investigation,
do not act, they learn. Nothing can happen to them: a rule of the
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genre postulates the detective’s immunity. [. . .] The hundred and fifty
pages that separate the discovery of the crime from the revelation of
the killer are devoted to a slow apprenticeship: we examine clue after
clue, lead after lead.

(Todorov 1977, 44–5)

Yet, Todorov needs to be slightly amended: the first story does not con-
clude with the perpetration of the crime. Criminals may try to cover up
their crime and commit more crimes in the course of this. This provides
viewers or readers with more clues, thus feeding into the second story
of the investigation. Yet, it is important that the guilty criminal, or how
he or she committed the murder, is not revealed, so crucial parts of the
story of the crime are omitted. But the first story continues throughout,
and in some television dramas, particularly in police procedurals from
the early 1950s and later in the two-story whodunit (as outlined later),
the story jumps between the perspective of the criminals and that of the
policemen and women.

In the more traditional whodunit as outlined by Todorov, read-
ers and viewers learn the details of the case as the detective learns
them: ‘the reader is challenged to match the detective’s process of
identifying the murderer and there should therefore be “fair play”:
the reader must be informed of each clue that the detective sees’
(Knight 2003, 79). This convention means an implicit invitation to
readers to join in ‘the game’ and try to match the detective’s abil-
ities. On the one hand, this explains the often light-hearted and
emotionally distanced tone of ‘whodunits’: the real causes and con-
sequences of violent crime could stifle any attempts to invite view-
ers to join in, asking for emotional investment rather than ‘play’.
Thus, the investigation of murder becomes a purely intellectual exer-
cise. Yet, this also means that, while solutions to the crime are often
convoluted, the clues presented in the story have to line up to a
clearly identifiable chain of evidence, and the solution must be pre-
sented as the result of distanced deduction. Series depicting forensic
detection, like Quincy M.E., Crossing Jordan or Bones, show images of
evidence audiences are unlikely to be able to decode (for example,
close-ups of bacteria) and usually provide extensive explanations. CSI:
Crime Scene Investigation even uses the so-called CSI-shot that shows
computer-generated images (CGI) of the inside of the human body
and is commonly accompanied by an account of what is shown, using
simplified language clearly meant for audiences rather than for fel-
low scientist characters. Thus, the emphasis on scientific explanations
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makes it more difficult, but not impossible, to follow the rules of
‘fair play’.

This idea that the whodunit structure frames a game, and that Golden
Age novels and television dramas using this structure invite viewers ‘in’,
suggests that this narrative structure functions to produce a ‘writerly’
text. Amending Roland Barthes’ definitions of ‘readerly’ and ‘writerly’
texts in S/Z (1975), John Fiske defines the ‘writerly’ text as ‘multiple
and full of contradictions, it foregrounds its own nature as discourse
and resists coherence and unity’ (Fiske 1987, 94). Thus, ‘writerly’ texts
are incoherent, and readers or viewers have to ‘write’ their own texts to
fill gaps in the narrative (or simply accept the text’s incoherency). In the
case of the whodunit, audiences are provided with all the necessary clues
to solve the case, but are not privy to the detective’s conclusions until
the end. Thus, they can make their own deductions and match them
against the detective’s skills in the third act. Fiske describes such texts as
‘openly’ structured, meaning that such gaps allow viewers from a range
of social or cultural backgrounds to fill these gaps in the narrative and,
thus, access and decode a text. But, despite the whodunits’ ‘writerly’
conventions, readers and viewers have to conform to the ‘rules’ of the
game in order to ‘play’. This means an implicit acceptance that the mur-
derer or murderess needs to be brought to justice, an acceptance that the
detective’s deductions are ‘true’ or that the motives given by the detec-
tive are a sufficient explanation for why often elaborate plans to kill
someone were hatched in the first place.2 This also happens without
addressing underlying causes: for example, an implicit acceptance that
greed or jealousy is a sufficient motive for murder, without questioning
the capitalist and misogynistic systems that underpin this. This is linked
to a rigid narrative structure that enforces a focus on the investigation
and allows little departure to explore social context. Furthermore, the
unambiguous narrative closure provided, in which a chain of evidence
and deductions is presented and then confirmed through a confession,
leaves little room to question existing power structures. As Dennis Porter
argues,

[In] representing crime and its punishment, whether evoked or
merely anticipated, detective novels invariably project the image of
a given social order and the implied value system that helps sustain
it. By naming a place and by evoking, however glancingly, the socio-
economic order that prevails within it, they confirm, in fact, that
there can be no transgression without a code, no individual crimi-
nal act without a community that condemns it. What is particularly
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notable about detective stories, however, is that they only exception-
ally raise questions concerning the code; the law itself is accepted
as given.

(1981, 121)

Thus, the whodunit structure is relatively ‘open’ in the way it invites
viewers or readers to join in a ‘game’ to find the guilty party, but
demands that the solution is unequivocally accepted.

This assumption that the solution proposed by the detective is ‘true’
means that not only narrative closure is provided, but also ideological
closure. There is no ambiguity to the solution the detective proposes,
and his or her deductions are represented as based on solid evidence, as
provided through rational-scientific methods of detection. This tends to
be backed up with a confession, as guilty suspects, confronted with such
solid evidence, usually confess. Such unequivocal closure is linked to
rational-scientific methods of detection and to binary structures, in the
sense that if there are only ‘innocent’ and ‘guilty’, ‘white’ and ‘black’,
and ‘good’ and ‘evil’, the search for morally complex and complicated
reasons why someone would commit violent crime or become a victim
is unnecessary. By silencing discourses that would enable an exploration
of complex ‘grey areas’, existing power structures and ideologies are
unequivocally accepted.

More recently, broader story-arcs have been introduced to the ‘who-
dunit’: in Monk and The Mentalist, the main characters search for their
wives’ killers, and mini-resolutions are offered at the end of each season,
but full resolution is only achieved at the end of the series. Series like
Criminal Minds offer character-arcs that suggest some sort of character
development, and Bones has characters develop romantic relationships
and have children, thus making significant changes to their lives, some-
thing more or less impossible for Poirot or Miss Marple. Yet, the still
quite rigid usage of the three-act structure, guaranteed narrative closure
and limited number of storylines included in each episode mean that
these series remain ideologically fixed.

A slight variation on the whodunit is particularly common in
US detective dramas of the 1950s, like Highway Patrol or The Sheriff of
Conchise: the stories of both the crime and the investigation are told.
Later, this is developed into a two-story whodunit with Columbo, but
in the 1950s, the texts seem much more rigid in maintaining a ‘good’
vs. ‘bad’ binary between the two storylines. These dramas are at least
partially driven by the desire to show the spectacle of car chases and
shoot-outs, but the investigators perform logical deduction, achieved
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by following police procedure. This shows the flexibility of the who-
dunit three-act structure: storylines involving the criminal can easily be
included, and can even help to eliminate any ambiguity left at the end
of an episode. However, these stories rarely explore the social context
that breeds crime, but present crime as a conscious choice. This narrow
definition of the first story reinforces the lack of ambiguity in the narra-
tive closure. The whodunit is, thus, extended, but not to explore social
discourses; rather, to solidify unambiguous narrative closure.

A highly influential drama that employs rational-scientific methods
of detection, but then moves to significantly complicate matters in the
second half of its episodes, is Law & Order (NBC, 1990–2010). This is due
to the fact that halfway through an episode, the text ‘jumps genre’ (or,
rather, sub-genre) from police procedural to legal drama, where more
layers of complexity are revealed in the court room:

the series was decidedly episodic in structure and followed a strict
formula. Each episode contained a single case, often ‘ripped from
the headlines,’ which was then broken down into two half-hour
segments: the first half-hour told the story of a police investigation
which inevitably leads to an arrest; the second half-hour was the story
of the criminal prosecution of the suspect by the District Attorney’s
office that did not always result in a conviction.

(Nichols-Pethick 2012, 128)

This structure is unique to the Law & Order franchise, and it is worth
highlighting that the half-hour of police procedural in each episode
is usually told in a ‘whodunit’ manner, as, for example, in Dragnet.
Yet, the supposedly unambiguous ending of the police-procedural part
of each episode is quickly questioned and sometimes completely torn
apart during the second half of the episode, the legal drama. Law &
Order consciously reflects on genre traditions of the whodunit through
its own narrative structure. By not simply letting the narrative end
with an arrest, the series also deconstructs the ideological closure that
can be gained by the unambiguous ending of the whodunit. Though
unique in its narrative structure, Law & Order is hardly the only text
that reflects critically on the narrative closure offered by the whodunit
structure. However, this kind of experimentation is more common in
dramas employing irrational-subjective methods of detection.

Considering that irrational-subjective methods of detection often
seem unfixed and tend to develop as counter-reactions to rational-
scientific methods of detection, it is hardly surprising that narrative
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structures linked to it tend to be varied, often offering an element of nar-
rative experimentation. The next section of the chapter outlines some
of the ways in which the whodunit structure is changed and subverted
to accommodate the chaos, plurality and fragmentation presumed by
narratives featuring irrational-subjective methods of detection.

Until the 1980s, narrative structures of detective dramas featuring
irrational-subjective methods of detection followed a similar three-act
model as dramas featuring rational-scientific methods of detection.
In the introduction to this chapter, what Nichols-Pethick calls the ‘swift
justice’ model was briefly discussed as a formula whereby the perpe-
trator of a crime is known from the outset and the story is largely
concerned with the prevention of crime, the protection of citizens from
criminals or the capture of already convicted criminals, as in Mission:
Impossible, The Untouchables, The Fall Guy (ABC, 1981–6) or The Equal-
izer (CBS, 1985–9). Yet, there is a model that combines these dramas’
emphasis on action sequences with the whodunit model to adapt narra-
tives employing irrational-subjective methods of detection to meet the
need of scheduled network television for narrative closure. The differ-
ence lies largely in the focus on spectacle in the second act, extending
to the car chases and explosions in the third act of 1950s dramas like
Highway Patrol. Depending on the thematic emphasis of the series, this
spectacle can be scenes of violence, explosions, car chases, commodity
fetishism (as in Miami Vice; see Creeber 2013, 87–9), the objectifica-
tion of detectives’ bodies (as in Magnum P.I.; see Flitterman 1985),
scenes of romance (as in Hart to Hart or Remington Steele), scenes of
comedy or a combination of all these factors. The scenes of spectacle
become narrative and function largely to offer the pleasure of spectacle
for spectacle’s sake. While whodunits and dramas featuring rational-
scientific methods of detection are hardly opposed to such moments
of spectacle, the difference is that the spectacle of emotions, physi-
cal violence or explosions overrides the process of deduction. In the
third act, the revelation, it becomes obvious that the data gathered in
these scenes is meagre. The solution tends to be presented as abduc-
tion, little more than a guess (which is, of course, right), rather than
deductive reasoning. As a result, the narrative closure achieved is highly
ambiguous.

One example of this is Remington Steele: each episode of the series
opens with the committing of a crime, often murder, but also theft,
burglary or other crime: in other words, Todorov’s first story, the story
of the crime. Following the whodunit structure, the next sequence deals
with how Laura Holt (Stephanie Zimbalist) and Remington Steele (Pierce
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Brosnan) get involved in the case. The ‘investigation’ act is largely
concerned with creating moments of spectacle, in this case moments
of romance between Laura and Remington: they flirt with other char-
acters, causing each other to get jealous, almost end up sleeping with
the other character and then reconcile (though they never enter into
a monogamous romantic relationship). The solution of the crime is
usually found by Remington reciting his vast knowledge of detective
novels and films (accordingly, the film posters in his flat include The
Thin Man [dir. Van Dyke 1934] and Notorious [dir. Hitchcock 1946]). The
resolution in the final act usually amounts to little more than guess-
ing, and, instead of the spectacle of the detective’s ‘genius’, tends to
involve action sequences in which Laura and Remington are placed in
mortal danger. In fact, in its self-referential style, the series often high-
lights that it really is just a guess, with Remington often guessing wrong.
The light-hearted series seems to use the traditional whodunit structure
mainly as another reference point among its vast net of intertextual ref-
erences, in particular to those crime film and screwball comedy hybrids
that involve romantic entanglements between detectives of opposite
genders. Yet, among scenes reminiscent of screwball comedies, semi-
romantic reconciliation and action sequences, logical deduction based
on rational distance remains largely absent. For the purposes of this
study, this structure is called an irrational-subjective whodunit.

Another example of narrative structures linked with irrational-
subjective methods of detection is Columbo. The first act, which is much
longer than usual, shows what Todorov describes as the story of the
crime or the first story. Todorov argues that ‘the story of the crime ends
before the story of the investigation [, the second story,] begins’ (1977,
44), though, as pointed out above, this story can continue and run par-
allel to the second story. Yet, in Columbo, there is more focus on the first
story, and crucial parts of the story are shared, such as who committed
the crime and how they exercised their convoluted plan. In other words,
in Columbo, both stories are told in extensive detail. Paul Cobley calls
this structure an inverted whodunit (2001, 58), but the inversion is not
complete. The first act is merely extended to tell the story of the crime
in greater detail. As both stories, the story of the crime and the story of
the investigation, are told, the structure is termed here a two-story who-
dunit. Yet, this means that the second act, the investigation, has to occur
without the tension that arises from detectives and audiences having the
same amount of information, with the third act including a ‘big reveal’
of who the criminal is. Instead, in the second act, Columbo (Peter Falk)
tends to inexplicably focus on one suspect (whom the audiences already
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know to be guilty), and, in the course of the investigation, learns enough
about the suspect to eventually confront them with (often circumstan-
tial) evidence, and gets them to confess in the third act. The spectacle
lies in the confrontation of the usually upper-class criminal with the
scruffy-looking, (lower)-middle-class detective. What develops is a bat-
tle of wits between these well-educated, cold-blooded and ‘rational’, but
equally arrogant, criminals and the seemingly confused detective who
emphasises his class status through accent, clothing, manners and ref-
erences to his (apparently large) Italian American working-class family
as he acts humble and collects information. Thus, the spectacle of sci-
ence and rational thought patterns is replaced by relatively open class
warfare.

These structures offer some variation on the whodunit structure, but
are still heavily oriented towards it: the irrational-subjective whodunit,
as in Remington Steele, introduces variations in content rather than struc-
ture, and the two-story whodunit in Columbo makes significant changes,
mostly by extending the first act to include the story of the crime. But
the 1980s also saw more thorough rejections of the familiar whodunit
structure, particularly through Hill Street Blues.

Instead of the whodunit structure, Hill Street Blues draws on the narra-
tive structures of the soap, which, at the time, was starting to become a
dominant mode of storytelling in American prime time television. It was
particularly Dallas (CBS, 1978–91), and later Dynasty (ABC, 1981–9),
which proved that an open-ended narrative structure with each episode
featuring a range of storylines and large casts can work for prime time.
Of course, unlike these prime time soaps, Hill Street Blues adopted more
‘gritty’ aesthetics (as discussed in Chapter 7) and content. Robin Nelson
terms this combination ‘flexi-narrative structure’:

[The flexi-narrative series] has achieved a narrative structure which
combines the allegedly ‘masculine’ preference for action and nar-
rative resolution with the supposedly ‘feminine’ fluidity and open-
endedness in story-telling with emphasis on human interest. By com-
bining a number of stories in one episode, it is indeed possible to
appeal to a range of audience segments.

(1997, 33)

Nelson’s use of the gendered terminology of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’
narrative structures, which draws on Fiske (1987, 179–223), is highly
problematic. Still, the suggestion that Hill Street Blues’ innovation lies
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in the combination of the soap structure with the police procedural, up
to this point associated with the whodunit structure, is certainly useful.
Yet, as Steven Johnson argues,

The structure of a Hill Street episode – and indeed all of the critically
acclaimed dramas that followed, from thirtysomething [ABC, 1987–9]
to Six Feet Under [HBO, 2001–5] – is the structure of a soap opera.
[. . .] Bochco’s genius with Hill Street was to marry complex narrative
structure with complex subject matter.

(2005, 68)

Johnson, thus, argues that the flexi-narrative of Hill Street Blues is, essen-
tially, the soap opera. It could be further argued that the idea of the
combination of ‘feminine’ narrative structures with ‘masculine’ con-
tent merits the naming of a ‘new’ narrative structure (flexi-narrative)
is unnecessary and sexist. After all, if prime time soaps are marked by
repetition, then recurring scenes and catch-phrases, such as Sergeant
Esterhaus’ (Michael Conrad) ‘let’s be careful out there’ at the beginning
of each episode, and scenes of comic relief concerning Esterhaus’ com-
plicated love life or Captain Furillo’s (Daniel J. Travanti) struggles with
his ex-wife and current girlfriend, certainly move the series into the
realm of the soap rather than something ‘new’. Much as in Hill Street
Blues, storylines in Dallas or Dynasty remain unresolved for entire sea-
sons. An example of this is the disappearance of Steven Carrington (Al
Corley), who is absent for most of Season 3 of Dynasty and reappears
played by a different actor and with a different sexual orientation, thus
also offering an ‘open’ structure in which some storylines trail off to
be picked up at a (sometimes much) later date. But, despite these simi-
larities and Nelson’s, or rather Fiske’s, unfortunate terminology, for the
detective genre, the break with the whodunit structure offered by Hill
Street Blues’ flexi-narrative structure is certainly significant. Instead of
narrative closure, Nelson states that

Going even further than soaps, many of the narrative strands were
left open to be taken up in later episodes whilst others simply trailed
off unresolved. Thus Hill Street achieved its dense textures and sense
of a lack of resolution to difficult problems for an audience who
sensed the complexity of things in the historical world.

(1997, 31)
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While most storylines received some sort of closure, it is still remark-
able that Hill Street Blues has some storylines that seem to be without
solution for weeks. Considering the ideological implications of narra-
tive closure in the genre, leaving audiences without clues for weeks
on end is an important development. One significant example of this
is a storyline that begins in the pilot episode: officers Hill and Renko
get shot about halfway through the episode, and are not discovered
until the end of the pilot. Following episodes deal with the psycho-
logical trauma sustained by both, but the first clues to the identity of
the shooter are not found until episode 6 (‘Film at Eleven’) and the
shooter is only found and arrested in episode 9 (‘Your Kind, My Kind,
Humankind’). Thus, Hill Street Blues challenges existing notions of what
narrative closure means and when it needs to be offered. Considering
the prevalence of the whodunit and the narrative closure it suggests,
this challenge to narrative closure is one of the major innovations in
the genre.

This delayed narrative closure is increasingly visible in more recent
versions of flexi-narrative, the story-arc or season-arc drama. In this,
the season, not the episode, is the underlying structural unit. The
story-arc drama is in no way exclusive to the detective genre, and
particularly since around 2000, in what Glyn White (2012) calls
post-Sopranos television, a focus on genres in which serial dramas
are less common is visible, with series like Sex and the City (HBO,
1998–2004), The Sopranos, Sons of Anarchy (FX, 2008–) or Mad Men
(AMC, 2007–15). These dramas employ complex narrative structures,
similar to soap operas, in which several storylines run parallel to
each other. While some sort of resolution is offered at the end of
each season, a much broader story is resolved at the end of the
series, tying together various storylines that originated in the first
season.

Johnson introduces the idea of multithreading to describe the way
storylines are woven together to form a ‘whole’ narrative. In relation to
Hill Street Blues, he argues:

[the] narrative weaves together a collection of distinct strands – some-
times as many as ten, though at least half of the threads involve
only a few quick scenes scattered through the episode. [. . .] And
the episode has fuzzy borders: picking up one or two threads from
previous episodes at the outset, and leaving one or two threads open
at the end.

(Johnson 2005, 67)
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Meanwhile, to describe the later The Sopranos, he points out:

The show doesn’t offer a clear distinction between dominant and
minor plots; each storyline carries its weight in the mix. The episode
also displays a chordal mode of storytelling entirely absent from Hill
Street: a single scene in The Sopranos will often connect to three dif-
ferent threads at the same time, layering one plot atop another. And
every single thread in this Sopranos episode [‘The Legend of Tennessee
Moltisanti’, 01/08] builds on events from previous episodes, and con-
tinues on from the rest of the season and beyond. Almost every
sequence in the show connects to information that exists outside the
frame of the current episode.

(ibid., 69–70)

Thus, story-arc dramas involve a heightened form of complexity
through larger narrative arcs, closer connections between them and
equal importance of each storyline to the ‘whole’ of the narrative.
Kathrin Rothemund argues that narrative complexity can be defined
through the following elements: a large number of storylines, variety
in these storylines (both can be summarised under the term ‘diver-
sity’), an emerging sense of connection between the different storylines
(to a ‘whole’), non-linearity, openness (polysemic meanings of the nar-
ration as intertextual and multi-platform storytelling) and contingency
(Rothemund 2013, 55–78). It is particularly the large number of sto-
rylines that sets the flexi-narrative of story-arc dramas apart from the
soap-like flexi-narrative of Hill Street Blues.

This increased complexity has implications for methods of detection
as well as ideological outlooks. Complexity in narrative structures usu-
ally means the inclusion of a variety of perspectives and experiences. For
the detective genre, this means that a vast amount of data is presented
that can be interpreted from a variety of viewpoints. Thus, the expe-
rience of data becomes too complex to offer one definite explanation.
Ideologically, the lack of definite narrative closure and the dominance of
ambiguity and ‘grey areas’ imply not just a textual, but also an ideologi-
cal, ‘openness’, deliberately leaving room for a range of interpretations.
The Shield and 24 offer particularly complicated (anti-)heroes who often
act against the law, use extreme violence to gather information, and
often pose moral conundrums instead of offering clear-cut solutions
(Is it right to torture someone to prevent a nuclear bomb from explod-
ing in Los Angeles? Is it right for the police to control the drug trade
if it means that elementary school children are not given free drug
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samples?). Thus, these texts offer a counterweight to the seemingly
clear-cut solutions offered by series like Monk or CSI: Crime Scene Inves-
tigation by extending the number of discourses that have a bearing on
‘truth-finding’.

The dramas used here to explore concepts of possible alternative
methods of detection all seem to use narrative structures associated with
irrational-subjective methods of detection. This is not too surprising,
due to the links between irrational-subjective methods of detection and
postmodern deconstruction, which is a dominant factor in any idea of
alternative methods of detection. In its current stage, which involves
mere hints of reconstruction, this is particularly true. Thus, narrative
structures in detective dramas that develop alternative methods of detec-
tion seem to use these models of narrative experimentation as a starting
point. It is important to remember that alternative methods of detection
are not fully developed yet, but the first tentative steps in this direction
are visible. In the three dramas discussed here, Dexter uses a relatively
familiar and common season-arc structure, while NCIS: Los Angeles uses
more of an irrational-subjective whodunit structure. It is mostly The
Wire that offers alternative modes of storytelling. As shown in this
chapter, narrative structures heavily influence the mode of investiga-
tion, meriting more detailed discussion. To outline narrative structures
that can frame alternative methods of detection, what follows is a brief
discussion of how flexi-narrative and the irrational-subjective whodunit
may serve to develop alternative methods of detection, moving on to
show how The Wire modifies the existing flexi-narrative structure to
develop its complex mode of storytelling.

In relation to Dexter, David Lavery points out:

Dexter is a flexi-narrative. Like The X-Files, it has blended discrete
‘monster of the week’ (MOW) with an ongoing story arc. In MOW
mode, ‘the dark avenger’ investigates, tracks, and murders this or that
enemy of society, be they gigantic Cuban thug, murderous used-car-
salesman, or psycho-stalker psychiatrist. Like Buffy the Vampire Slayer
[WB, 1997–2001, UPN, 2001–3], however, the series has opted for
constructing each season primarily around Dexter’s clash with a par-
ticular ‘Big Bad’ (as Buffy deemed the Slayer foes): The Ice Truck
Killer in Season 1, Lila/Doakes in Season 2, Miguel Prado [Jimmy
Smits] in Season 3, with none of these conflicts spilling over into
subsequent seasons. [. . .] On the other hand, Dexter’s master narra-
tive – The X-Files deemed it ‘mythology’ – has essentially been the
incremental, over an individual season and the course of the entire
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series, humanization of Dexter Morgan. Its twin multi-season line
tracks his continuing dialogue with his dead father and his educa-
tion as the right kind of serial killer and his developing relationship
with Rita.3

(2010, 46–7)

Dexter conforms to the season-arc structure, which uses the season as
structural unit rather than the episode. Yet, Dexter offers more narrative
closure at the end of each season, with the ‘Big Bad’ of the season dead or
(seemingly) permanently disappeared, and colleagues in the police who
might uncover Dexter’s identity as serial killer either convinced other-
wise or dead. In this, the series sets itself apart from other flexi-narrative
contemporaries: The Shield or Deadwood (HBO, 2004–6) tend to set up
new storylines towards the end of each season or leave conflicts unre-
solved, often leaving the audience with a season-end cliff-hanger. This
(relatively) unusual mixture of narrative openness and closure might be
part of what leads Alison Peirse to argue that Dexter draws on both the
hard-boiled and the whodunit tradition: with its reliance on voiceovers
and moral ambiguity, film noir (as adaptations of hard-boiled novels)
influences are clearly discernible, but, with a focus on distanced observa-
tion and the narrative closure reached at the end of each season, Dexter
also remains in the Golden Age tradition. As Peirse argues,

While film noir partially descends from the hard-boiled detective
novel, thereby having a certain influence on Dexter, it can be eas-
ily argued that the series also draws from the ‘Golden Age’ classic
detective and/or mystery model [. . .]. However, it can be argued that
Dexter’s mode of investigation mirrors traditional detective narra-
tives, where the smallest of apparently innocuous clues can lead to
the resolution of the case.

(2010, 194)

As explained in Chapter 9, Dexter moves towards alternative meth-
ods of detection by collapsing a binary between rational-scientific
and irrational-subjective methods of detection into one character who
embodies both modes of investigation in order to murder guilty crim-
inals or aid the police in catching them in his role as blood spatter
analyst. Thus, its use of flexi-narrative with an increased sense of nar-
rative closure at the end of each season (including a voice-over narrative
that links together different strands of the narrative) ties in with this
collapse by drawing on both literary traditions.
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NCIS: Los Angeles’ three-act structure works in a similar manner. Using
the established irrational-subjective whodunit structure, its solutions
still remain slightly less ambiguous than is common in Remington Steele.
This is linked to its focus on a team of investigators, some with decid-
edly irrational-subjective traits (hunches, instincts) and some with more
rational-scientific properties (emphasising scientific knowledge, using
high-tech computer equipment). This conflation enables detectives to
sort through immense amounts of data, using binaries like ‘friend’ and
‘enemy’, but these remain fragile and unstable. While such uncertainty
is common to dramas that feature undercover work, like, for exam-
ple, Miami Vice, the tension between the desire for narrative closure
and definitive answers and the complexity of a consistently threatening
world outside the NCIS office is rarely this strongly emphasised. In NCIS:
Los Angeles, binaries sometimes even feel fluid, and always in flux. The
narrative structure frames this fluidity through the irrational-subjective
whodunit structure, offering unstable and ambiguous narrative closure
which shows agents reluctantly returning to the threatening ‘outside’
world.

The Wire offers such a complex narrative structure that it is
almost impossible to access ‘truth’ through either rational-scientific or
irrational-subjective methods of detection. Brian G. Rose describes its
narrative structure as follows:

Instead of the individual episode, the basic structural unit would be
the series as a whole, permitting vast twelve- or thirteen-part story
arcs (with some plot strands buried for weeks at a time), kaleido-
scopic character groupings (with a shifting cast of more than thirty
players), and a quirky belief that viewers needed to work hard to
keep up and make thematic connections that were rarely italicized
or foregrounded.

(2008, 83)

Considering that each season also has a decidedly different focus, maybe
even a different thematic emphasis, it can also be argued that, much as
in a range of contemporary dramas like The Sopranos, Six Feet Under or
The Shield, the season functions as the basic structural unit. Yet, as in
these contemporary dramas, there is a sense that all the seasons can be
added up to one ‘whole’. To put it simply, there is a pervasive sense that,
from the outset, writers know where this is going, a distinct sense that
there is an end to this story.
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As a television series, The Wire is decidedly more complex than other
dramas (inside and outside the detective genre), weaving together more
storylines or narrative threads (in Johnson’s terms). These threads are
also more distinct from each other than is usual. They are associated
with different settings, language, characters and social environments
that range from homeless junkies and children, through different police
offices and schools, to city hall and the private spaces of the Baltimore
middle class. The different storylines are even linked to different generic
roots: most obviously, some are rooted in the gangster genre, some in
the political thriller, some in the teen film, specifically the sub-genre of
the juvenile delinquent film, and, as focussed on here, and possibly the
most dominant, some in the police procedural. All of these storylines
are tied together through a common theme: the different ways in which
the existing social, political and economic system creates disadvantage.
This theme is framed by a focus on the different aspects of the ‘War
on Drugs’. This ‘whole’ of the narrative threads, some of which never
intersect, is described here as the ‘narrative web’ of the series.

This narrative web amounts to a highly complex narrative. Mittell
describes narrative complexity as follows:

At its most basic level, narrative complexity is a redefinition of
episodic forms under the influence of serial narration – not neces-
sarily a complete merger of episodic and serial forms, but a shifting
balance. Rejecting the need for plot closure within every episode
that typifies conventional episodic form, narrative complexity fore-
grounds ongoing stories across a range of genres. Additionally, narra-
tive complexity moves serial form outside of generic assumptions tied
to soap operas – many (although certainly not all) complex programs
tell stories serially while rejecting or downplaying the melodramatic
style and primary focus on relationships over plots of soap operas,
which also distances contemporary programs from the cultural con-
notations of the denigrated soap genre. While certainly soap opera
narration can be quite complex [. . .] narratively complex program-
ming typically foregrounds plot developments far more centrally
than soaps, allowing relationship and character drama to emerge
from plot development in an emphasis reversed from soap opera.

(2006, 32)

While his description is much less precise than Rothemund’s definition
of complexity, what Mittell points out is that what he calls complex
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dramas ‘push the operational aesthetic to the foreground, calling atten-
tion to the constructed nature of the narration and asking us to marvel
at how the writers pulled it off’ (ibid., 35). Mittell himself points out
that these ‘narrative special effects’ are not a recent development, but
the narrative web of The Wire almost feels like one immense narrative
special effect. There are individual scenes when this becomes particu-
larly obvious, as in a scene in ‘The Pager’ (01/05) in which the only
words uttered for almost four minutes are ‘Fuck’ and ‘Motherfucker’,
while McNulty (Dominic West) and Bunk Mooreland (Wendell Pierce)
investigate a crime scene. Yet, this scene is not merely gratuitous narra-
tive special effect; it is important to a central storyline of the first season.
Nannicelli (2009) points out that the series constantly refers to narrative
threads from past episodes and seasons and offers little ‘recaps’ of what
happened before, thus asking audiences to keep track of the large num-
ber of narrative threads. Thus, viewers have to remember themselves
why, for example, Namond’s (Julito McCullum) father Wee-Bey (Hassan
Johnson), a major character in Season 1, is in prison in Season 4.

For methods of detection, the narrative web structure, and the range
of social spheres it encompasses, means that audiences always know
more than detectives do. Unlike in the whodunit, audiences do not learn
new information along with the detective characters; they are far ahead
of them. This gap between the information given to audiences and to
investigators becomes particularly obvious in ‘Mission Accomplished’
(03/12) after Stringer Bell’s (Idris Elba) death, when McNulty enters his
antagonist’s apartment and, looking at Bell’s copy of Adam Smith’s The
Wealth of Nations (1776), asks ‘who the fuck was I chasing?’ While audi-
ences are familiar with Bell’s efforts to apply economic theories to the
drug trade, McNulty has followed him to his economics classes, but has
issues combining this with his knowledge of Bell as a drug lord. Thus,
the complexity of the narrative structure significantly complicates any
notions of methods of detection as forces that can help to structure
narrative. The diegetic universe depicted in the vast range of narrative
threads is simply too complex, pluralistic and fragmented to necessitate
only one constant, ‘winning’ method of detection. With the always-
shifting narrative focus, methods of detection are also always shifting
(in those storylines where they are employed), but do not always achieve
results.

This chapter laid out a range of narrative structures and their rela-
tionships with methods of detection. The familiar whodunit structure
is inextricably linked with rational-scientific methods of detection, and
the narrative structure determines the structure of the investigation just
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as much as the different steps of the investigation structure the narra-
tive. Important concepts associated with the whodunit are ‘fair play’,
meaning an invitation for viewers to ‘join in’ the investigation and an
implicit promise to provide viewers with relevant clues, and a relatively
‘open’ narrative structure in the second act, but definitive narrative clo-
sure in the third act. A range of discourses are silenced and excluded
in this rather rigid narrative structure, allowing little exploration of the
social circumstances and discourses that frame the crime.

The narrative structures associated with irrational-subjective meth-
ods of detection are much more varied and less rigid. The irrational-
subjective whodunit, the two-story narrative, the flexi-narrative and
the season-arc drama all offer different ways to make endings more
ambiguous and, maybe more importantly, include more discourses that
complicate notions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’, ‘innocent’ and ‘guilty’ or ‘order’
and ‘chaos’. Charlie’s Angels may offer less complicated ponderings of
these issues than Cagney & Lacey or The Shield. Yet, the focus on the spec-
tacle of the objectified female body and action sequences, at the very
least, offers space to think about how much the detective’s deductions
rely on guessing and coincidence, implying an ultimately disordered
world. Columbo’s or The Streets of San Francisco’s two-story investiga-
tions are more obvious in their inclusion of more discourses. Columbo
often seems more (or at least equally) interested in debating class rela-
tions than solving the murder and restoring ‘order’, while The Streets of
San Francisco is interested in drawing attention to the social context of
the crime and often voices social criticism. Unambiguous narrative clo-
sure is provided here, as Columbo arrests the criminal audiences already
know to be guilty, but the process of investigation includes a range of
discourses. The gap between the audience and the detective in the infor-
mation they possess also seems to make rational-scientific methods of
detection impossible, as the spectacle of deduction and investigation
needs to be replaced by other forms of spectacle. Thus, the two-story
structure necessitates a broader focus on the social context that breeds
crime, depicting a more complex diegetic universe than the whodunit.

The irrational-subjective whodunit and the two-story whodunit both
(as the name suggests) offer variations on the familiar three-act struc-
ture, but do not react against it. Flexi-narrative structures, slight vari-
ations on the soap, seem like an outright rejection of the three-act
structure, using a familiar genre associated with different structures
to innovate television narrative. This innovation is significant for the
detective genre and has developed into the now common (at least for
premium cable channels) season-arc structure. One major aspect of this
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version of flexi-narrative is its complexity, allowing the inclusion of an
ever-increasing number of discourses, presuming a chaotic, pluralistic
and complex world where crime is never a singular occurrence, but is
determined by social context and leaves bereaved families (and some-
times criminals or investigators themselves) devastated. This inclusion
of a wider range of discourses also allows increased moral ambiguity.

What is remarkable about all the structures linked to irrational-
subjective methods of detection is that they always seem to be reactions
to the familiar and possibly dominant whodunit structure. David Simon,
creator of The Wire, states in an interview with journalist and novelist
Nick Hornby that he pitched the series as ‘a rebellion of sorts against all
the horseshit police procedurals afflicting American television’ (2007).
As Nichols-Pethick (2012, 154) describes, The Wire does not actually
pose a challenge to the police procedural, but, rather, extends existing
possibilities. But what seems implicit in Simon’s dismissal of ‘horseshit
police procedurals’ is a reaction against the highly successful CSI: Crime
Scene Investigation, which, as Turnbull puts it, ‘espoused the televisual
episodic narrative form with a vengeance’ (2014, 91). Still, it is impor-
tant to note that Simon’s rejection of the police procedural is merely the
latest version of dismissal of an overly familiar structure often perceived
as formulaic and conservative. In his essay ‘The Simple Art of Murder’,
Raymond Chandler focusses largely on content in his rejection of the
Golden Age novel, but also argues that the ‘murder novel has also a
depressing way of minding its own business, solving its own problems
and answering its own questions. There is nothing left to discuss, except
whether it was well enough written to be good fiction’ (1950). Thus,
Chandler offers (rather polemic) criticism of the rigid narrative structure
of the whodunit and its narrative closure, which leaves little room for
questioning underlying social structures. Following this tradition, series
like Hill Street Blues, Twin Peaks, NYPD Blue, Homicide: Life on the Street,
24 or The Shield can be understood as rejecting the whodunit outright,
in many ways emphasising differences between rational-scientific and
irrational-subjective methods of detection further than the variations of
the structure offered by the irrational-subjective whodunit or the two-
story structure. Dexter and The Wire contribute to this, but complicate
these concepts even further.

But the narrative structures outlined here also have ideological impli-
cations. These are linked with narrative closure and openness. This
openness often simply means implied ambiguity: sometimes moral,
sometimes meaning that the solution of a crime is not necessarily con-
vincing or seems like mere guesswork, despite a confession. All detective
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stories present a riddle – often unjust crimes, which are in need of a
solution (however tenuous or unstable) – and the detective genre, with
the investigation itself as defining factor, seems to have an inherent
drive towards closure. The kind of closure offered by the text, the reas-
surance provided by the knowledge that ‘order’ has been restored, has
ideological implications. As argued in this chapter and in Chapter 2,
rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods of detection are set
apart (among other factors) by presuming either an ‘ordered’ or an
‘unordered’ world. A world in chaos and disorder makes fixed, stable
meanings impossible. This instability is even more enhanced in a com-
plex structure like that of The Wire. But in a world where meaning
is fluid, so is ideological outlook. This fluidity is not necessarily left-
wing, just as the conservatism linked to the narrative closure, binary
structures and rational-scientific detection is not necessarily right-wing.
These associations change depending on the historical moment, as do
definitions of a political ‘left’ and ‘right’. The following chapters will
debate in more detail just how political context can shape the ideologi-
cal outlook of a text. It does so in tandem with narrative structures; after
all, narrative structures are only one aspect of the ‘whole’ of a text.



5
Stabilising Detection: Protecting
and Serving the Status Quo
1950–68

Serialised detective narratives had been popular on radio long before
original drama was produced for television. Popular examples are the
radio series Dragnet (NBC, 1949–57) and The Fat Man (ABC, 1946–51).
In cinema, the film series Dick Tracy (dir. James and Taylor 1937) is par-
ticularly well-remembered. The film series was an adaptation of a comic
strip about a so-called G-Man (short for ‘Government Man’, a colloquial
term for FBI agents), which was later also adapted as a TV series, like-
wise called Dick Tracy (ABC, 1950–2).1 The series, aimed at children, was
popular, but was cancelled due to the sudden death of its star, Ralph
Byrd. The series employs rational-scientific methods of detection and,
in its gesturing towards science, seems to draw on the Sherlock Holmes
stories and its many adaptations. Tracy and his ‘secretary and lab assis-
tant’ Gwen Andrews (Kay Hughes) investigate crime scenes with tools
like torches and a magnifying glass. And though Dick Tracy encounters
many action-packed and life-threatening situations during his investi-
gations and the stories are somewhat preposterous, the analysis of clues
through science is always emphasised. The series often focusses on tech-
nology to analyse clues. Regularly, scenes take place in a lab space filled
with technology to decode clues, though sometimes all that is needed is
a lighter to make invisible ink visible. The technology in the lab seems
like gadgetry – especially as some equipment does not exist in real-
ity or is never used – but it also pre-empts the later CSI: Crime Scene
Investigation’s use of technology as spectacle.

Detective dramas have been present on US television since its early
days in the 1950s. The dramas, shot on film and decidedly different from
the live aesthetics of I Love Lucy (CBS, 1951–7), seem to be part of an
industrial development of television moving away from more theatrical
modes of storytelling. As David Marc and Robert J. Thompson point out,

76
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Much of the programming on early television, especially before about
1955, was adapted from two tried-and-true media: radio and theater.
[. . .] The two major broadcasting companies, NBC and CBS, did not
want the Hollywood movie studios owning competitive television
networks, so they fought to identify television as something other
than an outlet for film.

(2005, 55–6)

When ABC began broadcasting in 1948, the network became involved
with film studios like Walt Disney or Warner Bros. in order to com-
pete with NBC and CBS, which had more financial resources at their
disposal. These early detective dramas were largely whodunits, which
also dedicated much time to focussing on the criminals rather than
the investigation, though this focus can shift from episode to episode.
For example, in Federal Men (also known as Treasury Men in Action,
ABC, 1950, NBC, 1951–5), Highway Patrol or The Sheriff of Cochise, only
short scenes of investigation are shown, usually when investigators
question suspects. The episodes tell the story of the criminal as well
as the investigators, but are always clearly biased towards the latter.
It is important to note that the criminals tend to make conscious and
informed decisions to become criminals, and this decision is presented
as ‘choosing the easy path’ rather than the path of living in obedience
to the law laid out before them. The guilty criminal is always caught
and brought to justice. Thus, the focus on criminals does not lead to
closer examinations of social structures, but classes criminals unequiv-
ocally on the ‘bad’ side of a binary of ‘good’ vs. ‘bad’, ‘law-abiding’
vs. ‘criminal’, even ‘hard-working’ vs. ‘lazy’. There is also a focus on
rational-scientific investigation, and the need for evidence rather than
‘hunches’ or assumptions is always emphasised. As Joe Friday (Jack
Webb) argues in the Dragnet episode ‘The Big September Man’ (01/11),
when his partner classes a suspect as guilty based on his ‘hunch’: ‘We’re
gonna have to place him a lot closer to the murder scene than two
blocks away, we can’t prove a thing the way it stands.’ The suspect even
turns out to be innocent, proving the ‘hunch’ wrong. Though Dragnet’s
stronger emphasis on the investigation might set it apart, similar state-
ments are frequently uttered in Highway Patrol, The Sheriff of Cochise and
Federal Men. The narrative structure often means that audiences know
the guilty party from the outset. The story of the crime and the story
of the investigation are told in parallel. Highway Patrol also includes a
range of action sequences: officers often get hurt, and stories usually
conclude with spectacular car chases (which often involve car crashes).
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Yet, the investigations always remain rational-scientific, as criminals
whom audiences know from the outset to be guilty are chased. Little
time is invested in the exploration of the social structures that enable
crime.

Dragnet introduces a stronger emphasis on the investigative process,
giving detailed explanations of police procedure in a voiceover by its
main character Joe Friday. The series’ attitude towards detection is best
expressed through the line ‘just the facts, please’, repeated in most
episodes as Joe Friday interviews witnesses, and the guilty party is usu-
ally not revealed until the end of each episode. Stark describes Dragnet
as ‘television’s first great crime hit’ (1987–8, 244). The series has gener-
ally been influential and remains well-remembered: after its eight-year
run on NBC, it was relaunched in 1967 (and ran until 1970), spawned
a parody with the film Dragnet (dir. Mankiewicz 1987), starring Dan
Aykroyd and Tom Hanks, as late as 1987, and takes on an important
role in James Ellroy’s 1990 novel L.A. Confidential, where the fictional
TV series Badge of Honor is a thinly veiled reference to Dragnet and its
close ties to the LAPD.

As pointed out in Ellroy’s novel, ties between the LAPD and Dragnet
were close, though maybe not as corrupt as described in the novel.
Mittell outlines:

The scripts were vetted through the LAPD before shooting, making
changes to ensure authenticity within the bound of ‘positive images’
of LAPD. Scripts were filtered for content as well, as the LAPD served
both as a steward of its own image and also as a guardian of public
morality, censoring topics like abortion and overt sexual content.

(2004, 134)

After a number of scandals involving the LAPD during the 1940s,
William Parker was appointed police chief in 1950 to ‘clean up’ the
department and improve its public image. Dragnet can be viewed as part
of this effort. But these kinds of relationships between television drama
and institutions like the police are not exceptional for the era. The var-
ious incarnations of Dick Tracy (with the exception of the 1990 film,
starring Warren Beatty), for example, need to be understood as part of
J. Edgar Hoover’s mission to promote the FBI’s work:

To shape public opinion, Hoover actively manipulated the mass
media, working closely with sympathetic journalists who wrote flat-
tering and often exaggerated stories about the Bureau’s exploits.
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He was particularly alarmed about the glorification of crime and
criminals in a series of 1930s films [. . .]. Along with the IACP [Interna-
tional Association of Chiefs of Police], he pressured Hollywood into
making pro-law-enforcement films.2

(Walker 1998, 161)

Throughout his term as director of the FBI from 1935 to 1972, Hoover
remained watchful of depictions of crime in popular culture and the
public image of his institution. According to Anthony Summers’ con-
troversial biography of Hoover, Official and Confidential: The Secret Life of
J. Edgar Hoover,

Edgar had cultivated Jack Warner [of Warner Bros.] for years. As a
matter of course, agents greeted him at airports and smoothed his
path as he travelled around the world. The actor Jimmy Stewart, who
starred in the film [The FBI Story (LeRoy 1959)], got similar treatment.
The television series ‘The FBI’ [ABC, 1965–74], which would begin
in 1965, was totally controlled. Edgar and Clyde [Tolson] read the
scripts, while an FBI agent watched over the shooting.3

(2011, 115)

While such special treatment may have been reserved for those who
helped maintain the public image of the FBI, the close watch over
popular culture representations of government agencies is not excep-
tional for the era. In fact, Hoover’s efforts follow the lead of dramas
like Dragnet a decade earlier. Other dramas also seem to cooperate with
the law enforcement agencies they represent. Federal Men starts off with
the written declaration: ‘This story is based upon a closed case in the
files of the U.S. Federal Government: however, the names have been
changed for obvious reasons’, suggesting close cooperation between pro-
ducers and the US Treasury Department. Similarly, Highway Patrol states:
‘We gratefully acknowledge the cooperation of Commissioner Bernard
R. Caldwell and the California Highway Patrol for the technical advice
and assistance which made the authentic production of this program
possible.’ What such cooperation suggests is the control of these agen-
cies over their public image, but it also simultaneously serves to suggest
‘realism’: being based on ‘true’ stories under advice from police, Treasury
or Highway Patrol officials suggests the accuracy of the depiction of the
case. The silencing of discourses and the ‘objective’, rational-scientific
distance the officers and agents display become part of a ‘realistic’
depiction rather than part of an ideological agenda. The distanced and
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unprejudiced, brave and honourable investigators who are the stars of
these dramas also help promote the institutions as incorruptible.

The overall positive image of law enforcement agencies on 1950s tele-
vision is certainly linked to the close supervision by and cooperation
with government agencies, but also to the ‘least offensive programming’
(LOP) strategy employed by broadcasters. Additionally, Cold War ide-
ology promoted obedience and conformity. LOP was a programming
strategy employed by US television broadcasters until the 1970s. In line
with an ideology of conformity, it promoted (white, straight, heteronor-
mative, middle-class) ‘family values’. Possibly, the split in narrative focus
between criminals and investigators was a way for writers to get around
the limitations set by LOP. Yet, criminals are unequivocally guilty and
investigators always represent the ‘good’ side of the binary. It may be
that this triangle of law enforcement’s protection of its own image, LOP
and Cold War ideology played a major role in the exclusion of many
socio-political discourses of the 1950s and early 1960s from the detective
genre.

As this suggests, at least partially, the rigid ideological agenda was
linked to significant shifts in the challenges to domestic power struc-
tures in the USA and allegiances in international politics following the
Second World War. The beginning of the Cold War heralded an era of a
largely conservative ideology in many areas of US society:4

The United States emerged from World War II as the most powerful
nation in the world, both economically and militarily. It controlled
most of the former Japanese islands in the Pacific, took an active role
in the occupation of Germany and Japan, and by virtue of its mas-
sive gold reserves and industrial plants was in a position to act both
as the world’s banker and its chief supplier of manufactured goods.
[. . .] In the spring of 1945, the United States led the way in estab-
lishing a new collective security organization, the United Nations,
whose stated goals were the prevention of armed aggression and the
promotion of prosperity and democracy throughout the world.

(Woods 2005, 2–3)

Thus, after Pearl Harbor made the USA’s isolationist position of remain-
ing uninvolved in international conflicts impossible, America’s super-
power status resulting from the Second World War led to the adoption
of an approach of fierce patriotism. Furthermore, American ideology
was exported, first to occupied Japan and Germany, and then to other
countries (see Zunz 1998, 160–82). This largely meant the export of
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capitalist values, set up in a binary opposition against communism
as economic system and social structure. Meanwhile, domestically,
fearmongering about communism (which had been a force in US soci-
ety since the Russian Revolution in 1917) reached new heights with
the House of Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) investiga-
tions. In 1947, investigations began into communist influences in
Hollywood. The persecution of the so-called ‘Hollywood Ten’, a group
of screenwriters and directors who refused to admit to their own polit-
ical affiliations and name Communist Party members, generated a
lot of media attention. The accused were sentenced to prison terms,
and the practice of ‘blacklisting’ was introduced, whereby Hollywood
studios refused to employ individuals with links to the Communist
Party (see Chafe et al. 2003, 28). Maybe the best-remembered repre-
sentative of this era (who also gave his name to McCarthyism) was
US senator Joseph McCarthy. This has to do with his leading role in
conducting senate hearings on communist activities and his inflamma-
tory speeches, in which commonly used binaries such as Christianity
vs. atheism, ‘good’ vs. ‘evil’, ‘freedom’ vs. ‘oppression’, ‘wealth’ vs.
‘poverty’, and so on were employed to pit capitalism and communism
against each other. For example, in a speech from 1950, McCarthy
states:

The great difference between our western Christian world and the athe-
istic Communist world is not political, gentlemen, it is moral. For
instance, the Marxian idea of confiscating the land and factories and
running the entire economy as a single enterprise is momentous.
Likewise, Lenin’s invention of the one-party police state as a way to
make Marx’s idea work is hardly less momentous. Stalin’s resolute
putting across of these two ideas, of course, did much to divide the
world. With only these differences, however, the east and the west
could most certainly still live in peace. The real, basic difference, how-
ever, lies in the religion of immoralism . . . invented by Marx, preached
feverishly by Lenin, and carried to unimaginable extremes by Stalin.
This religion of immoralism, if the Red half of the world triumphs—
and well it may, gentlemen—this religion of immoralism will more
deeply wound and damage mankind than any conceivable economic
or political system. Karl Marx dismissed God as a hoax, and Lenin and
Stalin have added in clear-cut, unmistakable language their resolve
that no nation, no people who believe in a god, can exist side by side with
their communistic state.

(McCarthy 1950, my italics)
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Thus, the binaries employed to describe capitalism’s relationship with
communism are predominantly moral binaries linked to a homogenis-
ing ideology that, for example, assumes all Americans are Christian.
Thus, differences between communism and capitalism become predom-
inantly linked to specific value systems rather than economics.

In line with this, the diegetic worlds in the detective dramas of the
1950s can be clearly divided into ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, ‘legal’ and ‘illegal’,
‘guilty’ and ‘innocent’. These dramas support an overall attitude of ‘you
are either with us or against us’. There is little to no ambiguity to issues
of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ or ‘legal’ and ‘illegal’. Crimes are not committed
to support a starving family, not in times of economic prosperity in
the USA:

Americans in the late 1950s lived in what was most likely the era of
greatest safety from violence. Scholars offer several reasons for this
abatement of criminal violence. Quieting trends of the late nine-
teenth century continued into the twentieth, such as increasing
school attendance, more factory work, waning of saloons, develop-
ment of the justice system, sanctification of life, and declines in the
number of single men on the loose. (The percentage of men aged
twenty-five to forty-four living outside of a family declined from a
peak of 22 per cent in 1920 to 10 per cent in 1950).

(Fischer 2010, 34)

Even when crimes are committed out of poverty, as in the Highway
Patrol episode ‘Father Thief’ (01/10), this is still depicted as laziness
and lack of discipline. In this particular episode, the criminal is de-
legitimised even further by blaming his crimes on his son. While
Highway Patrol often features more spectacular crimes, such as a stolen
nuclear device (‘Radioactive’, 01/08) or organised crime (‘Escort’, 01/13),
Dragnet largely copes with crimes that can be viewed as representative of
the fears and anxieties facing an expanding white middle class: ‘loose’
morals and religious extremism (‘The Big September Man’), teenagers
falling victim to the detrimental effects of drugs and sex (‘The Big Sev-
enteen’, 02/04 and ‘The Big Producer’, 04/01) or sexual ‘deviancy’ (‘The
Big Girl’, 03/31). As Mittell argues,

Dragnet’s obsession with authenticity and representing the world
from an ‘official’ perspective gives the show a dominant ideological
viewpoint. One of these representational strategies that Dragnet uses
to solidify this worldview is the use of overt binary oppositions, such
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as law versus crime, order versus chaos, and efficient system versus
rogue individualism. Dragnet invests these dualities with unambigu-
ous difference, eschewing the grey area that might suggest that these
lines between law and crime were anything less than crystal clear.
Throughout Dragnet’s run, the show categorizes society into two dis-
tinct camps, with the police working to maintain the rigid boundary
between chaos and order, the latter always triumphant in half-hour
increments.

(Mittell 2004, 146)

There is slightly more room for alternative reading positions than Mittell
suggests. Particularly in cases where the crime appears especially severe,
actors playing the criminals offer emotional performances. In ‘The Big
Crime’ (04/03), an episode that deals with the abduction and (presum-
ably sexual) abuse of four-year-old twins, Jack Kruschen, who plays the
paedophile, offers a performance reminiscent of Peter Lorre’s perfor-
mance in M (Lang 1931). This stands in sharp opposition to the cold and
distanced performances of the detectives. The closing scenes usually see
the convicted criminal in court looking up to an invisible entity while
the verdict is summarised in typescript. In the case of ‘The Big Septem-
ber Man’, we are informed that the killer, coded as mentally disturbed
throughout (sweating, visibly nervous, trouble making eye contact with
detectives, spouting incoherent ideas of religious extremism), was pro-
nounced ‘mentally sane’ after being examined by ‘three psychiatrists
appointed by the state’. The almost sympathetic depiction of a pae-
dophile or the assessment of ‘sane’ leaves room for oppositional readings
or debate over whether the sentence is really ‘just’. Thus, the text is often
more openly structured than Mittell suggests. Yet, ultimately, Dragnet,
much like its contemporaries, remains in line with a dominant ideology
that allows little in-between space in binary oppositions like ‘right’ and
‘wrong’.

The social and political battlefield of the civil rights movement in
1950s America seems to be completely ignored by the detective texts,
possibly to assure viewers that white power structures remain unper-
turbed. The detective dramas become part of this ideology by not
featuring African American actors. Dragnet features the Hispanic char-
acter of Detective Lopez (George Sawaya) (pronounced Lopee by his
colleagues), but non-white characters remain rare. In the case of Dragnet,
but possibly also other texts, this may be in the name of ‘realism’, as the
LAPD, the police force in which Dragnet is set, maintained de facto segre-
gation of police cars until 1968 (Walker 1998, 174). Still, the civil rights
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movement seems largely relegated to news programmes. However, the
1950s saw the Montgomery bus boycott, which started in 1955, and
spawned a range of protests by African Americans who demanded equal
rights. As Woods explains,

The original goal of the boycott was simply to make seating [in
busses] available on a first-come, first-served basis, but after Mrs. Parks
decided to appeal her conviction [of disorderly conduct and vio-
lating local ordinance], its goal became the judicial invalidation of
Alabama’s segregated seating law. An effective car pooling system
enabled the protesters to bring the municipal transport authority to
the verge of bankruptcy.

(Woods 2005, 93)

This boycott, and the ensuing other actions to fight white superiority,
was not the first instance of African Americans’ struggle for equality.
The verdict in the Supreme Court (at the time named Warren’s Court)
case ‘Brown v. Board of Education’, which declared segregated education
unconstitutional (leading to a range of cases in which segregation itself
was declared unconstitutional), was handed down in May 1954. Even
before this, a number of African Americans had served in the Second
World War, where they had advanced professionally and fought side-by-
side with white soldiers. After returning, they received social welfare for
veterans and access to college scholarships that allowed them to advance
socially and economically, which led to more confidence in demanding
equal rights (see Woods 2005, 1–31). Yet, contemporary detective dra-
mas ignore these developments, seeming merely to reassure viewers that
existing power structures remain intact and are, indeed, constitutional
and righteous: after all, the irreproachable investigators shown on TV
seem incapable of treating African American citizens with anything less
than rational-scientific distance and ‘objectivity’. The methods of detec-
tion reassure the public that this kind of social uproar will have little
effect on existing ‘American values’ and power structures.

In the late 1950s, the tradition of police procedurals is continued
with series like The Detectives (ABC, 1959–61, NBC, 1961–2) or 87th
Precinct (NBC, 1961–2). The latter is an adaptation of Ed McBain’s
87th Precinct novels, a literary series that started in 1956 with Cop
Hater and continued until 2005 with Fiddlers. The literary series has
been adapted several times to film and television, but never proved
particularly successful. The 1961 adaptation (like the novels) is set in
a station house, but also features the private lives of the detectives.
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The rational-scientific investigations are reminiscent of Dragnet in their
emphasis on the various branches of the institution of the police
(including a forensics lab). But, where Dragnet’s Joe Friday ‘was a man
without much of a present or a past, whose only life was his work’
(Palmer 2008, 68), the detectives from 87th Precinct spend time with
their wives, and Teddy Carella (Gena Rowlands), the deaf wife of
Detective Steve Carella (Robert Lansing), actively gets involved in inves-
tigations. While investigations remain largely rational-scientific, and
legitimation through ‘realism’ and cooperation with real-life branches
of the legal system continues, the range of detective characters on US
television is extended. The detectives of Naked City (ABC, 1958–63)
also emphasise the team, sometimes even using terms like ‘hunch’ or
‘instinct’, but generally base these on sufficient data. The series empha-
sises ‘realism’ through location shoots and ‘realist’ aesthetics rather than
cooperation with real-life institutions. The text also emphasises what
it describes in the first-season introductory voiceover as ‘the human
element’, meaning melodramatic elements, particularly pertaining to
investigators and the effects crime has on the institution of family
(sometimes their own). As with its contemporaries, narratives focus on
criminals and detectives alike, and emphasis can shift from episode to
episode.

All these dramas draw on tropes often associated with film noir:
femmes fatales are common forces to lead men astray, chiaroscuro light-
ing is popular, voiceovers are common (to summarise or explain the
action), and so is organised crime. Dragnet, as the 1950s detective series
most commonly discussed in academic analysis, offers a range of com-
parisons. For example, R. Barton Palmer (2008) notes that the titles of
each episode start with ‘The Big . . . ’, which is reminiscent of film noir
titles such as The Big Sleep (dir. Hawks 1946). Turnbull argues for a film
noir aesthetic:

Dragnet was shot on film and, despite its claims to documentary real-
ism, was highly stylized in terms of both performance and look,
frequently displaying cinematic self-consciousness in the set-up of
elaborate and carefully lit shots.

(2007, 21)

Yet, in many ways, Dragnet and other dramas of the period seem to
draw on a familiar vocabulary of crime film at the time rather than con-
sciously copying noir aesthetics, particularly as the category was only
developed in the 1950s.
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The rational-scientific detective dramas of the 1950s represent post-
Enlightenment modernist thought, which presumes that the world can
be ‘ordered’ through binary structures and views the disorder of crime
as an aberration. Yet, aesthetically, they gesture towards film noir, as –
whether or not they are familiar with the term – they invoke the aes-
thetic vocabulary of the crime films of the 1940s. With this, they use the
conventions of films that express pessimist modernist thought and film
noir’s presumption of a chaotic, unorderable world where the disorder
of crime is the norm. Thus, a tension emerges in which an alternative to
a dominant ideology that homogenises and celebrates its institutions is
glimpsed. Yet, these glimpses are never more than momentary.

However, this television landscape of conservative ideology and con-
trol over depictions of public institutions is not as homogeneous as
it might appear. One major exception is Peter Gunn. Jeremy Butler
describes the series as noir TV, and states that

Blake Edwards, who created and produced Peter Gunn, had an estab-
lished feature-film career when the show debuted – providing one
explanation for the show’s indisputable borrowing of noir visual style
from cinema. Urban iconography [. . .]; unusual low-angle shots, some
of which reveal ceilings [. . .]; night-for-night shooting [. . .]; and angu-
lar, low-key compositions [. . .] define the program’s mise-en-scène and
shot-on-film cinematography. And, unlike Sgt. Friday, Peter Gunn
(Craig Stevens) is a private investigator who feels comfortable among
the criminal element and is unashamed to use illegal methods to
protect his clients.

(2010, 100, italics in the original)

Aesthetically, the series is certainly accomplished and style-conscious.
Chiaroscuro lighting sometimes uses the shades of window blinds to
suggest prison bars, a familiar device from films noirs such as The Post-
man Always Rings Twice (dir. Garnett 1946), as done in ‘Rough Buck’
(01/08). Music is used to set mysterious moods, and the accompany-
ing voiceover is reminiscent of the sarcastic tone of Humphrey Bogart’s
Philip Marlowe in The Big Sleep or Sam Spade’s (Humphrey Bogart)
more cynical voiceover in The Maltese Falcon (dir. Huston 1941). Impor-
tantly, Gunn is unattached to any institution. He has close ties to
the police, hands over unambiguously guilty criminals (if they are not
dead), and generally does not cross the line into illegality. Yet, he acts
independently, sometimes even leaving the country, as in ‘The Chinese
Hangman’ (01/06), is at home in shady nightclubs and has a range of
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girlfriends. His investigations often rely on coincidence, and the focus
tends to be on Gunn’s sexual prowess (which, on 1950s television, usu-
ally means his flirtation with women), emotional breakdowns of the
bereaved or criminals, or scenes of violence. Though Gunn himself
does not show much emotion (even after his girlfriend is murdered in
‘The Chinese Hangman’), his friendships and relationships with women
often make it impossible for him to remain entirely unattached. Thus,
he is an irrational-subjective detective who may seem distanced (in some
respects in line with contemporary views of masculinity), but ultimately
uses his personal connections as a means to access the ‘truth’ about a
crime. The diegesis in Peter Gunn is largely a world governed by crime,
unorderable, chaotic and corrupt. Though Gunn solves his cases, crime
often leaves devastation behind, and the shady world of gangsters and
nightclubs prevails. As such, the series puts an emphasis on stylistic ele-
ments that link it to film noir: the tone of the voiceover; the elaborate
stories in which resolutions never seem definitive; Gunn’s status as pri-
vate detective, whereby Police Lieutenant Jacoby (Herschel Bernardi; a
name that gestures towards The Maltese Falcon) is relegated to sidekick
at best; or the femmes fatales who tend to be romantically involved with
Gunn, something unthinkable for the irreproachable law enforcement
officials of Dragnet, Highway Patrol or Federal Men. As Turnbull (2014,
100–2) outlines, Peter Gunn was hardly the only P.I. around in 1950s
television, and much of it draws on film noir predecessors. Importantly,
she also points to the importance of jazz music in those dramas:

The prevalence of jazz within these early crime series indicates the
significance of music to establishing the tone of these shows in order
to appeal to their intended audiences.

(ibid., 102)

This might point to a mode of address which is more inclusive than
in other dramas, but this suggestion is purely speculative. The world of
Peter Gunn, though it does not tackle issues like the civil rights move-
ment or the Cold War head-on and only hints at the problems posed by
organised crime, at least suggests a level of complexity and ambiguity
unknown to Dragnet. Gunn himself seems affected by crime; he is not
serving an institution, but is intimately involved with his cases.

This more personal element may link the text to dramas like High-
way Patrol or Naked City, which often focus on criminals or the effect
crime has on the ‘innocent’. Naked City in particular seems to largely
ignore processes of investigation to focus on more melodramatic scenes,
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following conventions of ‘social realism’. Yet, all these dramas end
with unambiguously guilty criminals being brought to justice. Thus,
the conventions established for American dramas in the 1950s do not
diverge from literary traditions in their unambiguous narrative closure.
While dramas employing rational-scientific methods of detection are
dominant, many of these texts hint at chaos through their film noir
aesthetics. This gesturing is fulfilled in Peter Gunn and the ‘closeness’ he
displays in investigating cases. Thus, although the television landscape
of the 1950s and 1960s hardly displays a completely homogeneous ide-
ological outlook, the strong links to institutions like the police or the
FBI in the 1950s, the absence of discussions of race, and the depiction
of criminal behaviour as one moral choice among other options sug-
gest a highly conservative ideological outlook. Yet, the tension between
film noir aesthetics and rational-scientific ideology, or the popularity of
a text like Peter Gunn as well as contemporary political discourses, shows
the world view expressed in these texts to be incoherent and rife with
tensions. The detective dramas of the later 1960s show how the fantasy
of white, patriarchal power structures increasingly unravels.



6
Reforming Detection: Social
Change and Political Corruption
1968–80

Though the early 1960s still saw several police procedurals, what soon
took over as the dominant sub-genre of the crime genre was the spy
drama. With the domestic hunt for communists taking on a less aggres-
sive tone and the international Cold War posing a more pertinent threat
to US citizens with the Cuban missile crisis in 1962, series like Mis-
sion Impossible, The Man from U.N.C.L.E. (NBC, 1964–8) or I Spy (NBC,
1965–8), which saw America protected and defeating its enemy over
and over again, became more popular.1 Stark describes these spy dramas
as ‘simply police shows transferred abroad with more gadgetry’ (Stark
1987–8, 252), and spies can function as investigative agents (as in the
1980s with Scarecrow and Mrs. King). But the spy dramas of the early
1960s rarely feature investigative processes. Rather, the spies are handed
the results of an investigation and then move to prevent a crime, cap-
ture criminals, protect individuals, retrieve objects and documents, or
help other agents. This process involves much disguise, gadgetry and
suspense, but little investigation.

In parts, this shift towards international crime may also be related
to the fact that, faced with the John F. Kennedy assassination in 1963,
Malcolm X’s assassination in 1965, Martin Luther King’s and Robert
Kennedy’s assassinations in 1968 and the Manson murders in 1969, and
amidst various protests that turned violent, 1960s viewers did not need
to be reminded of murder, crime and violence taking place on US soil
by their prime time entertainment. Yet, with the social and political
uproar of the late 1960s and 1970s, audiences may also have embraced
the detective dramas of the era because of the reassurance they provided
that violent crime could still be solved. Thus, reasons and explanations
are complex, diverse and not necessarily connected to any of these fac-
tors. But it is worth noting that the detective dramas from 1968 onwards

89
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often take on the tone of calm, rational-scientific mediators in social
conflicts that seem to permeate most aspects of society. Though detec-
tive dramas started to gain more popularity from the late 1960s onwards,
according to Cobley, there was an ‘unprecedented explosion of police
narratives onto the 1970s entertainment scene’ (2001, 56) in print, film
and television.

After the student protests and anti-war activism of the 1960s, the
1970s saw left-wing activism shift from political issues to (no less
explosive) debates about identity politics: the gay movement and the
women’s movement established themselves as important forces. The
right-wing Nixon administration took on an antagonistic stance: it
stood firmly against women’s right to control their own bodies, and the
administration was reluctant to implement the constitutional changes
fought for by African Americans (Woods 2005, 281–393). J. Edgar
Hoover died in 1972, but before this, the FBI supported the fight
against left-wing activists, whom Hoover classed as communists. The
right lashed out against the left in often highly publicised trials. For
example, in the case of the Chicago Eight, several left-wing activists
were charged with ‘conspiracy to cross state lines to incite a riot’ after
protests surrounding the 1968 Democratic National Convention (DNC)
in Chicago (ibid., 324). Following insults against the prosecutor and the
judge, Black Panthers leader Bobby Seale was ordered to be bound and
gagged:2

Activists and some moderates were appalled at the sight of a black
defendant sitting manacled before a white judge and prosecutor.
While respect for authority plummeted on major college campuses
and respect for dissent and alternative lifestyles among conservatives,
never high in any case, evaporated, Nixon enthusiastically assumed
the pose of a strong leader who could defend the United States against
the forces of anarchy.

(ibid.)

Though many harsh sentences against the left were overturned on
appeal, the scene is indicative of an America divided by generational
as well as racial conflicts. The detective dramas of the late 1960s and
1970s often seem to attempt to bridge those divides, though refusing to
overturn existing power structures.

While their detectives are as reliable as those of the 1950s, Ironside
(NBC, 1967–75), which started in 1967, and The Mod Squad, first broad-
cast in 1968, are texts that actively embrace social change and diversity:
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Ironside features a team of one disabled paternal white leader, detec-
tive Ironside (Raymond Burr), his African American live-in aide Marc
Sanger (Don Mitchell), white male detective sergeant Ed Brown (Don
Galloway) and white female officer Eve Whitfield (Barbara Anderson).
Detective Ironside often emphasises the need for proof; some scenes
are even set in a forensics lab. His rational-scientific approach still sig-
nifies the integrity and objectivity of the police force, but also ties
together a team of diverse social backgrounds, experiences and gener-
ations. Ironside shows that the existing binaries still apply, despite the
inclusion of African American and white female characters (though nei-
ther is in a position of authority) and despite the personal trauma the
white, male leader has had to endure. The Mod Squad features three juve-
nile delinquents: white male Pete (Michael Cole) was a car thief, African
American Linc (Clarence Williams III) was arrested during race riots
and white female Julie (Peggy Lipton) ran away from her promiscuous
mother. They work undercover for the police as part of a rehabilita-
tion programme. The series thus shows a less authoritative approach,
and can also be viewed as a mediator in generational and social con-
flicts. The focus on undercover work means that the tone of the text is
empathetic towards the struggles of young people from various back-
grounds, suggesting the youths’ ‘closeness’ to each case. While Ironside’s
star Raymond Burr, familiar from the long-running Perry Mason (CBS,
1957–66), may be more appealing to older audiences, younger viewers
may have responded more to The Mod Squad, but despite their dif-
ferent approaches to detection and corresponding world views, both
seem to function as mediators between generations and social groups.
Ironside depicts a world that has changed, largely in relation to race rela-
tions and gender politics, but the binary structures of ‘good’ and ‘bad’,
‘legal’ and ‘illegal’ still apply. The Mod Squad promotes empathy, and
its investigators blur the lines between criminals and detectives through
their own criminal pasts. This makes them less effective mediators, but
important representations of contemporary youth culture – an example
followed in the 1980s by 21, Jump Street and Fox’s targeting of younger
audiences.

In the detective genre, the 1960s and 1970s saw a growing number of
female and non-white characters. Ironside and The Mod Squad continued
until 1975 and 1973, respectively, and McMillan & Wife, which features
Sally McMillan (Susan Saint James) as a main character, ran from 1971 to
1977. Focussing on non-investigative stories, Police Story (NBC, 1973–7)
spin-off Police Woman (NBC, 1974–8) even featured a female main and
title character. The central characters of Charlie’s Angels were a team of
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three female detectives, who were never afraid of fighting men or getting
involved in a car chase. As Linda Mizejewski argues,

the Angels worked without Charlie’s direct help and without com-
peting for his approval. They looked like traditional sex goddesses or
heavenly creatures, but their jobs and scripts were anything but tra-
ditional. Not only were they agents of adventure, but their stories
would not end in romance. Even more radical for the 1970s was their
teamwork.

(2004, 60, italics in the original)

As another example of late 1960s dramas, Mannix (CBS, 1967–75) fea-
tures Gail Fisher as the title character’s African American secretary
Peggy. Though a secretary may not seem as empowered as a police
officer, Mannix deals with a private detective. For P.I.s, as the role of
Effie Perrine in The Maltese Falcon shows, the secretary takes on an
important role as assistant, confidante and, in Peggy’s case, link to
the police department, since her late husband was a policeman. This
appears particularly important because racial diversity does not seem to
be prioritised in most 1970s detective dramas. Apart from Ironside and
The Mod Squad, racial diversity largely consists of the Polynesian team
members and supporting cast in the long-running Hawaii Five-0 (CBS,
1968–80) or Asian American Sam Fujiyama (Robert Ito) in Quincy M.E.,
but African American characters are often criminals or semi-criminals
like Huggy Bear (Antonio Fargas) in Starsky and Hutch. Thus, though
racism becomes increasingly unacceptable and the television landscape,
indeed, becomes more diverse, the white male detectives of Kojak,
Columbo, Quincy M.E., The Streets of San Francisco, Cannon (CBS, 1971–6),
McCloud (NBC, 1970–7), Barnaby Jones (CBS, 1973–80), The Rockford Files
(NBC, 1974–80) or Mannix remain the norm.

It seems that the ‘boom’ in police procedurals in the 1970s func-
tioned to re-legitimise institutions charged with institutional racism and
corruption following Watergate (as outlined below) by showing them
as open to reform instead of just reinforcing the status quo. A telling
example of this is the pilot of Kojak, which was first planned as a
one-off TV movie and was later developed into the successful series.3

‘The Marcus-Nelson Murders’, first aired in 1973, deals with institu-
tionalised racism and tells a story reminiscent of the case that led to
the Supreme Court decision in 1966 that suspects need to be informed
of their rights upon arrest (Miranda v. Arizona). Kojak remains a perti-
nent example of how the institution of the police is shown as open to
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reform and able to reform with the help of incorruptible detectives like
Kojak (Telly Savalas), who remain unperturbed in the face of their cor-
rupt and racist colleagues. Unlike in the detective dramas of the 1950s,
where police authority seemed a given and those who resisted it aberra-
tions, the rational-scientific methods of detection are used by Kojak not
only to fight crime, but also to resolve corruption within his own police
department.

At least partially, this emphasis on reform may be linked to the
Watergate scandal, which significantly shook public trust in govern-
ment. Richard Nixon was paranoid about dissent and fought his oppo-
nents fiercely. With his closest advisers H. R. Haldeman and John
Ehrlichman, he compiled an ‘enemies list’, which

included such diverse figures as actress Jane Fonda, New York Jets
quarterback Joe Namath, actors Steve McQueen and Tony Randall,
and Senate Foreign Relations Committee Chairman J. William
Fulbright. The White House pressured the Internal Revenue Service to
harass the president’s enemies. Over a two-year period, that agency
launched investigations of 4,300 individuals and 1,025 groups that
the chief executive considered his enemy.

(Woods 2005, 340–1)

Nixon approved the planting of so-called ‘counter-subversives’ to spy on
and sabotage domestic activist groups and political opponents. These
operations also included illegal wire-tapping and theft of documents.
In this context, a group of burglars broke into the office of the chairman
of the DNC in the Watergate building in Washington to replace a bug in
1972. As was later revealed, the burglars were hired by the Committee
to Re-Elect the President (CREEP). Following the exposure of the scan-
dal by Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, closer investigations into the
administration were launched, which led to hearings, firings, resigna-
tions and criminal charges brought against members of the Washington
elite. Nixon resigned in disgrace in August 1974, but was pardoned for
any crimes he might have committed while in office by his successor
Gerald Ford. The Watergate scandal uncovered the extent of the inter-
ference of executive power with civil liberties in the guise of fighting the
Cold War domestically:

In one sense, the Watergate scandal constituted America’s darkest
hour. Nixon was the first president to resign under fire. Twenty-
five members of the administration, including four cabinet officers,
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were convicted. In 1974, in a letter to President Ford, CIA Director
William Colby acknowledged that during the Nixon administration,
the agency had maintained files on some 10,000 U.S. citizens and
engaged in illegal domestic operations against opponents of U.S.
policy in Vietnam as well as other dissidents. In short, Watergate
confronted the nation with its gravest constitutional crisis since the
Civil War. [. . .] Following in the aftermath of Vietnam, the break-in
and the cover-up only deepened public cynicism toward a gov-
ernment that lied to its citizens and violated their constitutional
rights.

(ibid., 349)

Yet, at the same time, the reforms following Watergate to create trans-
parency and restrict executive power were also a signal that American
democracy was intact and able to reform:

In the process of attempting to resolve the conflict about the proper
scope of presidential, congressional, and judicial power in the United
States, the judges, legislators, and executive branch officials – with
assists from investigative journalists – were faced with the fact that
presidential power had vastly increased during the Cold War [. . .].
It was now up to the Congress and the courts to determine how far
to scale back executive privileges and the assumptions about national
security that rationalized so many of those privileges.

(McQuaid 2003, 340)

Furthermore, the death of J. Edgar Hoover was followed by revelations
regarding the deeply corrupt structures of the FBI, but the institution
also promoted itself as able to reform throughout the 1970s. It is exactly
this ability to reform that is celebrated by the detective dramas of the
1970s like Kojak or Quincy M.E., which features a medical examiner who
uncovers political (and other) conspiracies. Rational-scientific detectives
of the 1970s often seem like harbingers of peace and objective ‘truth’
in an America divided by generational conflicts, protest against existing
power structures and a corrupt political elite. Quincy M.E. was first broad-
cast in 1976, the same year Alan J. Pakula’s film All the President’s Men,
celebrating Woodward’s and Bernstein’s success – and, by extension, the
success of investigative journalism – was released. The text seems to con-
stantly invoke Watergate rhetoric by having the main character accused
of devising fanciful conspiracy theories (which inevitably turn out to
be true) and having to fight ‘the system’ (meaning his own superiors
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and police detectives) to uncover ‘truth’. These detectives offer reform
and inclusion, but without overthrowing the power of white, straight,
middle-class masculinity and without questioning the foundations of
government institutions. They usually feature one exceptional ‘genius’
detective, thus celebrating individual heroism over the collective. Kojak
puts more emphasis on teamwork, but the title character takes a cen-
tral and deciding role. This focus also reinforces an ideology of the
‘American Dream’ whereby individual accomplishment is ranked above
group effort.

Television of the 1960s and 1970s often does not seem particularly
ambitious in terms of visual style. John T. Caldwell, without discussing
specific genres, even describes it as anti-stylish:

Episodic and dramatic-program producers, especially those associated
with the Universal Studios lot, systematized film-based telefilm pro-
duction with uniform setting, lighting, looks, and cutting in shows
like Columbo, Quincy, Delvecchio [CBS, 1976–7], The Incredible Hulk
[CBS, 1978–82], The Six Million Dollar Man [ABC, 1974–8], The Bionic
Woman [ABC, 1976–7, NBC, 1978] and, later, Knight Rider [NBC,
1982–6]. These MCA style shows were shot in single-camera 35mm
feature-film style. Due however to television’s inevitable pressures –
the less than feature scale budgets, rigid series scheduling deadlines,
and union rules – such programs were notable for sharing and per-
petuating a proficient, but very neutral, B-film style from the lot. The
bread-and-butter production world of the studio and its personnel
fit well the production needs of the networks, but had little to gain
from drawing attention to the televisual apparatus or to televisual
stylishness. The only thing that changed from week to week were
stories, plots and guest stars. Locations, on the other hand, were all
recognizably southern Californian and redundant.

(Caldwell 1995, location 979–82, italics in the original)

While this sense of ‘aesthetic scarcity’ pervades 1970s television, the
issue of television aesthetics in this period is more complex. Quincy
M.E. may not feature much aesthetic innovation, but its visualisation
of minute clues otherwise not visible to the naked eye, such as bac-
teria, is truly innovative, and certainly something that influences the
later CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. Furthermore, while the single-camera
style may forbid much aesthetic experimentation, irrational-subjective
dramas like The Mod Squad, Starsky and Hutch, The Streets of San Francisco,
McMillan & Wife or Charlie’s Angels offer different forms of spectacle in
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front of the camera. This often involves car chases, explosions or the
objectification of women:

If visual flash was needed, these shows achieved it through props,
action, and anatomy, rather than through tonal control, narrative
manipulation, or visual stylization.

(ibid., location 987)

Many of these dramas may largely be set in relatively unexciting stu-
dio sets, but there is a visible effort to set themselves apart through
visual and thematic emphasis. The Mod Squad and Hawaii Five-0 put an
emphasis on contemporary youth culture through fashion and music,
using visual signifiers, specifically bright colours, to communicate this.
Hawaii Five-0 in particular is extremely stylish, for example with its
use of a shaky first-person camera in the beginning of ‘Yesterday Died
and Tomorrow Won’t Be Born’ (01/10). The series also features some
sophisticated arrangements of props such as mirrors, and has the cam-
era film through see-through white boards and glass tables (for example,
in ‘Tiger by the Tail’, 01/03 or ‘Charter for Death’, 06/03). The series’
setting also allows the use of stock photography significantly different
from the southern Californian locations Caldwell mentions. In other
dramas, there can be single instances when stylistic experimentation
is pushed to the foreground: the split-screen aesthetics and editing at
the beginning of the 1974 Columbo episode ‘Publish or Perish’ (03/05)
can be viewed as a prelude to 24, and the episode also features orig-
inal and innovative cinematography, especially in the first act. The
episode was directed by Robert Butler, who would later play a crucial
role in developing Hill Street Blues’ visual style (see Gitlin 2000, 293 and
Chapter 7 in this volume).4 Other Columbo episodes may be more in line
with what Caldwell describes, but some, like ‘Publish or Perish’ or the
pilot episode ‘Murder by the Book’ (01/01), directed by Steven Spielberg
before he reached Jaws (dir. Spielberg 1975) fame, show that the 1970s
landscape of televisual style was much less homogeneously anti-stylish
than Caldwell argues. This is particularly true for Hawaii Five-0, which
manages a consistency in tonal control and visual style. Furthermore,
the thematic consistency of Quincy M.E. or Columbo, focussing on con-
spiracies and cover-ups and class conflict, respectively, also sets these
dramas apart as linking in with contemporary political discourses.

The majority of American detective dramas in the 1970s are set in
the institution of the police, and often make the borders between
rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods of detection less
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rigid, without completely deconstructing them. Much of this is due to
the narrative structures, which do not go beyond the experimental pos-
sibilities the two-story whodunit offers. Irrational-subjective methods of
detection in the period are often linked to spectacle overriding deduc-
tive processes and police procedure, rather than an attempt to present a
morally complex world. Even The Streets of San Francisco, which is decid-
edly empathetic towards the criminals it depicts, emphasises melodrama
rather than dealing with issues of how to access ‘truth’. In part, this
also has to do with the mediating role these dramas assume: texts fea-
turing rational-scientific methods, like Kojak or Quincy M.E., introduce
viewers to diverse social spheres, and the detectives are innovators and
reformers fighting a corrupt system and prejudice, not agents of conser-
vative government authority, as they were in the 1950s and 1960s. They
may follow a post-Enlightenment ideal of objective ‘truth’ and clear-cut
binaries between ‘good’ and ‘bad’, but the forces of ‘chaos’ that disturb
‘order’ are not always rogue citizens; they may be (most frequently in
Quincy M.E.) agents of government authority. And the binaries also seem
to shift away from government automatically being placed on the ‘good’
side of the binary and ‘otherness’ (in this case, mostly meaning non-
white) on the ‘bad’ side. While white, male, heterosexual, middle-class
power remains protected at the highest level (in this case, the leaders
of the team or ‘genius’ detectives), non-white characters and women
are allowed entrance to the world of fictional crime-solving. This does
not mean that binaries are deconstructed or dissolved. Binary structures,
often conservative, remain, but they are applied to a society which can
no longer ignore the vast social shifts of the past two decades, meaning
that these structures are being re-evaluated and shifted where necessary.

Similarly, irrational-subjective detectives of the 1970s increasingly
seem to question existing power structures in a more explicit manner:
in Starsky and Hutch, at least Hutch displays decidedly anti-authoritarian
attitudes, much like P.I. contemporary Rockford (James Garner) in
The Rockford Files (though the series features largely non-investigative
storylines). McMillan & Wife often sees Sally McMillan gather more
information than her husband, Columbo makes the questioning of class
structures a central spectacle and Charlie’s Angels leaves the institu-
tion of the police behind completely. In fact, considering the lack of
female investigators in the 1970s, despite their acceptance of a male
authority figure they never see, Charlie’s Angels is an exception in a
largely male genre landscape. It is mostly coincidence that drives these
irrational-subjective investigative processes, and often also feelings such
as ‘hunches’ or ‘intuition’. These dramas seem important predecessors
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to a range of 1980s dramas that use the crime being investigated as
backdrop to some other kind of spectacle, ranging from witty banter
and displays of close friendship or romance to car chases, explosions,
displays of commodity fetishism or the objectification of women. The
light-hearted tone often supports a rather celebratory attitude towards
the lack and impossibility of ‘order’ in the chaotic diegeses depicted.
Even if rather serious social issues are at stake (for example, renegotia-
tions of class and gender), a general sense of social ‘progression’ through
the embrace of chaos and change is present. Even though some bina-
ries are still present, they appear much less rigid due to the somewhat
ambiguous endings, not presented as end points of careful deduction,
but more as the result of guessing and coincidence. Binary structures
are still present and persistent throughout these texts, but are some-
what softened by the irrational-subjective means that allow detectives
to access the ‘truth’ about a crime. This is enhanced by the fact that
the period sees significant modifications to the binaries that constitute
‘order’ in an ever-changing society.

Partly due to what Caldwell describes as the anti-style of the 1970s,
partly due to the reconfiguring and shifting of binary structures tak-
ing place in the detective dramas of the era, the tension between
rational-scientific methods of detection and a visual style that hints
towards chaos (or texts associated with this) is virtually absent from
dramas like Kojak, Quincy M.E. or Hawaii Five-0. Even the latter two
series’ experiments with visual style do not hint towards aesthetics
linked with plurality, chaos and fragmentation. This is also due to the
fact that for television, the era of redefining national identity as frag-
mented and pluralistic had only just begun, with a project of inclusion
and diversity that slowly deconstructed white, middle-class, male, het-
eronormative power structures. Thus, the 1970s see a reconfiguring and
softening of the binary structures that dominated the 1950s and 1960s.
Aesthetically, dramas featuring rational-scientific methods of detec-
tion are rarely distinguished from dramas featuring irrational-subjective
methods of detection. The narrative structures also do not diverge far
from each other, with whodunits, irrational-subjective whodunits and
Columbo’s or The Streets of San Francisco’s two-story whodunits. While
the process of investigation may seem ambiguous at times due to an
emphasis on action sequences over logical deduction in dramas fea-
turing irrational-subjective methods of detection, the criminals often
confess or otherwise confirm their guilt. The uncompromising attitude
towards narrative closure can also be viewed as emphasising certainty
that crime can, indeed, be solved, even in times of social turmoil, racial
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tension, generational conflict, institutional reform and misconduct in
the highest office in government. The narrative closure provided in
both rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods of detection
provides reassurance that corruption, conspiracy, class conflict or racial
tensions can be resolved. Yet, the narrative closure can also be explained
as part of the anchoring role of narrative structure: detective drama
of the period is already changing a range of conventions, predomi-
nantly regarding race, class and gender, and changing a major aspect
of narrative structure could be perceived as ‘too radical’ a change.

Thus, the late 1960s and 1970s can be conceptualised as an era of rad-
ical social change and confusion. For detective dramas, this proved to be
an era of little aesthetic innovation, but some change to narrative struc-
tures and an increasing emphasis on spectacle and engagement with
contemporary socio-political discourses. It was a period of inclusion and
diversity, but also a time of reassuring viewers that institutional power
structures were still well-functioning and intact. For dramas featuring
rational-scientific methods of detection, this is achieved through a shift
in binaries, for example by complicating government’s position on the
‘good’ side of the binary. While power structures are not challenged
fundamentally, binary structures are softened and shift. In the midst
of political corruption and social change, the detective genre takes on a
mediating role in generational and social conflict.



7
Diversifying Detection:
Proliferation of Channels and
Television Cycles 1980–2000

Towards the end of the 1970s, detective dramas were increasingly set
outside the police force, with series like Charlie’s Angels or Hart to Hart
moving the genre into Reagan’s neoliberal 1980s with an emphasis
on the private enterprise of crime-solving. Dramas like Magnum P.I.,
Simon & Simon, Riptide (NBC, 1984–6), Moonlighting or Remington Steele
all feature main characters who run their own detective agencies. This
move into private business releases the main characters of these dra-
mas from the obligation to follow police protocol (or any established
rational-scientific protocols). Thus, a number of them use methods
that would be illegal for police detectives (predominantly breaking
and entering), and dramas often use spectacle to gloss over a lack of
logic. While Murder, She Wrote or the hybrid between legal and detec-
tive drama Matlock are decidedly rational-scientific, most dramas of the
1980s employ irrational-subjective methods of detection. These include
a range of dramas set in the police force, particularly Miami Vice and
Hill Street Blues, with their innovative aesthetics and narrative structure
(see Chapter 4). These dramas introduce chaotic diegeses that cannot
be ‘ordered’ through rational-scientific police procedure, but necessitate
irrational-subjective undercover work or a reliance on coincidence. The
focus on private investigators and an attitude towards the world as being
chaotic implies that many of these dramas draw on tropes from the
hard-boiled novels of the 1920s. This fits in with what John Scaggs terms
‘ideological appropriation’. Discussing literature that employs narrative
structures and themes familiar from hard-boiled novels, he argues:

Its attempts to contain various threatening ‘others’ ultimately decon-
struct it, and the general tendency of hard-boiled fiction to replicate,
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explore, and even interrogate its own conventions allows the entire
sub-genre to be appropriated for a variety of ideological, formal, and
generic purposes.

(2005, 78)

While the irrational-subjective hard-boiled predecessors can be asso-
ciated with problematic depictions of women, homosexuality, race,
capitalism and so on, irrational-subjective detectives of the 1980s often
(though by no means always) strive to subvert some of these traditions.
This does not apply only to the hard-boiled mode: Julie D’Acci outlines
in relation to Cagney & Lacey that the characters and their relationship
to each other are based on the model promoted by buddy movies (which
also tend to feature irrational-subjective detectives):

It appears that the series undermined the gender-specific meanings
of the Law produced in the conventional police genre. Two femi-
nist women as police protagonists, as subjects of aggressive physical
action, neither objectified nor aligned with a father/protector male
cop, were seen as structurally transgressive. The bonding between
them was seen as a harbinger of ‘deviance’ and disruption rather than
as a sign of professional dedication to the Law (as it was with the male
teams).

(1994, 120)

The series is disruptive mainly by changing the gender of two main char-
acters, but, even though the text emphasises feminist themes, it makes
few changes to narrative structure, visual style (though it has a recog-
nisable look) or expected stock characters.1 The text can be viewed as
an ideological appropriation of the genre due to the relatively minor
(but significant) change to genre conventions of changing the gender
of the detectives. In texts featuring rational-scientific methods of detec-
tion, the emphasis on binaries makes it much more difficult for texts to
offer political subversion or ideological appropriation.

The 1980s also brought an unprecedented amount and variety of
texts, due to some significant changes to the television industry. The
shifts were linked to the Reagan administration’s deregulatory policies.
In 1986, the FCC (Federal Communications Commission), which regu-
lates broadcasting in the USA, gave Fox a broadcasting licence, making
it a fourth network channel, challenging the ‘big three’ (NBC, ABC
and CBS). Cable television also became more dominant, meaning that
many more texts were produced. CNN became the first 24-hour news
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channel in 1980 and, together with MTV (which started broadcasting
in 1981), introduced a whole new television aesthetics (what Caldwell
calls televisuality). Popular culture of 1980s is easily dismissed as rep-
resenting the narcissism and commodity fetishism of the era, but, as
Jane Feuer argues in Seeing through the Eighties. Television and Reaganism
(1995), dramas like Miami Vice or prime time soaps like Dallas or Dynasty
display the ideological tensions of the period, such as feminism or the
conflicts of big business. In Dallas, for example, the conflict between
more humanitarian and more ruthless approaches to business, exem-
plified by brothers Bobby and J. R. Ewing (Patrick Duffy and Larry
Hagman), is central. But 1980s television drama also introduces inno-
vative aesthetics. For example, Miami Vice was originally pitched as
‘MTV cops’:

One of the stylistic innovations of Miami Vice is the use of current top
twenty pop songs accompanied by visuals of masculinity, of cruis-
ing the urban landscape, as interruptions in the narrative. Their style
is usually borrowed from music video or from commercials, and as
they rarely advance the narrative, or increase our understanding of
the characters, plot or setting, or provide any clues to the solving of
the enigmas that drive the narrative, it is fair to assume that their
function is purely pleasurable.

(Fiske 1987, 255)

By introducing ‘MTV aesthetics’ to hour-long prime time drama, Miami
Vice has had a significant impact on the depiction of irrational-
subjective methods of detection as well as on television in general. Due
to the vast proliferation of channels in the 1980s and 1990s, the number
of detective dramas increased dramatically. As Mara Einstein explains, at
least in the 1980s,

In addition to advertising dollars, cable networks (at least the more
established ones) receive money from cable operators. For example,
a cable system operator may pay a cable network 50 cents or more
per subscriber per month to transmit their programming. The more
popular a network, the more money the cable operator will pay to
keep it on the system. [. . .] With the combined revenues from adver-
tising and cable systems, cable networks were able to begin original
programming. Some of this programming was more successful than
others.2

(Einstein 2004, 123)
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As discussed later on in relation to the legacy of the sunshine noirs
in the 1990s, this programming was not only of varying success, but
also of varying quality, and often had to deal with budget restraints.
The increased competition in the television industry made it neces-
sary for dramas to be visually recognisable. Fox’s targeting of younger
audiences (see Wee 2010, 53–5) with dramas like 21, Jump Street also
forced the other ‘big three’ to follow suit and introduce visually
and thematically innovative programming. Earlier in the decade, the
‘boom’ of police procedurals in the 1970s may have created over-
familiarity with genre conventions, making it necessary for the genre
to reinvent itself. This happened through a shift in focus towards
P.I.s and the major formal changes introduced by Hill Street Blues,
Miami Vice and Twin Peaks. This chapter discusses the different sub-
genres of the ‘genius’ detective genre and the police procedural, three
dominant cycles that originated in the 1980s, and their most direct
influences on 1990s detective dramas. It is worth noting that the
1990s saw few new cycles apart from the ‘quirky’ cycle, which is
dominated by genre hybridity. The cycle offered much innovation to
the genre, but also moved further and further away from detective
drama.

What becomes increasingly visible in the 1980s is the emergence
of cycles that are visually and thematically distinct and exist and
develop in parallel to each other. While significant distinctions are vis-
ible between detective dramas from the 1950s and the 1970s, with few
exceptions, stylistic and formal conventions remain relatively coherent
across the sub-genre. This changes in the 1980s, when visual conven-
tions, plots, stock characters, tones, themes or narrative structures are
used to make each text distinguishable. As argued in Chapter 3, televi-
sion cycles work in a different way than film cycles: several successful
texts in the 1980s spawned (or at least dominated and heavily influ-
enced) cycles that remained visible throughout the 1990s and, in some
cases, even longer. This chapter discusses three different cycles: the sun-
shine noir cycle, the social ‘realist’ cycle and the ‘quirky’ cycle (starting
in 1990). These cycles are dominated by the influential and innovative
texts Miami Vice, Hill Street Blues and Twin Peaks, though they quickly
move beyond them (in particular, the ‘sunshine noir’ cycle merges
formulas from Magnum P.I. and Miami Vice).

The 1980s and 1990s mainly featured texts involving irrational-
subjective methods of detection. Yet, this boom was not without its
rational-scientific equivalents. Though they were not common, Murder,
She Wrote, Matlock and Diagnosis Murder were highly popular vehicles
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for ageing stars Angela Lansbury, Andy Griffiths and Dick van Dyke,
and went on for 12, seven and eight seasons, respectively. These dramas
feature recognisable stars, familiar narrative structures, comparatively
unexciting sets and (in the era of MTV) slow editing. Particularly for
older viewers, the reassuring qualities of familiar stars, narrative and aes-
thetic conventions, and rational-scientific methods of detection, should
not be underestimated. These dramas do not necessarily qualify as a
cycle, as they have little in common beyond the recognisability of
their stars and rational-scientific methods of detection, but they are still
highly relevant in drawing on traditions of Agatha Christie novels or
the influential TV series Perry Mason. They also signify that there is still a
desire for dramas that resist the emphasis on sex, postmodern aesthetics,
complex narrative structures or social ‘realist’ subject matter.

As the example of Murder, She Wrote, Matlock or Diagnosis Murder
shows, the problem with looking at cycles is that texts that do not fit
into these schemata are excluded from the discussion. Law & Order, with
30 minutes of the episode told as social ‘realist’ police procedural and 30
minutes of legal drama, and the franchise attached to it, is equally diffi-
cult to allocate. Even though cycles are treated here as rather fluid, and
able to evolve in a wide variety of directions, the cycle is a concept that
cannot do justice to the whole breadth of the genre. This can only be
justified by saying that, because of the vast number of detective dramas
produced in the 1980s, these generalisations are necessary in order to
conceptualise the genre as genre and somehow ‘order’ it.

The first cycle discussed here is the sunshine noir cycle. It is important
to note that this cycle is heavily influenced by the P.I. dramas of the era.
Thus, some P.I. dramas, like Remington Steele or Moonlighting, are heavily
referenced in this discussion, though more as influences than as exam-
ples of the cycle. The sunshine noir cycle is influenced and dominated
by Miami Vice, and theorists like Sanders (2010, 19) apply the term exclu-
sively to the text. However, the term is expanded here to include a range
of dramas that combine themes and aesthetic features from film noir,
but move them to sunny locations like Miami or Hawaii. Miami Vice is
an aesthetic high point within the cycle, and often best encapsulates the
angst and paranoia associated with film noir detectives. Yet, the highly
successful (Flitterman 1985, 44) Magnum P.I., starting in 1980, and thus
pre-dating Miami Vice by six years, is treated here as ‘origin text’ for the
cycle: the text is much more light-hearted than Miami Vice, but uses a
range of features familiar from film noir, such as the voiceover, which
functions in a similar manner as in detective film noirs, to narrate and
comment, and sometimes to give insight into the detective’s thoughts.
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Sanders argues in relation to Miami Vice:

The metamorphosis of film noir, with its dark portent, enveloping
paranoia, and sense of doomed fatefulness, into the South Florida
sunshine noir of Miami Vice preserves many of classic noir’s narrative
elements and themes: crime, featuring a contest between good and
evil in which the protagonists, as often as not, are seen as antiheroes;
betrayal and violence; plot twists and reversals; and a cinematic style.

(2010, 31)

While no other drama could hope to achieve a similar cinematic
style, since Miami Vice was financed with an unprecedented budget of
$1.3 million per episode, the theme of troubled men was quite com-
mon in the 1980s, with most male heroes being Vietnam War veterans.
While often told in a light-hearted manner, Magnum P.I. deals with the
trauma of fighting in war in most episodes (and never dismissively), with
Higgins adding experiences from other wars. In ‘No More Mr Nice Guy’
(04/13), Magnum even explains in his voiceover that he lost his youth
in Vietnam. This theme of acknowledging trauma caused by experiences
in Vietnam is not uncommon in 1980s crime dramas. Action series The
A-Team may treat it humorously, but Murdoch (Dwight Schultz) is a per-
manent patient in a mental institution following his experiences in the
war. Thus, the trauma of Vietnam seems to loom large in a range of
1980s texts, carrying with it alienation and fear. The 1980s also see an
increase in stories of betrayal and moral confusion, and a dominance
of irrational-subjective methods of detection, which indicates ambiva-
lence towards ‘truth’ and moral or social order. Thus, it is argued here
that Miami Vice largely functions as an innovator of aesthetics for the
cycle, the genre and television more generally. The angst, chaos and dis-
orientation seem ubiquitous in a society working through the trauma of
Vietnam. Though unusually dark, Miami Vice’s noir themes, transferred
to sunny locations and set in daylight, are, thus, actually already quite
common in the P.I. dramas of its day. Of course, as Turnbull points out
when discussing the discrepancy in literature on Magnum P.I.,

the popular ratings winner was Magnum PI [. . .], a crime series in a
much chirpier mode [than Hill Street Blues], featuring a private eye
played by Tom Selleck complete with floral shirt, shorts and a frisky
moustache romping through an exotic Hawaiian setting. [. . .] In seek-
ing to understand why Magnum PI has received such little critical
attention when compared with the critical attention paid to Hill Street
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Blues, it may be salutary to note that television perceived to be tar-
geted at a female audience [. . .] has tended be critically undervalued
and overlooked.

(2014, 79)

Though Turnbull discusses Magnum P.I. in comparison with Hill Street
Blues, the same argument can be made when it is compared with the
critical literature on Miami Vice, even though Don Johnson became a
prominent sex symbol of the time, much like Tom Selleck a few years
earlier.

As best signified by Magnum P.I., the 1980s brought a move towards
P.I.s or amateur detectives, which can be read as a necessary move away
from the over-familiar setting in the police force following the ‘boom’
in police procedurals in the 1970s. Another reading position is to place
these dramas in the context of socio-political discourses of Reaganism:
P.I.s and amateur detectives defy government institutions and the rigid
rules of police procedure. They are resourceful and do not rely on the
slow-moving legal apparatus. Their independence from the legal system
allows them to be more creative than police detectives in the methods
used to solve crime: as they do not have to follow due process, they can
break into homes, develop close relationships with victims and suspects,
use violent force and so on. Particularly P.I.s, but also often amateur
detectives, are also entrepreneurs who own their own businesses and
come up with creative strategies to stay in business: this can range from
Magnum’s ability to cut expenses by living in the absent Robin Masters’
mansion, using his car and recruiting his friends and guests as clients,
to Laura Holt’s strategy in Remington Steele of inventing a male superior
to circumvent clients’ sexism, to the skill and knowledge of engineering
that Boz (Thom Bray) displays in Riptide.

Their skill in entrepreneurship makes them ideal citizens of the 1980s.
Ronald Reagan was elected president in 1980 and remained in office
until 1988, when his vice president George H. W. Bush was elected.
Reagan’s presidency was shaped by the emergence of the New Right and
ideas of neo-conservatism:

Neoconservatism was a blend of both old and new. It encompassed
traditional positions such as anticommunism, opposition to gov-
ernment intervention and bureaucracy, and support for free enter-
prise and a balanced budget. At the same time, the New Right
included Americans, many of them working-class Democrats, who
were outraged at social issues they believed attacked and undermined
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conventional morality, the nuclear family, and religious faith. Thus,
they mobilized in anger over busing to achieve racial balance, bans
over prayer in public schools, the 1973 Roe v. Wade Supreme Court
decision legalizing abortion, the extension of the First Amendment
to cover pornography, the ongoing campaign to have Congress
pass the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), and the extension of
antidiscrimination laws to cover homosexuals.

(Woods 2005, 439)

This socially conservative agenda was accompanied by a neoliberal
approach to economics, also known as Reaganomics or ‘trickle down’
economics. The underlying assumption was that tax cuts for private
business would lead to the expansion of these businesses, and thus
job creation, leaving government with a broader tax base, resulting
in a similar (or maybe even higher) income from taxes as it would
achieve by heavily taxing private business. Government policy would
support investment in private business by not hindering it through
laws concerning issues such as environmental policy or workers’ rights.
Another underlying assumption was the idea that ‘Big Government’
stifles growth by burdening businesses with too many unnecessary regu-
lations. Thus, cutting down government’s power to intervene in private
business and individual freedom to pursue wealth was a major aspect
of Reagan’s politics. The Reagan administration’s de-regulation policies
also helped promote high-risk Wall Street stock trade as a way to create
personal wealth. This emphasis on the individual and private business
ties in with the detective dramas of the decade, which focus on small
teams of ‘genius’ detectives who display their skills not just as investiga-
tors (often physical rather than deductive), but also as business owners
independent from government institutions. Behind this lies the belief
that the ‘individual good is always tied to the common good’ (Woods
2005, 438). This is linked to a general emphasis on the individual during
the 1980s. Woods argues that this is visible in the popular culture of the
era, and invokes examples from literature, such as the bestselling Bonfire
of the Vanities (1987) by Tom Wolfe, which deals with the narcissism of
the decade, or the ‘boom’ in self-help literature or ‘self-improvement’
literature on dieting and fitness (Woods 2005, 443). Jane Feuer also
notes the almost obsessive identity politics of the ‘yuppie culture’ repre-
sented in thirtysomething and St Elmo’s Fire (dir. Schumacher 1985) (1995,
43–80).

The private investigators of the 1980s are heavily indebted to the
hard-boiled detectives of the 1920s and 1930s and the film noir
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detectives of the 1940s, who also put an emphasis on private business.
Yet, working in close-knit teams, these detectives are far less paranoid
than their predecessors. In Remington Steele, Laura and Remington are
(more or less) romantically involved; Jonathan and Jennifer Hart (Robert
Wagner and Stefanie Powers) are married; Thomas Magnum works with
his fellow Vietnam War veterans Rick and TC as well as Robin Mas-
ters’ majordomo Higgins; and the team of Riptide also consists of a
team of Vietnam War veterans, emphasising ties forged in war. Despite
the political context, none of these detectives appear as ruthless busi-
nessmen or women. Laura Holt’s deceit in inventing Remington Steele,
with Pierce Brosnan’s character assuming the identity of the detec-
tive, and Magnum’s display of wealth that is not his may be the most
ruthless business strategies employed by any of these private investiga-
tors. And, in using these strategies, the characters subvert and unmask
sexism and commodity fetishism, respectively. They employ irrational-
subjective methods of detection, like Remington Steele’s strategy to
deduce based on the plots of films or Magnum’s reliance on coincidence
and physical violence. Riptide even uses instances of logical thought as
comical elements, when Boz engineers (often malfunctioning) robots.
The light-hearted tone of these dramas does not suggest existentialist
alienation, as with their literary predecessors, but a more celebratory
attitude to escaping institutional context and genre conventions. In the
pilot episode of Riptide, a text that seems to invoke ideas of freedom par-
ticularly strongly, Boz is flown to freedom from the large company he
works for. The team of Riptide also live on a boat, invoking geograph-
ical independence: they are free to sail off whenever they want. This
freedom is exemplified in settings across the cycle, where texts feature
oceans, beaches, sunshine and swimsuits. Simon & Simon also invokes
the idea of freedom from institutions, as A.J. (Jameson Parker) leaves
his job with the police force to join his brothers’ detective agency. The
abstract concept of ‘freedom’ is carried further by freeing the detectives
from the necessity to provide clearly discernible chains of evidence and
logical deduction. Yet, it is important to note that for many of these
dramas, the links to the sunshine noir cycle are rather tenuous: they
adopt a similarly light-hearted tone, and Remington Steele in particu-
lar frequently and consciously references film noir. Furthermore, later
sunshine noir dramas are influenced by the gender dynamics at play
in series like Remington Steele or Moonlighting. Still, setting is crucial for
sunshine noirs, and many P.I. dramas of the era do not conform to the
dictum of sunshine and beaches. Thus, the P.I. dramas of the 1980s
are not automatically sunshine noirs, just as sunshine noirs are not
necessarily P.I. dramas.
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Miami Vice may be the most obvious example of this. It is a police
procedural, and hence features different institutional and interpersonal
ties than P.I. dramas. As a police procedural that features irrational-
subjective methods of detection, it is not so much an avoidance of due
process that informs its investigative mode as its focus on the ‘closeness’
of undercover work. As the series to which the term ‘sunshine noir’ is
most commonly applied, its use of noir themes, dark tone and visual
employment of shadows is pervasive, possibly more so than in other
dramas. As Jonathan Bignell summarises,

[Miami Vice] centred on vice-squad detectives Sonny Crockett (Don
Johnson) and Ricardo Tubbs (Philip Michael Thomas) from the
Miami Metro-Dade police department and their undercover inves-
tigations of drug, prostitution and firearms crime, but paid much
more attention to design and production values than earlier cop
series. Contemporary (men’s) fashion was selected to match a consis-
tent colour palette for sets, architectural backgrounds and props, and
pop music was laid under a greater proportion of action sequences
than was usual in filmed US police drama. Miami Vice was one of
the first series to be broadcast (in the US) with stereo sound [. . .].
Episodes featured pop stars and celebrities including Phil Collins,
Frank Zappa and Ted Nugent as guest stars in non-recurring roles.
Moreover, contemporary chart pop was laid not only under car chases
but also dialogue scenes, so that these celebrity voices function as
‘aural guests’.

(2009, 21)

Glen Creeber (2013, 86–7) extends this by pointing to a scene in the
pilot where Phil Collins’ ‘In the Air Tonight’ is played uninterrupted for
four and a half minutes, accompanied by images, with only one short
sequence of dialogue. As Creeber suggests, this signals a move towards
a more ‘cinematic’ style of television, meaning an increased focus on
visuals. Though contemporary P.I. dramas draw heavily on noir themes,
with Remington Steele’s jazzy intro music, an emphasis on self-reliance
or Moonlighting’s constant intertextual references to film noir, none of
them can hope to match Miami Vice’s aesthetics. Thus, Miami Vice adds
a sense of a truly original visual style that draws heavily on film noir:

Miami Vice adds widescreen composition, fast editing, music video-
style montages, and such stylistic devices as overhead shots, tilted
angles, color analogues of expressionist noir lighting, slow motion,
aerial shots and freeze-frame endings. Miami Vice uses a wide variety
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of visual means to convey the ambiguity of personal identity and
the threatening nature of the noir universe. These include nighttime
settings and shadows; enclosures, crowded clubs, and bars that con-
vey a claustrophobic atmosphere and suggest entrapment and loss of
freedom; dark cars like Crockett’s [Don Johnson] tuxedo black Ferrari;
unbalanced framing and composition to suggest awkward or troubled
relationships; reflections and mirrors that reveal characters’ expres-
sions and the fear and anxiety that motivate them; and foreigners,
such as the Cubans, Columbians, Nicaraguans, and Haitians who are
often cast as drug dealers or gangsters.

(Sanders 2010, 41–2)

Miami Vice combines the postmodern themes of the sunshine noir
with its overall theme of chaos and fragmentation, represented in
parts through its irrational-subjective methods of detection, with a
postmodern aesthetics. As outlined in Chapter 2, this means pushing
style to the foreground. It is argued here that this does not necessarily
happen at the expense of ‘substance’, as Miami Vice engages frequently
with contemporary politics (see also Sanders 2010, 73–84): the text
highlights how the visual commodity fetishism also signals paranoia,
fragmentation and chaos, supporting plot lines with similar themes.

Miami Vice remains a highly distinctive text with recognisable aes-
thetics, and is, thus, not easily boiled down to a formula that can be
copied. What remains as part of the sunshine noir cycle is the updat-
ing and drawing on film noir tropes, and, particularly copied in Silk
Stalkings (CBS, 1991–9), an emphasis on sex (often framed as ‘vice’).
Several texts from the 1990s carried on the P.I. tradition, particularly
in terms of Magnum P.I.’s or Miami Vice’s setting in sunny vacation spots
with a visual focus on sunny beaches, women in bikinis, beach bars and
Hawaiian shirts. This trend may have also been encouraged by the suc-
cess of Baywatch (NBC, 1989–2001), which also puts a visual emphasis
on characters in bathing suits on sunny beaches. Following on from
Miami Vice, dramas like Silk Stalkings and Sweating Bullets (also known
as Tropical Heat, CBS, 1991–3) feature a lot of pastel colours and neon
lights.3 Thematically, the sunshine noirs of the 1990s feature the sexual
tension between detectives of opposite genders, as featured in Remington
Steele or Scarecrow and Mrs. King. The noir tone also links these dramas
with contemporary neo-noir films such as Basic Instinct (dir. Verhoeven
1992) or The Last Seduction (dir. Dahl 1994). In line with these films,
which heavily emphasise sex and feature femmes fatales as central char-
acters, the narratives of 1990s detective dramas often feature convoluted



Diversifying Detection 111

plots with several layers of deceit reminiscent of hard-boiled novels and
films noirs.

Similarly to Miami Vice, a visual emphasis is put on high-tech equip-
ment like computers, cars and mobile phones. This fetishisation of
technology is accompanied by the objectification of women, in some
dramas featuring women with obviously surgically enlarged breasts,
making the links between objectification of the female body and com-
modity fetishism exceptionally obvious. In relation to Miami Vice,
Bignell argues that

Commodities like clothes, cars and stylish homes and nightclubs are
signs of wealth and the possibility of pleasure, and might be gained
by the sanctioned American ideology of upward mobility and gain-
ing wealth, but they may also be the masks and dubious rewards of
crime. Crockett and Tubbs take on these signs as a disguise, but in
doing so they become fetishized objects of fascination for the cam-
era’s look and for the looks of other characters, for the narrative is
frequently displaced by attention to the visual appearances of the
two cops, as well as the sumptuousness of the locations. Fetishisation
is the elision or concealment of lack and difference, and the empha-
sis on how things and people outwardly appear poses a problem for
the police genre’s processes of separating good from bad, and moving
from the unknown to the known.

(2009, 25)

In the 1990s, plastic surgery is added to the list of commodities, but
the problem of the dividing lines between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ remains
the same. Dramas like Acapulco H.E.A.T. (syndication, 1993–4) or the
later V. I.P. (syndication, 1998–2002) starring Pamela Anderson, feature
teams of private security investigators and are seemingly mainly pro-
duced for international syndication in Europe.4 While it seems easy to
reduce these dramas to their objectification of women, men are equally
objectified in the texts. These dramas primarily deal with the sexual pol-
itics of their day, and they increasingly deconstruct the line between
male and female as female detectives become equal partners both inside
and outside the institution of the police. One example that particularly
emphasises the tensions at work in 1990s gender politics through its
visuals is Sweating Bullets. The opening credits of Sweating Bullets start
with images of a woman in a bikini (who is not featured in the text)
writhing around on a beach. The camera focusses on breasts and thighs
before the credits introduce the actors and characters of the series. Yet,
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the female main character in the series does not tend to be objectified to
the same degree as the woman in the credits, while Nick Slaughter (Rob
Stewart), the male detective, rarely buttons his shirt, almost constantly
exposing his muscular torso.

Silk Stalkings, Sweating Bullets and One-West Waikiki (CBS, 1994–6)
all primarily rely on the spectacle of sex. Following the tradition of
Remington Steele, Moonlighting and Scarecrow and Mrs. King, all these
texts feature detective teams of opposite genders, and the witty ban-
ter between them is sexually charged, though both tend to sleep
with a range of sexual partners as opposed to the semi-monogamous
‘relationships’ between the 1980s detectives (after all, Laura and
Remington from Remington Steele may not be a couple, but they also do
not sleep with anyone else). But these 1990s dramas, particularly Silk
Stalkings, feature comparatively graphic sex scenes.5 With their focus
on negotiating gender relations and sex, the texts allow discussions
of the changed sexual politics of the 1990s. This newfound emphasis
on sex ties in with the negotiation of contemporary power struggles
between the genders, and the social changes brought about by femi-
nism, leading to debates surrounding women’s right to control their
own bodies and sexuality. In Sweating Bullets, Sylvie (Carolyn Dunn) and
Nick explicitly debate the role she is supposed to take in the investiga-
tions, and she demands to be treated as an equal. In Silk Stalkings (which
features a team of police detectives as main characters), Rita (Mitzie
Kapture) is clearly better-qualified than her partner Chris (Rob Estes).6

As her interim partner Michael Price (Nick Kokotakis) in ‘Partners Part
1’ (05/08) summarises, she ‘graduated first in her class at the Academy,
first woman to get the Golden Shield, decorated for valour twice’. Thus,
these texts easily incorporate female power and power struggles between
men and women, particularly in the face of such demanding and
well-qualified female characters. Acapulco H.E.A.T. and V. I.P., despite
a more extreme emphasis on the objectification of women and com-
modity fetishism, still feature competent women who are well-versed in
computer skills and hand-to-hand combat. Much as in contemporary
neo-noirs, sex is constantly invoked visually and is a major theme in
these sunshine noir dramas, where crime often happens during elabo-
rate parties and women are frequent victims of violence. Yet, these issues
are debated by male as well as female detectives, and most female vic-
tims turn out to be much more empowered and in charge of their own
bodies than their status as victims may suggest. In fact, female charac-
ters often turn out to be femmes fatales, but the figure is used as a vehicle
to discuss female empowerment rather than deviousness.
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Thus, the sunshine noir cycle is marked by its settings, its irrational-
subjective methods of detection and its commodity fetishism. There is
a stronger emphasis on the individual and small teams of two, but this
is framed as ‘freedom’, ‘independence’ and the innovative powers of
small enterprise. Thus, the sunshine noir cycle might often adapt a noir
tone, but rarely features the same amount of alienation: even Miami
Vice’s Crockett and Tubbs share witty banter and work in a larger team
of policemen and women who show great interest in each other’s well-
being, both personally and professionally. Via P.I. dramas of the 1980s
and 1990s that feature female–male teams, gender relations and sex-
ual politics are renegotiated. The dramas are largely irrational-subjective,
often due to their focus on the spectacle of car chases, romance or sex
overriding investigative efforts. The endings often seem more ambigu-
ous than in the irrational-subjective dramas of the 1970s. This is due to
a postmodern aesthetics that frequently destabilises grand narratives of
‘truth’, gender or genre.

The second cycle discussed here is that of social ‘realist’ police pro-
cedurals. In its thematic concerns, this seems almost diametrically
opposed to the sunshine noir cycle with its upbeat tone and bright
colour schemes. The social ‘realist’ cycle is still ongoing; its storylines,
moral ambiguity and aesthetics tend to dominate contemporary televi-
sion landscapes in a way that rarely allows more than one or two texts to
run in parallel. In some respects, social ‘realist’ police procedurals seem
to influence contemporary ideas of ‘quality TV’. Features can be copied
and narrowed down to a formula of social ‘realist’ themes and storylines,
soap narrative structure and documentary aesthetics, but part of this for-
mula is that each text also pushes the boundaries of television and genre
conventions: Hill Street Blues radically changes narrative structures and
television aesthetics, NYPD Blue introduces the anti-hero detective, Law
& Order plays with generic complexity and narrative structure, Homicide:
Life on the Street features a heavily stylised, erratic style of editing, The
Shield takes the documentary aesthetics of Hill Street Blues to a new level,
and The Wire presents a highly complex narrative structure.

Hill Street Blues, as ‘origin text’ (as far as this can be established) of the
cycle, emphasises aesthetic and thematic ‘realism’. As Nichols-Pethick
puts it,

the streets of Hill Street Blues are the rotting veins of America’s urban
industrial landscape of the 1970s: the logical outcome of an econ-
omy in peril. It is a metaphoric modern nightmare, replete with gang
warfare, burned-out storefronts, deteriorating public utilities, and a
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civic service overseen by increasingly absent bureaucrats. Random
violence lurks around every corner and even bursts into the station
house. The police themselves are left to react to the violence and try
to keep the community from crumbling completely.

(2012, 53)

In many respects, Hill Street Blues relates to different issues of the 1980s,
such as gang warfare, social inequality and ghettoisation in cities, all of
which it faces in a straightforward manner. Aesthetically, these themes
are expressed through a documentary aesthetics that often highlights
instability, disorder and chaos. This is particularly visible in the open-
ing ‘roll-call’ sequence of each episode. This scene is shot with a shaky,
hand-held camera. As Todd Gitlin outlines, Robert Butler, the director
of the pilot episode, who established the visual style of the series,

was also tempted by the producers’ [Gregory Hoblit and Steven
Bochco] talk of shooting the whole show with hand-held cameras,
in black and white, to heighten the grainy, documentary look. He
even proposed shooting in the relatively primitive 16mm. But 16mm.
proved impractical, since the labs were not equipped to handle it on
a weekly schedule; and no one thought the networks were ready for
black and white. Accordingly, Butler began shooting the episodes in
the normal 35mm., but with everything hand-held and nervous.

(Gitlin 2000, 293)

This was toned down later so that only the opening scene and scenes of
heightened drama would be shot with a hand-held camera. Yet, with
the opening scene’s shaky images and a soundtrack consisting only
of the noise of a room full of people talking over each other guiding
viewers into the diegesis at the beginning of each episode, a tone of
documentary ‘realism’ is set. As Robert J. Thompson notes,

The audio-visual style was the first thing to strike the new viewer.
Each episode opens with a scene of the morning roll call at Hill
Street station, the law enforcement center of a ghetto precinct in
a big unnamed city. Unlike the clean, steady, beautifully lit scenes
of other network television, however, this one had the look of a
low-budget documentary. Shaking cameras seemed to be roaming
around the room in search of subjects, sometimes correcting their
focus right before our eyes. The sound track was just chaotic. Overlap-
ping conversations in a style that would be compared to the movies
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of Robert Altman could be heard under and around the main dia-
logue of the roll call sergeant’s recitations of the crimes du jour. Music
wasn’t incorporated at all in the roll-call scenes and only sparingly
throughout the episodes, contributing to the sense that this show
didn’t sound like all the rest.

(1996, 68, italics in the original)

The lack of music and use of language in Hill Street Blues is a signif-
icant factor in signifying ‘realism’, a tradition carried on throughout
the cycle, whereby most dramas feature little extra-diegetic music. The
audio-visual style supports the complex narrative structure and cre-
ates the general sense of chaos suggested by the text. As outlined in
Chapter 4, Hill Street Blues features a number of storylines that seem
just to trail off, dropped for a few episodes, only to be continued at a
later date. This means that detectives are often forced to leave a case
alone until new evidence pops up, which may never happen, though it
usually does.

Thus, detectives rely heavily on coincidence: as mentioned earlier, in
the shooting of Hill and Renko in the pilot episode, the gun used shows
up in an unrelated case, and the shooter turns out to be a junkie who
does not actually remember shooting them (‘Film at Eleven’). Hill states
in ‘My Kind, Your Kind, Humankind’ (01/09), after hearing the confes-
sion of the man who shot him, ‘I think he just confessed to a crime
he doesn’t even remember doing. And because of that, I may not sleep
at night.’ Nobody shot the police officers because they were walking in
on a crime. A nervous junkie who happened to be holding a gun in his
hand fired shots because he was startled by them. It is the randomness
of the crime that leaves investigating detectives and victims speechless,
angry and fearful. In ‘Freedom’s Last Stand’ (2/11), the body of public
defender Pam Gilliam (Kaaren Ragland) is found. The investigation finds
that she simply walked out of a restaurant at the wrong time (‘Of Mouse
and Man’, 02/12). In sharp opposition to Agatha Christie’s whodunits,
nobody plotted her death in revenge; nobody wanted to inherit money
from her; her death was not made to look accidental or random; it actu-
ally was random. In the face of this kind of chaos, methods of detection
have to rely on coincidence. Officers and detectives use empathy and
sometimes ‘hunches’, but ultimately just have to remain patient as they
navigate the politics of the police force, clashes in world views and
opinions between individual characters, police procedure and an often
failing legal system. Hill Street Blues, with its grainy documentary aes-
thetics and complex narrative structures, promotes postmodernism not
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just through audio-visual style, but through narrative structure and sto-
ries of chaos and disorder. The origin text for the cycle thus almost writes
a formula of how to set itself apart from formulaic whodunits, with its
familiarity and emphasis on ‘play’ over social criticism and empathy.

In Hill Street Blues, postmodernism is expressed by acknowledging the
complexity of the world. This is largely done through a refusal of the
text to ‘order’ the various discourses presented. The text presents a large
number of characters with different cultural backgrounds, all of whom
voice different opinions and interpretations of their environment. These
competing discourses are left more or less ‘unordered’, while racist and
sexist speech is mostly left uncensored and uncommented on: viewers
are left to decide for themselves where they can align themselves. It is
the open-ended structure of the text that allows all views to be exam-
ined from a range of perspectives. Even though characters may clash
in individual scenes and there is little change in these characters’ views,
there is still a fluidity to the text that allows one perspective or approach
to be productive in one situation, but not in another. Hill Street Blues
refuses to formulate one coherent political position or align itself with
a specific ideological agenda. Instead, it willingly deconstructs notions
of a unifying, all-explaining ‘grand narrative’. This postmodern world
view is carried on throughout the cycle: the text influences a range of
texts in the 1990s, particularly NYPD Blue (with which it shares its cre-
ator Steven Bochco) and Homicide: Life on the Street. Both dramas share
complex narrative structures, complicated main characters and themes,
and recognisable aesthetics. Homicide: Life on the Street in particular has
a striking visual style, in which the camera cuts erratically between
different angles during characters’ passionate monologues. As Bignell
argues,

The [pilot] episode’s unconventional style is evident in the scene
from the first episode when Munch [Richard Belzer] is interviewing a
suspect in a hospital room. Throughout, the scene is segmented by a
large number of cuts where the camera position changes, but conti-
nuity of dialogue and action are maintained. There is no master shot
from where the camera offers a whole view of the space and to which
it could return to confirm the parameters of this space. The camera
repeatedly ‘crosses the line’, breaking the 180-degree rule which con-
ventionally requires that the camera positions are always on one side
of an invisible line connecting two speakers filmed in shot/reverse-
shot. The camera usually favours the person speaking, but set-up
shifts without any obvious reason so that by the end of the scene we
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have viewed the action from various points around a roughly circu-
lar perimeter surrounding the performers. This draws attention to the
visual style of the sequence, but not to serve a marked interpretative
narrative system.

(2009, 35)

In the same scene, the texts’ world view is laid out by Detective Crosetti
(Jon Polito) when he explains his obsession with re-examining the assas-
sination of Abraham Lincoln as follows: ‘all our lives since we’re kids
we’re taught in the history books that John Wilkes Booth shot Lincoln.
Now, if that’s not true, maybe nothing is true.’ In other words, noth-
ing is certain in the world of Homicide: Life on the Street, be it a historical
assassination or the ‘truth’ about a murder in the present. As in Hill Street
Blues, a visual style that emphasises chaos confirms this general sense of
unease and incoherency.

In this sense, the aesthetic, thematic and ideological outlook of the
social ‘realist’ cycle, supported by open-ended narrative structures that
never allow complete narrative closure, suggests chaos, pluralism and
fragmentation. This is supported by an increasing moral ambiguity:
cases may never be solved, despite the best efforts of the detectives. Andy
Sipowicz (Dennis Franz) in NYPD Blue is an alcoholic and prone to vio-
lent outbursts, contributing to the chaos that surrounds him. Detectives,
prosecutors and defence attorneys are frequently faced with an inabil-
ity to do anything against the often random (and increasingly graphic)
violence that surrounds them. The social ‘realist’ cycle is, thus, marked
by an increasingly resigned attitude. Fragmentation and pluralism are
not always assumed to be positive, but in their effort to present com-
plexity, the social ‘realist’ texts of the cycle embrace the opportunity to
present different opinions, world views, moral ‘codes’, crimes and crim-
inals. The texts of the cycle are usually critically acclaimed and accepted
as ‘quality TV’, possibly due to the fact that constant renegotiation and
innovation of the conventions of the police procedural are part of the
‘formula’. The cycle still continues to present complex world views, and
The Shield and The Wire, as two recent examples, will be discussed in
more detail in chapters 8 and 9.

A different kind of ‘quality TV’ was introduced in 1990 by Twin Peaks,
followed by the short-lived ‘quirky’ cycle that heavily influences televi-
sion of all genres today. It is important to note that the ‘quirky’ cycle is
a phenomenon of the 1990s: the sunshine noir cycle spans two decades,
while the social ‘realist’ cycle has remained relevant since the 1980s.
The complex genre hybridity that is a major feature of the ‘quirky’ cycle
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means that it transcends the detective genre and extends to influence a
range of texts.

While the presidency of George H. W. Bush, former vice president to
President Reagan, from 1989 to 1993 can be viewed as an extension
of Reagan’s presidency, it included some major foreign policy deci-
sions, such as the first Gulf War, and spanned the fall of the USSR.
Thus, the political context for the texts of the 1990s is marked by a
dissolution of geographic binaries of east vs. west or communism vs.
capitalism. Domestically, a Democratic president, Bill Clinton, entered
the White House in 1993, marking shifts in policy regarding gender and
gay rights issues. A broad range of texts are available on 1990s television,
with Silk Stalkings and Acapulco H.E.A.T. alongside NYPD Blue, Homicide:
Life on the Street, Law & Order and Diagnosis Murder, while Murder, She
Wrote and Matlock continue to be popular. Irrational-subjective methods
of detection seem dominant, and the texts largely build on innova-
tions to aesthetics and narrative structures made during the 1980s.
In the 1990s, the most original innovations to the genre in terms of
postmodern aesthetics, themes and intertextuality are generic hybrids
like Twin Peaks and slightly less radical dramas like Picket Fences and
The X-Files. Twin Peaks may be the most straightforwardly positioned as
a detective drama, as most of its plot is dedicated to solving the mur-
der of Laura Palmer (Sheryl Lee), and the main character Agent Cooper
(Kyle McLachlan) is an FBI agent charged with solving crime. While
the investigation of this case is a primary plot line, the series delib-
erately creates narrative incoherency. Visually, the text seems to be a
conscious reaction against the two aesthetically most acclaimed dra-
mas of the 1980s, Miami Vice and Hill Street Blues: going against both
the ‘no earth tone’ dictum of Miami Vice and the grainy documen-
tary aesthetics of Hill Street Blues, Twin Peaks uses largely earth tones
while still featuring a distinctively glossy look. Martha Nochimson states
that ‘Richard Hoover, the production designer of all the series episodes
except the pilot, created a look for the show in which the concepts of
inside and outside were conflated’ (1995, 148), with the use of wooden
interiors and ‘dead animals and their parts – horns, shells – and nature
drawings’ (ibid.). This kind of inversion, and the general inclusion of
otherness throughout the text, with characters accepting somewhat
odd behaviour and events without comment, creates a sense of what
Robert J. Thompson describes as ‘quirky’ (a terminology borrowed for
the naming of the cycle here). For example, Sheriff Truman’s (Michael
Ontkean) dry and offhand explanation following Cooper’s inquiry as
to who the lady with the log is: ‘we call her log lady’ (01/01); a large
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deer head lies on a desk in a private room at the bank (01/01); or
Deputy Andy Brennan (Harry Goaz) regularly weeps at crime scenes.
These scenes function as disruptions of genre conventions as well as
an unquestioning inclusion, even embrace, of otherness. This ‘quirky’
tone often means that signs cannot be decoded in a manner familiar
to the genre. In fact, when Cooper summarises his methods in 02/16,
he argues that: ‘In the pursuit of Laura’s killer I have employed Bureau
guidelines, deductive technique, Tibetan method, instinct and luck. But
now I find myself in need of something new, which for lack of a bet-
ter word, we shall call magic.’ The ‘truth’ in Twin Peaks cannot be
accessed via known means, not even the known irrational-subjective
means of luck or instinct, but via ‘magic’, and later episodes even sug-
gest extra-terrestrial involvement. This seems to be due to Twin Peaks’
acceptance and even celebration of otherness and ‘weirdness’, in this
case meaning the acceptance of discourses usually silenced. In the course
of this, the primary goal of the text does not seem to be accessing
and attaining ‘truth’ (though this provides a sense of direction for the
story and a motivation for the characters), but, rather, the revelling in
postmodern aesthetics and the ‘play’ with signs that have no stable
meaning.

Picket Fences is one of what Robert J. Thompson describes as a group of
‘quirky’ dramas that became popular in the 1990s, following the critical
success of Twin Peaks, such as Northern Exposure (CBS, 1990–5), or, later,
Ally McBeal (Fox, 1997–2002). This grouping already suggests that the
cycle often transcends genre, though the focus here remains on ‘quirky’
detective dramas. Picket Fences is a generic hybrid, and, as Thompson
puts it,

the most extreme case of hybridization we’d seen since Hill Street
Blues had started the practice a dozen years ago. Picket Fences was
a cop show, following the law enforcement duties of Sheriff Jimmy
Brock (Tom Skerritt) and his officers, Maxine Stewart (Lauren Holly)
and Kenny Lacos (Costas Mandylor). It was also medical show when-
ever it told a story about Jimmy’s wife Jill (Kathy Baker), one of the
town’s doctors. Frequent courtroom scenes featuring Judge Henry
Bone (Ray Walston), defense attorney Douglas Wambaugh (Fyvush
Finkel), and, starting in the second season, district attorney Jonathan
Littleton (Don Cheadle) could have come right out of L.A. Law [NBC,
1986–96]. The family-oriented stories about the Brock children [. . .]
had roots in domestic dramas like Family [ABC, 1976–80]. The series
even became a musical every now and again, mostly when presenting
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pageants and performances at the local school. And within each
episode – indeed within individual scenes – Picket Fences would
oscillate between high tragedy and low comedy.

(1996, 170)

The series is set in a small town, and many of the cases Sheriff Brock
and his officers deal with are non-investigative. A major theme is the
exploration of otherness in suburban America, somewhat reminiscent
of the themes of Twin Peaks:

In the context of all those bizarre story lines, the characters had com-
plex discussions about the issues surrounding abortion, fetal tissue
transplants, birth control, date rape, euthanasia, prejudice of many
stripes, guns and drugs in school, religious freedom, sexual freedom,
and many other contemporary ethical issues.

(ibid., 171)

In its method of detection, Picket Fences never has to go as far as rely-
ing on ‘magic’, but the focus on physical otherness and the complexity
of moral conundrums often supersede the process of investigation. Its
play with signs is hardly as sophisticated as that of Twin Peaks, but the
law often remains its only ‘code’ or guideline, and its application rarely
satisfies in the face of complex moral conundrums.

Discussions of complex moral or physical otherness also dominate
one of the most successful detective dramas of the 1990s, though the
series is also a complex generic hybrid, with horror and fantasy often
being more dominant. The X-Files features two FBI agents who inves-
tigate crimes with supernatural elements. Yet, particularly in the first
few seasons, these elements often turn out to be decidedly human oth-
erness. Mulder (David Duchovny) and Scully (Gillian Anderson) are
a team of one irrational-subjective and one rational-scientific detec-
tive. Though the series turns increasingly irrational-subjective as Scully
becomes convinced of Mulder’s theories concerning aliens and expe-
riences the effects they have on her (mainly her own alien abduction
and later pregnancy), the series makes clear how both approaches to
investigation are consciously pitted against each other as two sides of a
binary. As described in Chapter 2, in such debates, it is common that
one side ‘wins’: in this case, Mulder’s irrational-subjective methods of
‘I want to believe’. In cases that Mulder and Scully do not understand
themselves, empathy, fear, the physical experience of alien abduction or
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the witnessing of extra-terrestrial or simply worldly otherness are valid
means of investigation.

What these dramas have in common is that they seem largely apolit-
ical. Yet, their emphasis on style, otherness and chaos can be read as a
reaction to the shifts in the world order when the big ‘other’, the USSR,
was defeated. Thus, ‘us’ and ‘them’ have to be re-evaluated in much
more profound ways than texts like Hill Street Blues had done. Clinton’s
two-term presidency, despite some major international conflicts such
as continuing violence in the Middle East or the war in Kosovo, seems
to be largely marked by domestic struggles over identity politics. Anita
Hill’s accusations of sexual harassment against Supreme Court Justice
Clarence Thomas (then still unconfirmed) and the Monica Lewinsky
scandal towards the end of Clinton’s presidency are more than some-
what seedy insights into the sexual habits of powerful men. They are
also always debates about feminism, female sexuality and sexual politics
(no pun intended). Ron Becker, discussing in particular gay rights in the
1990s, argues that

[In the 1990s] American legal, political and popular culture often
valued and accentuated the axes of cultural difference, and locating
oneself by one’s affiliation with a racial, gender, sexual, geographic
or some other culturally distinct subculture seemed a prerequisite
for social recognition and participation. [. . .] This proliferation of
identities reflected and precipitated anxieties about the stability of
American identity, its common cultural values, and the hierarchical
relationship between a democracy’s normative majority and social
minorities.

(2006, 25)

Texts like Twin Peaks, The X-Files and Picket Fences directly address issues
of otherness. Part of the humour in Twin Peaks stems from the charac-
ters’ total acceptance of otherness; for example in 02/08, when Gwen
(Kathleen Wilhoite) says to Native American Hawk (Michael Horse):
‘God, how you must hate us white people after all we’ve done to you’
and he responds (not without sarcasm): ‘Some of my best friends are
white people.’ The scene offers not only an embrace of Native American
otherness, but also a glimpse of different power structures.

The fragmented aesthetics of the texts of the ‘quirky’ cycle seems
to heighten this sense of a decline of a homogeneous American iden-
tity. But this decline also concerns the relatively coherent idea of genre.
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Of course, generic hybridity is hardly an invention of the 1990s, but for
the detective genre on American television, the ‘quirky’ cycle does sig-
nal a move away from easily recognisable genre conventions. Partially,
this is due to a more general embrace of supernatural elements, a factor
that does not fit well with post-Enlightenment modern thought, logi-
cal deduction and rational-scientific methods of detection. After all, an
a priori ordered world needs to include known quantities. Unknown fac-
tors like aliens throw this world into disarray. But the proliferation of
channels and the increasing breadth of texts also allow more experimen-
tation with televisual and genre conventions, leading to increasingly
complex hybridity.

The 1980s and 1990s can be seen as a time when the breadth and
variety of texts vastly expanded because of the changing nature of the
industry. Due to an increased number of cable channels, texts devel-
oped a distinctive visual style to set themselves apart in a multi-channel
environment. As Creeber puts it,

One of the most significant changes to take place during the 1980s
and 1990s was the advent of new cable and satellite channels. Novel
additions to broadcasting, these ‘niche’ channels had to somehow
stand out in an increasingly competitive market. The ubiquitous
presence of the remote control by the 1980s also meant that view-
ers could now effortlessly change channels with the merest touch
of a button – the term ‘channel-surfing’ was introduced to describe
the way many often failed to stay very long on one particular
programme, continuously ‘skimming’ across the ‘surface’ of the
ever-increasing amount of choice.

(2013, 53)

Ideas and innovative new formulas were developed further in the 1990s,
but with the exception of Law & Order and its different take on narrative
structure, most texts followed existing modes of storytelling.

The methods of detection remain largely irrational-subjective, point-
ing to a postmodern world view in which existing power structures are
deconstructed and the resulting chaos and fragmentation are embraced.
This links in with discourses of gender, issues of urbanisation and ghet-
toisation, and more general otherness. These discourses are presented as
ongoing debates without definitive solutions rather than being resolved
at the end of an episode. Even the irrational-subjective whodunits of the
sunshine noir cycle often end mid-argument between male and female
detectives. Thus, these texts emphasise that, while criminals may have
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been caught, other conflicts remain unresolved. Other cycles employ
the soap structure to imply the open-ended nature of their fragile and
often unsatisfying solutions. This links in with a discourse of pushing
spectacle, and increasingly the spectacle of postmodern aesthetics, to
the foreground over political messages. Yet, part of the pleasure of these
texts is the complexity of their debates.



8
Disillusioned Detection: DNA and
9/11 2000–10

After two decades of featuring largely irrational-subjective methods of
detection, the 2000s brought much aesthetic innovation to the familiar
structures of dramas featuring rational-scientific methods of detection.
A supposed ‘quality revolution’ led not only to much aesthetic inno-
vation of the familiar whodunit, but also to the production of a small
number of texts that featured irrational-subjective methods of detection.
Though small in numbers, 24, The Shield and The Wire are domi-
nant ‘quality TV’ texts for various reasons, as outlined in this chapter.
The proliferation of channels in a TVIII environment (as outlined in
Chapter 1) and the newfound popularity of detective drama (compared
with the 1990s) allowed these innovations to happen in parallel.

The three strands discussed in the last chapter did not disappear com-
pletely, but evolved in different directions. The sunshine noir cycle
more or less disappeared, with a few (often unsuccessful) exceptions
like The Finder (Fox, 2012), cancelled before it had even concluded
one season. One reason why the ‘quirky’ and social ‘realist’ police pro-
cedural cycles have survived in some way has to do with their links
to discourses of ‘quality’ television and shifts in the television indus-
try in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Despite Miami Vice’s significant
influence, the sunshine noir aesthetics, with its emphasis on the low-
culture spectacle of sex and, by the 1990s, also relatively low production
values, had little to recommend itself in a television landscape dom-
inated by HBO. HBO-style television featured far more graphic scenes
of sex and nudity, but with much higher production values and in
a ‘high-culture’ context of ‘quality TV’ (see Akass and McCabe 2007).
Meanwhile, the social ‘realist’ police procedural has always been part of
(and even shaped) ‘quality TV’, making it unsurprising that it continued

124
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to thrive in the environment of premium cable drama of the early
2000s. The ‘quirky’ cycle is heavily invested in complex intertextual-
ity, a feature that allowed it to be adapted into the aesthetics of the
‘quality TV’ of the early 2000s, which focussed on genres tradition-
ally ignored (or, at least, recently neglected) by television, like the
gangster drama (The Sopranos, Boardwalk Empire [HBO, 2010–14]), the
western (Deadwood) and the romantic comedy (Sex and the City). Fur-
thermore, its aesthetics often include surrealist elements easily adapted
to the new aesthetic paradigms of ‘quality TV’ (particularly The Sopra-
nos and Six Feet Under). The implications of genre hybridity; glossy,
stylish, sometimes unusual aesthetics for methods of detection; and a
postmodern world view have been discussed in the previous chapter.
Yet, it is important to note that the aesthetics promoted by Twin Peaks
remain an important reference point for contemporary ‘quality TV’.
The early 2000s also introduced a different cycle: the forensic drama.
This cycle emphasised rational-scientific methods of detection and the
application of science and scientific thought patterns to solve crime and
access ‘truth’. In fact, the ‘spectacle’ of these dramas, aside from unusu-
ally explicit imagery of dead bodies, tends to be scientific tests and
experiments. This cycle was extraordinarily dominant, particularly on
network channels. In 2010, Derek Kompare points out that CSI: Crime
Scene Investigation, which can be viewed as ‘origin text’ of the cycle,
‘has been a top 10 network series for each of its 10 seasons, a top five
series for eight seasons, and was the top-rated series on [American] TV
for two consecutive seasons (2002–4), drawing over 26 million view-
ers at its peak’ (2010, 4), and even more viewers through international
syndication.

The dramas of the first decade of the 2000s can be read as post-9/11
phenomena. Even with CSI: Crime Scene Investigation or 24, which had
been aired and produced before 9/11, the longevity of their success
and their massive popularity indicate that both texts speak to a spe-
cific post-9/11 sensibility in the face of international terrorism and the
Bush administration’s handling of it. As a historical moment that car-
ried with it a change in how America saw itself, bringing with it vast
shifts in international relations and security as well as consequences for
the uses of executive power, 9/11 functions as a moment that still sig-
nificantly influences domestic and international politics. In a sub-genre
that deals with the possibility of accessing and obtaining the ‘truth’
about a crime, and the legal system and its ability to protect US citi-
zens from crime and, implicitly, uphold the moral (and legal) codes of
society, 9/11 was bound to have far-reaching consequences. This may
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explain a reinvention of the detective genre itself, an increased number
of available texts and particularly narratives featuring rational-scientific
methods of detection.

Maybe as a consequence of 9/11, for detective narratives in the first
decade of the 2000s, an increasing unease with postmodernism’s laissez-
faire attitude is tangible, particularly when it comes to deconstructing
moral binaries of what defines ‘good’ and ‘evil’. In a post-9/11 world,
this wariness of the deconstruction of moral binaries is expressed either
in texts using rational-scientific methods of detection, looking towards
modernism and a time when these binaries could still be upheld, or, in
texts featuring irrational-subjective methods of detection like 24 or The
Shield, with desperation and resignation. While police procedurals like
Hill Street Blues or Homicide: Life on the Street, and more so Twin Peaks
and Picket Fences, embraced the aesthetic, narrative and socio-political
possibilities of postmodernism, the dramas of the 2000s seem far more
critical. This will be debated in more detail later on, but it is these atti-
tudes that seem to push the detective genre closer to the exploration of
alternative methods of detection, which will be discussed in Chapter 9.

Before entering television, the forensic drama cycle had already dom-
inated the literary landscape, most notably with Patricia Cornwell’s Kay
Scarpetta series, which started in 1990 with Postmortem. Another pop-
ular series, Kathy Reichs’ Temperance Brennan series, later adapted to
television with Bones, started in 1997 with Déjà Dead. The introduc-
tion of forensic science to US television screens did not happen until
2000, with the start of CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, which ended its
run in late 2015. Abandoning its literary predecessor’s emphasis on
female leads, it features a team with a paternal leader, though it is worth
noting that the cycle later features several female leads. In the early
2000s, the forensic drama became a major cycle with the CSI: Crime
Scene Investigation spin-offs CSI: Miami and CSI: NY and, moving beyond
the franchise, with Crossing Jordan, NCIS: Naval Criminal Investigative
Service, Bones and Rizzoli & Isles. The cycle also evolved into different
directions, with series like The Closer, Criminal Minds, Numb3rs, Psych,
The Mentalist and Lie to Me (Fox, 2009–11), using other sciences such as
different branches of behavioural psychology or maths, and Without a
Trace (CBS, 2002–9) and Cold Case (CBS, 2003–10), which mainly rely
on established rational-scientific police procedure. In terms of narrative
structure, these dramas draw on the whodunit tradition as outlined in
Chapter 4. The strong emphasis on science in the methods of detec-
tion also links this cycle to the whodunit tradition and texts featuring
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rational-scientific methods of detection. Ellen Burton Harrington argues
in an article comparing the methods of detection and their functions in
Sherlock Holmes and CSI: Crime Scene Investigation:

The stability of individual and national identity as portrayed in the
forensic science shows reassures the contemporary viewer that iden-
tity, responsibility and truth are not relative concepts, even in the
postmodern world. While the Holmes stories use reassuring, for-
mulaic narratives to consolidate a normative national identity and
counter increasing disenchantment with empire, the CSIs replay a
similar sort of procedural detective story to reassure viewers with the
fantasy that the United States can be secured amid threats of violence
and terrorism; that individual identity, as well as national identity,
can be fixed and scientifically assured. [. . .] Readers and viewers alike
are encouraged to set aside scientific scepticism and immerse them-
selves in a fantastic world where ambiguous or disruptive identities
can be fixed by the traces or DNA left by the individual; a world
where crime can be solved, the truth known with certitude, and order
restored.

(2007, 366)

Dramas like Monk or Castle use similarly rational-scientific methods,
but draw more closely on the whodunit tradition, reading the signs
and traces left on a crime scene without the help of science. Together
with hospital drama House, M.D. (Fox, 2004–12), these texts prefigure
the range of texts that invoke Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories
more directly, such as Guy Ritchie’s films Sherlock Holmes (dir. Ritchie
2009) and Sherlock Holmes: A Game of Shadows (dir. Ritchie 2011), the
internationally successful British series Sherlock and the American drama
Elementary. Though these different texts that appear in different media
forms and countries may form a cycle unto themselves, series like Monk
and Elementary are viewed here as part of the forensic drama cycle, or,
rather, an evolution of it, as it draws on the same literary roots and
insists in a similar manner on the superiority of rational-scientific meth-
ods of detection and thought patterns. The cycle emphasises science
and rational thought as a way to access an objective ‘truth’ about the
world. CSI: Crime Scene Investigation is instrumental in pushing rational-
scientific methods of detection to the foreground with its setting in
a forensics lab and montages of scientific experiments. As Kompare
argues,



128 American TV Detective Dramas

Importantly, beyond their eyes, ears, noses, hands, and occasionally
tongues, the CSIs conspicuously use a wide variety of tools to extract
evidence in the field, much of which would be otherwise invisible
to immediate human perception. These tools are deployed in spec-
tacular sequences that emphasize, and even eroticize, visibility even
further, beyond normal human perception.

(2010, 28)

Thus, there is a visual and narrative emphasis on the method of
detection and how clues can be made visible through it.

Though much of the narrative may not be scientifically accurate, the
forensic drama cycle ties in with a range of discourses and achievements
in the sciences from the 1990s: in 1987, DNA was admitted as evidence
in a US court for the first time (Weedn 2007, 491). The Human Genome
Project, with its mission of deciphering the whole human genome, was
launched in 1990. Forensic evidence and the question of whether or not
it had been planted became a major aspect of the discourses surround-
ing the highly publicised trial of O. J. Simpson (Fiske 1994, xiii–xviii).
DNA tests to establish paternity became a staple of afternoon chat
shows. The significant advances made during the 1980s and 1990s in
deciphering and understanding DNA were reflected in school curricula,
producing a television audience with at least some basic knowledge of
it. In 1996, Dolly the sheep was cloned in the UK, and moral issues con-
cerning cloning and stem cell research were publicly debated all across
the world. Many films directly or indirectly reflected fears concerning
genetic manufacturing, like Gattaca (dir. Niccol 1997), Alien: Resurrection
(dir. Jeunet 1997) and Artificial Intelligence: A.I. (dir. Spielberg 2001). But
while these films express anxieties about the future of scientific research,
CSI: Crime Scene Investigation and the other dramas of the cycle celebrate
it as a methodology to access ‘truth’. Especially Numb3rs often goes to
extreme lengths to find ways to apply maths to a range of crimes, includ-
ing arson (‘Scorched’, 02/11) or spree killing (‘Spree’, 03/01), in order to
solve them. But no matter how forced some of these stories seem, what
is provided is ‘logic’, ‘objectivity’ and a code by which ‘good’ and ‘bad’
are clearly defined.

This positive, even enthusiastic attitude towards science is reminis-
cent of post-Enlightenment modern thought. Not only the dramas of
the CSI franchise, but also other dramas of the cycle, like Crossing Jordan,
Numb3rs, Criminal Minds and Bones, are dominated by the stoic belief
that the application of scientific methodologies (be they drawn from
biology, chemistry, maths, physics, behavioural psychology or even
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anthropology) can bring about ‘truth’. This is similar to the Enlight-
enment belief that the correct application of science can decode ‘God’s
language’ (see Outram 1995, 47–62). As Scott Campbell argues,

Baconian science aimed to ‘read the book of nature,’ not inter-
pret it, and, consequently, practitioners of the new science sought a
discourse which eliminated the layered flourishes of euphuistic argu-
ment. We might see the CSI phenomenon as an extension of this
Enlightenment manner, a fictional illustration of a longed-for world
where deceit is no longer possible and where language finds a close,
unbreachable connection to the events it seeks to describe. If we
know how to look for it, the truth is self-evident. It will, in effect,
narrate itself.

(Campbell 2009)

Yet, following this ideology and the whodunit narrative structure with
all its ideological implications – namely, the active silencing of dis-
courses and unambiguous narrative closure – means that the series
tends to create a structure of binary oppositions: only ‘innocent’ and
‘guilty’, ‘legal’ and ‘illegal’, ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, ‘true’ and ‘false’ exist.
Implicit in this are also moral binaries and a clear code of conduct.
Though the detectives’ judgements of somehow ‘deviant’ (often sex-
ual) behaviour vary, CSI: Crime Scene Investigation in particular often
features stories in which characters who (attempt to) transcend the
clearly defined binaries that structure society are punished. This ranges
from a community of swingers in ‘Swap Meet’, 05/05, to sexual
fetishes in ‘King Baby’, 05/15, or ‘Slaves of Las Vegas’, 02/08, to a
group of trans men and women in ‘Ch-Ch-Changes’, 05/08 (see also
Burton Harrington 2007, 374–6). It is important to note that this usu-
ally happens in relation to aspects of identity that cannot be traced
through a DNA sample. Biological sex may be established through
science, but not gender. Nor can sexual preferences. Even though
the rational-scientific distance dictates that scientist-detectives remain
unprejudiced, it is particularly in CSI: Crime Scene Investigation that
judgement is passed at the end of an episode when an unambiguously
guilty party has been charged. There are exceptions to this, particu-
larly in Bones, when Temperance Brennan usually explains ‘deviant’
behaviour through her knowledge of anthropology and science, for
example in ‘Death in the Saddle’, 03/03. But Temperance Brennan is
countered by her irrational-subjective male partner, who, as a non-
scientist, remains free to express his prejudice. Interestingly, the higher
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scientist team members are in the institutional hierarchy (as long as
they are members of the central team), the more likely they are to be
‘objective’. In other words, team leaders like Gil Grissom or Temper-
ance Brennan are more likely to remain ‘objective’ than other team
members, but both their superiors and their underlings can be prone
to assumptions.

This obsession with accessing an ‘objective’ truth and ‘order’ links in
with discourses of post-9/11 politics. While the 1990s saw a softening
of binaries in post-Cold War popular culture, the Bush administration,
along with conservative news outlets like Fox News, worked hard to
create a rhetoric of ‘us’ vs. ‘them’. This meant America vs. terrorism,
but as the phenomenon of Islamic terrorism is hard to pin down geo-
graphically, this formula was also often reduced to America vs. Islam
or, in the run-up to the Second Gulf War in 2003, also America vs.
those who refused to join America in the war effort: in other words,
what Donald Rumsfeld described in a speech from January 2003 as
‘Old Europe’ (most notably France, Germany and Russia). In Bush’s
State of the Union address in January 2002, when he famously outlines
his version of the ‘Axis of Evil’ (Iraq, Iran, North Korea), his language
builds a clear ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ binary when he describes the enemy as
follows:

And the depth of their hatred is equaled by the madness of the
destruction they design. We have found diagrams of American
nuclear power plants and public water facilities, detailed instructions
for making chemical weapons, surveillance maps of American cities,
and thorough descriptions of landmarks in America and throughout
the world.

What we have found in Afghanistan confirms that, far from end-
ing there, our war against terror is only beginning. Most of the 19
men who hijacked planes on September the 11th were trained in
Afghanistan’s camps. And so were tens of thousands of others. Thou-
sands of dangerous killers, schooled in the methods of murder, often
supported by outlaw regimes, are now spread throughout the world
like ticking time bombs, set to go off without warning.

Thanks to the work of our law enforcement officials and coalition
partners, hundreds of terrorists have been arrested, yet tens of thou-
sands of trained terrorists are still at large. These enemies view the
entire world as a battlefield, and we must pursue them wherever they
are. So long as training camps operate, so long as nations harbor
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terrorists, freedom is at risk and America and our allies must not,
and will not, allow it.

(Bush 2002)

After detailing budget plans and plans for domestic policy, he describes
the ‘us’ (not for the first time in the address) as follows:

During these last few months, I’ve been humbled and privileged to
see the true character of this country in a time of testing. Our enemies
believed America was weak and materialistic, that we would splin-
ter in fear and selfishness. They were as wrong as they are evil. The
American people have responded magnificently, with courage and
compassion, strength and resolve. As I have met the heroes, hugged
the families and looked into the tired faces of rescuers, I have stood
in awe of the American people.

And I hope you will join me in expressing thanks to one American
for the strength and calm and comfort she brings to our nation in
crisis: our first lady, Laura Bush.

None of us would ever wish the evil that was done on Septem-
ber 11th, yet after America was attacked, it was as if our entire country
looked into a mirror and saw our better selves. We were reminded that
we are citizens, with obligations to each other, to our country and to
history. We began to think less of the goods we can accumulate and
more about the good we can do.

For too long our culture has said, ‘If it feels good, do it.’ Now America
is embracing a new ethic and a new creed: ‘Let’s roll.’ In the sacrifice
of soldiers, the fierce brotherhood of firefighters, and the bravery and
generosity of ordinary citizens, we have glimpsed what a new culture
of responsibility could look like. We want to be a Nation that serves
goals larger than self. We have been offered a unique opportunity,
and we must not let this moment pass.

(ibid.)

A clear ‘evil’ (terrorism) is outlined, and it is threatening America’s
‘goodness’. Both are outlined as opposites, with the rhetoric becom-
ing increasingly aggressive in the run-up to the invasion of Iraq in
March 2003. Being American is equated with upholding certain moral
standards in the face of chaos and adversity. For one, this means fam-
ily, starting with the president’s family. But after the 1990s, with their
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focus on identity politics and the deconstruction of binaries, including
moral binaries, this also means a reconstruction of those values. Thus,
the forensic dramas of the 2000s link in with a language that aims to
reconstruct clear lines between ‘us’ and ‘them’ not only in geographic
or religious terms, but also in terms of ‘good’ and ‘evil’. In this, the dra-
mas (much like the politics) look back to post-Enlightenment modern
thought rather than exploring different ways to reconstruct out of the
field of postmodern deconstruction.

Visually, this is often translated into the cold, clear surfaces of a lab.
The forensics lab in the Smithsonian Museum out of which the team
in Bones operate is a circular platform in the middle of a square room,
adjacent to a range of smaller square labs. The whole space features
clean glass walls: the space suggests cleanliness and hygiene, geomet-
rical ‘order’ and high-tech equipment. Particularly Angela’s (Michaela
Conlin) computer screens are often see-through, but she also works with
transparent holograms. Much of this is adapted from CSI: Crime Scene
Investigation: though Bones clearly tries to set itself apart from its prede-
cessor, the suggestion of hygiene and order through clean glass screens,
silver and white well-kept surfaces, geometrical shapes (often clear hor-
izontal lines in CSI: Crime Scene Investigation) and high-tech equipment
is influenced by the former series. Outside the lab, a series like Monk
emphasises geometric order by having the title character, who suffers
from OCD, constantly draw attention to and create geometric order: he
corrects crooked-hanging picture frames, cleans other people’s desks or
loudly complains about instances of disorder he cannot correct himself.
This attention to geometrical order often leads to the solution of the
crime.

These dramas have a clearly defined colour scheme, ranging from the
different CSI dramas (CSI: Crime Scene Investigation is filmed through
blue-tinted filters, CSI: Miami is filmed through yellow filters and CSI: NY
remains grey-white) to the washed-out, almost black-and-white colours
of Cold Case. Other dramas emphasise colours more through props and
production design, like Crossing Jordan’s juxtaposition of dark brown,
white and light blue, Monk’s red, yellow and warm brown, or The
Mentalist’s emphasis on warm browns, yellow, grey and white. Most
of these dramas have a decidedly postmodern aesthetic and narra-
tives, such as Cold Case’s play with time, constantly jumping between
events of the past and their investigation in the present. CSI: Crime
Scene Investigation frequently features flash-backs and a decidedly glossy
aesthetics with its clean surfaces and geometrical design. As Kompare
summarises,
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Scenes on CSI, as befitting the series’ emphasis on investigation,
are oversaturated with visibility: spaces are expressively lit and
staged, details are crisp and to the point, and expository dialogue
smoothly directs our attention and comprehension. These over-
charged elements, whether expressive lighting, slow-motion cine-
matography, pedagogical conversations, or CGI-enhanced gunshot
wounds, heighten the series’ investigation plots by amplifying our
own practices of looking.

(Kompare 2010, 5, italics in the original)

The series also features the so-called CSI-shot: CGI images of the
inside of the human body. Martha Gever argues that ‘this triumph of
videographic image-making brings to mind non-invasive medical tech-
nologies like the magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) used to render
internal body tissues transparent’ (2005, 458). Beyond this, episodes
like ‘Rashomama’ (06/21), ‘Fannysmackin” (07/04) or ‘A Kiss Before
Frying’ (11/12) employ recognisable film noir aesthetics and themes,
while ‘Who Shot Sherlock’ (05/11) gestures towards the genre history
of rational-scientific methods of detection. The series employs a range
of strategies to emphasise intertextuality, self-referentiality (‘I Like to
Watch’, 06/17) and irony (‘Ending Happy’, 07/21). While not all the
dramas of the cycle foreground their postmodern aesthetics to the same
degree, traces of this can be found in most of these texts. What is partic-
ularly noteworthy about this is the dissonance between aesthetics and
content: at no point does CSI: Crime Scene Investigation stray from its
belief in science as the ultimate way to access ‘truth’. Yet, its postmodern
aesthetics hint towards chaos and a genre history that emphasises moral
ambiguity and the impossibility of ‘order’.

Thus, the forensic drama cycle, influenced by CSI: Crime Scene Inves-
tigation, reveals a tension between the thematic emphasis on post-
Enlightenment modern binaries and postmodern aesthetics and its
implicit invocations of disorder. The ‘solution’ offered by the text to the
chaos left by postmodern deconstruction, particularly of moral guide-
lines, is the return to post-Enlightenment modern binaries. Yet, the
postmodern aesthetics hint at the impossibility of such a project: after
all, can reconstructed moral codes be the same after they have been
deconstructed and exposed as unstable and fluid? This unease is rem-
iniscent of 1950s detective dramas’ hints towards film noir aesthetics.
Thus, this tension between aesthetics and content is not new to dramas
featuring rational-subjective methods of detection. Yet, it becomes more
dominant in the forensic drama cycle, and is less easily resolved.
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Dramas featuring irrational-subjective methods of detection are few
and far between in this revival of the rational-scientific method of
detection. Yet, those that managed to stand up against the pressures of
a ‘quality TV’ landscape that defied ‘traditional’ and ‘familiar’ television
genres and the huge success of the forensic drama cycle are critically
acclaimed and influential. Most notably, The Shield, 24, The Wire and
Dexter (the latter two will be discussed in Chapter 9) managed to main-
tain long-term popularity as counterweights to the forensic drama cycle.
As Klein notes,

it is important to keep in mind that not every successful film has
the ability to start a cycle. The originary film must have a set of
images that are recognizable enough to be easily duplicated in several
more films. Forrest Gump [dir. Zemeckis 1994], to name one promi-
nent counterexample, was a critical and financial hit at the time of
its release. Forrest Gump was the top-grossing film of 1994 and won
six Academy Awards, including those for Best Picture, Best Actor, and
Best Screenplay. The film also generated several catch phrases (‘Life
is like a box of chocolates . . . you never know what you’re going to
get’) that became a fixture of popular culture. However, Forrest Gump’s
most successful elements – its folksy, handicapped protagonist and its
historical vignettes – could not be easily duplicated in a series of films.
Consequently, this successful film did not lead to the establishment
of a film cycle.

(2012, location 267–74)

In a similar manner, many of the ‘quality TV’ dramas of the early 2000s,
with their distinctive visual styles, high production value, accomplished
actors, recognisable writing styles and language (for example, the his-
torically accurate swearing in Deadwood), meant, for one thing, that
these were features to be copied by a certain kind of television (HBO-
influenced ‘quality TV’) rather than a genre. Within the genre, a text as
distinctive as 24, for formal reasons as well as due to the way the drama
is tied up with contemporary political debates, seems too distinctive to
spawn a cycle. It also needs to be reinforced that television cycles under-
lie different ‘rules’ than film cycles: 24 might have been able to spawn
a cycle of real-time narratives or crime dramas focussing on torture if it
had been a film. But as a television series, the series went on for eight
seasons and a mini-series in 2014. Its formal features were innovative
and recognisable enough that no television drama with similar aesthet-
ics, settings or themes would run parallel to it. Yet, this does not mean
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that it cannot still influence a cycle. Television drama’s long-running
nature may mean that it is difficult for such distinctive texts to run at
the same time, but as the ‘realist’ police procedural shows, some cycles
can produce one or two recognisable texts every decade or so and still
live on.

As already mentioned, this distinctive style was linked to shifts in the
television landscape: HBO led a so-called ‘quality revolution’, though
this term is highly exaggerated in light of continuous innovation across
all television genres since the inception of television drama. But with
television’s move to digital in the late 1990s, it was original premium
cable drama that increasingly set the ‘quality’ standard. In this, HBO was
a leading player, with dramas like Oz (HBO, 1997–2003), The Sopranos,
Sex and the City, Six Feet Under, The Wire and Deadwood:

In a country seemingly becoming ever more sensitive to moral vio-
lations, and a broadcast network increasingly subject to nervous
censors, subscription channel HBO with its original programming
(introduced in 1997 with Oz) has a license to produce edgier drama.
Doing things differently, setting itself against what is prohibited
on network television, emerges as a crucial institutional strategy
for HBO.

(Akass and McCabe 2007, 66)

Other cable channels soon followed suit with dramas like Nip/Tuck
(FX, 2003–10), The Shield, The L Word (Showtime, 2004–9) and Queer
as Folk (Showtime, 2000–5), which, particularly in the case of the
last two, often had less resemblance to the production value of HBO
drama, but picked up themes of sex, sexual identity and identity poli-
tics. In this, these dramas pushed the boundaries regarding acceptable
images of sex, violence and morality (see, for example, Ritzer 2011
26–53). The conservative organisation Parents Television Council (PTC),
which gained a lot of attention in the early 2000s, even launched a
whole campaign against Nip/Tuck for its transgressions of moral norms
and graphic images of sex and surgeries. Often seemingly employing
transgression for transgression’s sake, premium and basic cable chan-
nels took full advantage of their status as being censored differently
than network channels by the Federal Communications Commission
(FCC). Covered by the First Amendment and judged as akin to news-
paper publishing, cable television can include graphic images of sex
and violence and feature nudity and swearing (see Santo 2008, 21–5).
Yet, these cable dramas also innovated narrative structures, themes
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and aesthetics. Network channels, more strictly censored by the FCC,
soon followed suit with dramas like 24, Desperate Housewives (ABC,
2004–12), Grey’s Anatomy (ABC, 2005–) and Lost (ABC, 2004–10). These
dramas left out the swearing and nudity, but focussed on innovative
narrative structures or aesthetics, adopted a distinctively ironic tone
or emphasised social politics. CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, with its
introduction of the CSI-shot, and other dramas of the forensic drama
cycle also fit easily into this context. The Wire and The Shield are
two of the few examples of cable dramas that actively push aesthetic
and narrative parameters within an existing and familiar television
genre.

24, discussed here as detective drama as it is about the investigation
of complex crimes, is also easily aligned with the film genre of action
cinema (like the detective genre, a sub-genre of the crime genre) or the
action TV genre, which includes dramas like The A-Team or The Fall Guy.
Thematically, 24 draws on the traditions of action cinema, such as the
Lethal Weapon films, Die Hard (dir. McTiernan 1988) or films such as
Con Air (dir. West 1997). In many respects, the series is also an update
on television action dramas that focus on the visual spectacle of explo-
sions, fast-paced editing and car chases. The action drama was always a
sub-genre of the crime genre that intersects with the detective drama:
a range of action films and dramas feature investigative storylines and
irrational-subjective methods of detection. 24 offers updates in depic-
tions of violence and storylines of threats to national security, thus
massively increasing the stakes in comparison to texts like The A-Team.
But its major contributions to the genre are through formal features.
The narrative is told in ‘real time’, meaning that one hour of televi-
sion in real life (including commercial breaks) equals one hour in the
diegesis. Yet, ultimately, this means employing the soap structure while
imposing other constraints on the narrative, meaning that events tend
to grind to a halt in one storyline to allow something important to
happen in another. This is supported by an accomplished split-screen
aesthetic, which allows viewers to keep track of the different storylines.
It also functions to convince viewers that parts of a story usually edited
out due to lack of significance and action – for example, a character
travelling from one place to another or characters waiting – can still be
featured in the interest of the ‘real-time’ narrative. The split screen is
shown at the end of scenes, or leading into and out of ad breaks.

The demands 24 makes on its viewers are extraordinary for a network
series, even in the early 2000s. A major part of this is the complexity
of its narrative: its storylines (of which there are many), settings, and
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fast-paced storytelling and editing. The storylines are tied together by
one ‘genius’ detective, Jack Bauer (Kiefer Sutherland), physically and
intellectually superior, relying on ‘instinct’ and ‘hunches’ rather than
proof and without the moral scruples other detectives tend to be bur-
dened with. This seems to be mainly caused by a lack of patience with
police procedure:

The infliction of torture by Bauer on suspects may be graphic, but the
narrative goes to great lengths to depict the counterterrorist unit’s
sense of urgency within the constraints of a ticking bomb scenario
told in real-time format. Playing on the videogame aesthetic, the
agents race to resolve a series of crises, to advance the puzzle-solving
process, to capture the conspirators before they can inflict mass-scale
murder, to win the game. Since time is of the essence, as the digi-
tal clock counting down the hour reminds us, immediacy is highly
prized. Methods must be effective and quick. Offering a criminal
immunity for information is one option, though not always effec-
tive and perhaps not as dramatically satisfying. Torture, at least on
24 and when performed by Bauer, is almost always effective and rel-
atively quick. This dynamic takes precedence over concerns about
civil liberties and alienates the viewer from the pain being inflicted
on the suspect. Thus, 24 reinforces the perspective of the torturer,
who remains distant from the pain he inflicts. In most instances, tor-
turing a suspect is not a matter of personal retribution and Bauer
does not take pleasure in inflicting pain. The viewer is not put in the
position of identifying with a sociopath. The recipient of Bauer’s tor-
ture is an uncooperative accomplice to a terrorist attack who is to be
siphoned for information. This is a consistent feature of the action
thriller, which does not worry about legal niceties but does worry
about averting disaster.

(Pinedo 2010)

Emphasising these moral problems posed by the figure of Jack Bauer,
Slavoj Žižek argues (somewhat polemically):

Therein also resides the lie of 24: that it is not only possible to retain
human dignity in performing acts of terror, but that if an honest
person performs such an act as a grave duty, it confers on him a tragic-
ethical grandeur. The parallel between the agents’ and the terrorists’
behaviour serves this lie. But what if such a distance is possible? What
if people do commit terrible acts as part of their job while being
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loving husbands, good parents and close friends? As [Hannah] Arendt
says [in Eichmann in Jerusalem: The Banality of Evil (1963)], the fact
that they are able to retain any normality while committing such
acts is the ultimate confirmation of moral depravity. [. . .] The same
goes for the US’s recent admission that it is using torture. When we
hear people such as Dick Cheney making statements about the neces-
sity of torture, we should ask ourselves why he has decided to make a
public statement about it. The question to be raised is: what is there
in this statement that made the speaker decide to enunciate it? This is
24’s real problem: not the content itself but the fact that we are being
told openly about it. And that is a sad indication of a deep change in
our ethical and political standards.

(Žižek 2006)

The text’s depiction of torture and violence is one thing in films and tele-
vision shows, where a part of the apparatus is imagined that is outside
our knowledge. But in the case of 24, the simultaneous admission that
torture is, in fact, reality politicises the series. The moral and ideological
outlook of the series is invested with a different kind of meaning than it
might have had in another political context. The discourses of methods
of detection, politics and a moral ‘code’ (or lack thereof) thus become
key aspects of the text and the debates surrounding it. Between Jack
Bauer as morally problematic anti-hero; ‘ticking bomb’ scenarios; tradi-
tional (and somewhat conservative) tropes such as traitorous wives of
powerful men or the family unit under threat; the depiction of human
and civil rights violations; graphic imagery of torture; and innovative
aesthetics, the text oscillates between nationalistic revenge fantasy and
television art.

The tension between right-wing ideology and an artistic sensibility
usually appropriated by the left might explain why so many liberal
commentators felt the need to justify their enthusiasm for the series
at the time. In The New Statesman, Mehdi Hasan titles: ‘I Love 24’s
Jack Bauer, But I Don’t Agree with His Tactics’ (2010) and in an edited
collection titled Jack Bauer for President, Steven Rubio asks: ‘Can a Left-
ist Love 24?’ (2008). As real-life debates about the use of torture by
US military became increasingly pertinent, partisan and passionate, the
themes of 24 clashed with these real-life discourses. The series particu-
larly interlinks with discourses of torture following revelations in 2004
about practices in the military prisons of Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo
and the legalisation of waterboarding as an interrogation technique in
2006. The torture scenes in 24 were prominent in Season 1, but became
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increasingly graphic as the series went on. In 2005, during the run of
the particularly violent Season 4, Adam Green, writing for The New York
Times, worries:

Has ‘24’ descended down a slippery slope in portraying acts of torture
as normal and therefore justifiable? Is its audience, and the public
more generally, also reworking the rules of war to the point where
the most expedient response to terrorism is to resort to terror? In the
world beyond the show, that debate remains heated. How it plays out
on ‘24’ may say a great deal about what sort of society we are in the
process of becoming.

(Green 2005)

Images of torture in the military prisons Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo
went around the world from April 2004 onwards (Vorsamer 2008).
To many, it seemed that the series had pre-empted reality, and the text
became so much part of torture discourses that Jack Bauer became a
household name. Furthermore, the fictional character was sometimes
talked about as a real person, often jokingly, but also clearly discussing
him as some sort of ultimate terrorism fighter (see Brady 2012, 107–8).

But 24’s links with real-life discourses seem to reach beyond mere
comparisons. As Sara Brady argues,

The ‘mistaken reality’ of 24 operates on several levels: Not only
have satirists and politicians alike given Jack Bauer the status of a
real person, but more problematically, his actions apparently became
templates for interrogation techniques in the field. [. . .] That ‘real-
ity’ was troubled by Jack’s tricks became apparent in November 2006,
when military and human rights activists met with 24’s producers
to ask that they reconsider the extensive representation of torture in
the program. Soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan, they explained, were
imitating methods seen on the show in their interrogations.

(2012, 110–11)

In 2008, Lieutenant Colonel Diane Beaver, a military lawyer, stated that
lawyers at Guantanamo charged with inventing new interrogation tech-
niques were inspired by the series (The Guardian 2008). Yet, while it
seems hardly surprising that a team charged with inventing ‘legal’ inter-
rogation techniques would bring up a highly popular television series
dealing with this topic while brainstorming, it is telling that reality and
fiction seem to be tied together so closely in public discourse. Brady’s
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argument, much like those of the military and human rights activists,
largely seems to follow the assumptions of the effects model that vio-
lence seen on television leads to violence in real life rather than a more
complex process of reception. Yet, the blaming of 24 for ‘teaching tor-
ture’, as well as the praising of Jack Bauer as someone who acts rather
than talks or thinks, shows just how much the series provided a lan-
guage to talk about gruesome violence and national trauma in real life.
It is important to note that this violence is intrinsically linked with the
irrational-subjective methods of detection employed. However, not only
the critics cited here, but also the text itself, conceptualise these meth-
ods as destructive. Žižek is rightly critical of the texts’ stance that the
torturer himself is most affected by his duty, but the texts’ stance is that
Jack Bauer’s loss of a moral ‘code’ he can apply to his actions – no guide-
line to tell him whether he is unequivocally right or wrong – leads to an
overall sense of devastation.

The Shield often touches on similar issues, but less overtly, and is not
co-opted by partisan political conflict. A series with a central focus on
a team of corrupt cops, the text follows the aesthetic and narrative
traditions of the social ‘realist’ police procedural, though its focus on
character development and consistently shaky camera aesthetics set it
apart from other dramas:

The Shield was filmed using a multicamera setup of mobile Steadicam
and handheld cameras. This means that a scene was filmed using
more than one camera and without fixed static camera setups that
would normally involve tripods, dollies, tracks, and other equipment.
This approach keeps the camera free and in a state of constant mobil-
ity. [. . .] The Shield [. . .] is marked by a disorienting camera presence
that is an effect of the handheld camera’s deliberate lack of steadi-
ness and unpolished appearance. The shakiness of the camera even
extends to the credits, where ‘Created by Shawn Ryan’ noticeably jud-
ders, lending the visual style of The Shield its authorial stamp as edgy
and uncompromising television.

(Needham 2012, 37)

The camera often follows extras until it settles on characters who fea-
ture in the story; films, often voyeuristically, from the point of view
of characters who do not figure in the narrative; or moves an estab-
lishing shot to the middle of a scene rather than the beginning. This
can be particularly disorienting, as the series is largely shot on location;
thus, audiences are often unfamiliar with the space where a scene is set.
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Actors are often filmed from unflattering perspectives and dressed in ill-
fitting clothes. The only extra-diegetic music played tends to be over
the closing montage. The series is shot on 16mm film stock, leading to
particularly grainy images. In these ways, the series heightens the style
of documentary ‘realism’ associated with the social ‘realist’ police pro-
cedural cycle. Overall, Gary Needham describes the style of the series
as deliberately ‘messy, disorienting, and choppy’ (ibid., 38). In this, the
series seems to fulfil what director Robert Butler had in mind for Hill
Street Blues: 16mm film stock and hand-held cameras throughout (see
Gitlin 2000, 293). The Shield thus seems conscious of its generic heritage,
and knowingly adds to it to express a sense of uncertainty, instability
and disorder.

Thematically, however, the series changes one important convention
of the genre: no matter how complex ethical conundrums are or how
unresolvable conflicts between different world views seem, the detec-
tives in Hill Street Blues, NYPD Blue or Homicide: Life on the Street are
law-abiding, to a certain extent trustworthy, and ‘try their best’. They
ultimately follow a creed Raymond Chandler outlined in his 1950 essay
‘The Simple Art of Murder’: the hard-boiled detective must be, ‘to use
a rather weathered phrase, a man of honor, by instinct, by inevitabil-
ity, without thought of it, and certainly without saying it’ (Chandler
1950). Yet, in order for him to be ‘a man of honor’, a shared moral code
must exist. While previous texts emphasised that world views and moral
codes can conflict, The Shield focusses on the negative consequences of
increasingly individualised moral codes:

morality, as such, is not necessarily a given in the series; and although
there are many voices of dissent that speak against Mackey’s com-
pelling Pérez-like excesses, none of the Barn’s employees – even the
most ethically driven – has a monopoly on integrity and honesty.1

(Ray 2012, 8)

In this regard, The Shield links in with many contemporary texts that
feature central characters with complicated, individualised moral codes,
such as The Sopranos or Deadwood. Glyn White puts The Shield explicitly
in a tradition of The Sopranos, arguing that

Vic Mackey is not simply a maverick detective like Andy Sipowicz
from NYPD Blue [. . .], but an out-and-out antihero like Tony
Soprano [James Gandolfini], and he may be worse. In following The
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Sopranos and placing an antihero at its center, The Shield recasts the
moral/ethical basis of the cop show.

(2012, 89)

Vic Mackey and his team are all morally compromised in different ways,
and the series’ dramatic focus on character development makes this
very clear. As Nichols-Pethick summarises, ‘The Shield is populated by
characters caught between their ambitions (professional, economic and
political) and their sense of what is “right” ’ (2012, 170). In this regard,
however, The Shield ties in neatly with 24, which tracks the moral con-
flicts of Jack Bauer over eight seasons. Jack Bauer certainly belongs to
the same tradition of problematic masculinity in so-called ‘quality TV’
of the 2000s.

Apart from genre discourses, this can be linked to a broader discourse
of instability and insecurity: no clear sense of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ exists,
but whereas this deconstruction was embraced in the 1990s, a trauma-
tised and threatened post-9/11 US society seems to long for stability and
clearly identifiable moral guidelines. As Becker argues,

The national tragedy of 9/11 also seemed to have offered straight,
white, mainstream America its own sense of victimhood. The young
man’s anger over what ‘they’ had done to ‘us’, for example, not only
constructed a unified national community into which his white iden-
tity could disappear, but it also created righteous indignation over the
injustice of what had happened. During the 1990s such feelings had
largely been denied progressive whites, straights, men, and so forth
by multiculturalist discourses and political correctness.

(2006, 215)

As already outlined, the political discourses of the time supported this
desire for a more unified national identity. But 24 and The Shield do not
promise a ‘return’ to post-Enlightenment modernist binaries. Instead,
they seem to resign completely in the face of chaos and fragmentation
that cannot be ‘ordered’. This resignation stems from one major prob-
lem inherent in postmodernism’s deconstruction of ‘grand narratives’
and embracing of the fragmented and chaotic:

Surely, any prospect of tackling endemic racism, the horrors of the
military-industrial-entertainment complex, the obviously econom-
ically motivated, console-cowboy overkill of the [first] Gulf War,
religious or political persecution or Chinese tanks crushing the bodies
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of protesting students, is given up in advance by any movement
that, like postmodernism, renounces the modern ideals of universal
freedom, equality and rights without providing any alternatives?

(Grant 2001, 28, my italics)

In other words, in light of a general weariness with postmodern
deconstruction and, perhaps even more, a moment of national crisis,
postmodernism does not offer alternative means to access ‘truth’, to
emphasise unifying aspects of national identity or moral guidelines.

With this attitude of disorientation and even hopelessness, the
irrational-subjective detectives of the first decade of the 2000s seem to
react with the same weariness of postmodern deconstruction as their
rational-scientific counterparts. Only, whereas the rational-scientific
detectives propose a solution to the problem – however anachronis-
tic and even naïve it may seem – the irrational-subjective detectives
have nothing to suggest, no method to reconstruct some sort of ethical
guidelines. Thus, the irrational-subjective detectives in The Shield or 24
offer aesthetic innovation, but this largely serves to support the theme
of instability and disorientation. They offer highly morally ambiguous
anti-heroes who seem to make up their own individualised moral code
as they go along, but this largely results in violence, betrayal and more
disorder.



9
Rethinking Detection: Alternative
Methods of Detection

Coming out of the forensic drama cycle and the ‘quality TV’ of the
early 2000s, a small number of dramas are developing new ways to
think about the problem of how to access ‘truth’. This does not nec-
essarily mean that they offer suggestions for alternative methods of
detection – a factor that may be related to their indebtedness to a
postmodern tradition, which denies singular ‘grand narratives’. But they
offer up new ways of how to think about ‘truth-finding’. At the centre
of this lies the deconstruction of one of the last remaining binaries of
the detective genre: the oppositional construction of rational-scientific
and irrational-subjective methods of detection. A range of examples of
this have already been considered in Chapter 2 while discussing dra-
mas featuring two-person detective teams of opposite genders. The focus
here lies on the different ways of deconstructing this binary enough to
enable a new way of thinking about ways to access and attain ‘truth’.
This may bring with it ways of resolving the problem with which the
forensic drama cycle is equally concerned with as 24 and The Shield:
what to do when postmodern deconstruction leaves us without a clearly
outlined ‘code’. The forensic drama’s solution, to look backward, is
anachronistic, but other dramas mostly seem to resign in the face of
this uncertainty.

A deconstruction of the binary may lead to a different kind of solu-
tion. The dramas discussed here do not qualify as a cycle as such. The
Wire, Dexter and NCIS: Los Angeles are texts that draw on different sub-
genres and cycles, employ different aesthetics and means of storytelling,
are linked to different industrial developments (HBO and HBO-style
‘quality TV’ and the franchising of network dramas) and even express
different, sometimes opposing, political and ideological views. The dif-
ferent ways in which narrative structure can foster the deconstruction

144
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of the rational-scientific/irrational-subjective binary have already been
discussed in Chapter 4. The Wire has been particularly influential and
productive in deconstructing this binary through narrative structure by
introducing a narrative web structure too complex for binaries. Dexter
manages this deconstruction largely through its aesthetics and genre
hybridity, while NCIS: Los Angeles at least partially accomplishes the
deconstruction through industrial links with the NCIS franchise.

While The Wire mainly accomplishes the deconstruction of bina-
ries through its highly complex narrative structure, it also achieves
this through its depiction of rational-scientific and irrational-subjective
methods of detection. Throughout its five seasons, the team investigates
only two cases: Avon Barksdale’s (Wood Harris) and Marlo Stanfield’s
(Jamie Hector) criminal organisations. This happens despite changing
geographical locations, changes to the team, and original team mem-
bers being moved into other units or leaving the police force altogether.
Characters’ different career paths are used to explore different branches
of the police or other institutions rather than as a reason to exclude
characters from the narrative. Both cases are investigations of com-
plex criminal networks, so the police make a range of arrests along
the way. The complexity of these criminal organisations means that
the investigators increasingly move from more or less rational-scientific
police procedure towards decidedly irrational-subjective methods. The
methods of detection move seamlessly between the different poles of
investigation, but unlike in other dramas, no one method ‘wins’ or
proves to be superior.

The Wire is often quite similar to Dragnet in the sense that the legal
framework for police procedure is explained extensively in the text. Yet,
while Dragnet employed the voiceover, in The Wire, this is played out
as part of the story. For example, when the team discuss and explain
wiretapping in ‘Old Cases’ (01/04):

KIMA (Sonja Sohn): We could try to clone a couple of pagers and see
where that takes us.

CARVER (Seth Gilliam): Clone what?
McNULTY: Their pagers. They get beeped, we get beeped. We see

who’s calling from what number.
HAUK (Dominic Lombardozzi): If these guys are all that why are they

still using pagers? Why not un-ass a few dollars for cell phones?
LESTER (Clarke Peters): It’s a discipline. You can’t bug a pager.
DANIELS (John Cypher): But you can’t make a call with a pager,

either.
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LESTER: You’re gonna want a pen-register on all the pay phones in
the low-rises (holds up a picture of D’Angelo on a pay phone in the
low-rises). And any other phones that link to the pagers.

DANIELS: What would it take to do the pagers?
McNULTY: A wiretap affidavit. I think we got enough PC [probable

cause] from the hand-to-hands and surveillance. We got most of
the exhaustion.

HAUK: I’m exhausted just listening to this shit.
LESTER: Good. Exhaustion is a legal requirement for using electronic

intercepts. We got to prove nothing else works.
McNULTY: See, we did the raids, we made the arrests, but nobody

flipped. We don’t have an informant who takes us anywhere above
the street. That’s pretty much exhaustion.

KIMA: All we got left to do now is to follow one of these mopes and
to prove to ourselves that we can’t do it.

McNULTY: See, we try to show a judge we can’t make the case by
following these guys – and we can’t, how can we keep on any of
these guys when they go into up in those towers?

KIMA: But you gotta show you tried.

In the next episode, ‘The Pager’, Kima and McNulty have to swear to
Judge Phelan (Peter Gerety) that they have given accurate information.
State attorney Rhonda Pearlman (Deidre Lovejoy) explains about the
affidavit: ‘it’s the foundation of your case, detective, you lay it in right,
you can build on it. You lay it in wrong, everything on top falls.’ Thus,
the series makes the explanation of legal procedure part of its storylines,
whereas Dragnet offers similar information through voiceover. Primar-
ily, the team uses surveillance techniques in order to understand the
structures of Barksdale’s organisation, leading up to his arrest. These
techniques include the cloning of pagers or prepaid ‘burner’ phones or
the decoding of code systems used by the criminals. Yet, the fatalism
towards institutions predominant in the series seems to lead to increas-
ingly irrational-subjective methods, ranging from Hauk’s and Carver’s
violence towards suspects and, in Season 3, even reliance on violence
and oppression (for example, in 03/03 ‘Dead Soldiers’) to McNulty’s
‘invention’ of a serial killer in order to channel finances towards his own
investigation in Season 5. The longer the series goes on, the further away
the possibility of the objective ‘truth’ promised by rational-scientific
methods of detection seems.

While the police procedural is dominant in The Wire, the series
is a complex generic hybrid between the gangster genre, the police
procedural and various other influences, mostly rooted in the fact
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that each season brings new dramatic foci and settings. It is partic-
ularly the contribution of the gangster genre that provides insights
into the workings of the criminal organisation. While this is not
the focus here, it has implications for the representation of methods
of detection. For one thing, it means that viewers are always pro-
vided with more information than detectives are, meaning that they
can judge the success of individual steps of the investigative pro-
cess. But it also means that viewers are aware of how the criminals
subvert surveillance techniques without verifying that they are being
observed. This pre-emptive surveillance is reminiscent of Foucault’s
interpretation of Bentham’s Panopticon, as outlined in Discipline and
Punish (Foucault 1991, 200–28): in the Panopticon, prisoners are disci-
plined more through the possibility that they could be watched than
through knowing that they are being watched. However, in The Wire,
this disciplinary gaze does not cause criminals to give up crime; they
simply adjust their behaviour to avoid the disciplinary gaze (or ears)
altogether: they adjust their channels of communication by using out-
dated technology like pagers, and invent number codes, avoid mobile
phones or meet in open spaces where no microphones can be hid-
den. In the quote above, Lester Freamon even uses the term ‘discipline’
when discussing how the criminals subvert police surveillance, such
as the reliance on pagers and pay phones in Season 1 or by send-
ing someone to buy disposable mobile phones from a number of
stores across the state in Season 3. Thus, ironically, ‘discipline’ can
subvert the disciplinary gaze. This implies that the power relations
between police and criminals are much more flexible than the con-
struct of the Panopticon allows for. As Foucault describes elsewhere,
power is never pure oppression or disciplinary measures, but power
relations:

when one speaks of power, people immediately think of a political
structure, a government, a dominant social class, the master and the
slave, and so on. I am not thinking of this at all when I speak of
relations of power. I mean that in human relationships, whether they
involve verbal communication [. . .], or amorous, institutional, or eco-
nomic relationships, power is always present: I mean a relationship
in which one person tries to control the conduct of the other. So I am
speaking of relations that exist at different levels, in different forms;
these power relations are mobile, they can be modified, they are
not fixed once and for all. [. . .] These power relations are thus mobile,
reversible, and unstable.

(Foucault 1997, 291–2, my italics)
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The narrative arc of The Wire allows closer analysis of these unstable
power relations, the complex power relations between individual insti-
tutions that could prevent crime or help solve and prosecute it and the
criminals. As Ryan Brooks argues,

What makes this mutually reinforcing chain of power and knowledge
possible is constant surveillance, the ability of the police to monitor
zones of disorder without being monitored themselves. What makes
this surveillance possible, in turn, is a flexible attitude toward crime,
the patience to wait until the root cause of the crime is exposed
before acting to correct it. This attitude is squarely at odds with the
political pressures presented in the show [. . .], leading to recurring
conflicts that demonstrate the authority of the police is itself subject
to disciplinary control.

(2009, 65–6)

Thus, surveillance as (at least traditionally) rational-scientific method
of detection is constantly being questioned within the investigation
and chain of command. The definitive knowledge accessed through
rational-scientific methods of detection (X is guilty of a crime and
punishment is at least implied) is questioned in an investigation that
ignores most crimes in favour of arresting Avon Barksdale or Marlo
Stanfield. As a result, the text constructs ideal investigative methods,
or an ideal investigation, as a mixture of rational-scientific analytical
skill and irrational-subjective ‘hunches’ and ‘instinct’, a laissez-faire atti-
tude towards most crimes except murder, as well as the obsessive (and
destructive) ‘closeness’ McNulty displays. Yet, with viewers being privy
to how surveillance is constantly effectively subverted, it often seems
coincidental that these methods work at all.

To summarise, the text creates a complex diegesis in which power
relations are too fluid and complex to access ‘truth’ merely with rational-
scientific or irrational-subjective methods of detection. Particularly in
Season 5, when McNulty invents a serial killer to get the means to inves-
tigate Marlo, this mix of both methods of detection can seem absurd.
What makes The Wire exceptional is that neither method is ever domi-
nant: plenty of dramas featuring rational-scientific methods of detection
also feature elements of irrational-subjective methods of detection and
vice versa. Yet, one method is usually dominant or even ‘wins’. This is
not the case in The Wire. Here, the complexities of the power relations
deny narrative closure and access to ‘truth’. The Wire is as fatalistic about
individualised moral codes as it is about anything else. In a world this
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complex, definitions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ have to remain fluid and can-
not be defined by the law, as was still possible in 1950s dramas. This
overall complexity is supported by the generic hybridity and the com-
plex narrative structure. Where investigation and (effective) subversion
of investigative techniques are told in parallel and surveillance is pre-
sumed, other than in 1950s dramas like Federal Men or Highway Patrol,
in which criminals seem unaware of the investigation, power struc-
tures become too complex to assert through binaries. This can easily
be viewed as introducing alternative methods of detection. Yet, a major
problem is The Wire’s pessimistic outlook: the investigation is hindered
by institutional pressure from the legal system and the mayor’s office
and by personal failures, and crime prevention through other institu-
tions, like the school system or social services, is impossible. Thus, the
text might propose alternative methods of detection, but at the same
time it rejects them as impossible.

Though politically almost diametrically opposed to The Wire, NCIS:
Los Angeles works in a similar manner. NCIS: Los Angeles is a spin-off
from CBS’ highly successful NCIS: Naval Criminal Investigative Service
(CBS, 2003–), which originally was a spin-off from the legal drama JAG
(CBS, 1995–2005), set in the military legal system.1 NCIS: Naval Criminal
Investigative Service is one of the series heavily influenced by CSI: Crime
Scene Investigation, and follows a team of rational-scientific investigators
as they solve crimes committed within the legal reach of the US Navy.
In a comparison with the branding practices of production companies,
Nichols-Pethick points out that

series franchises that have come to dominate primetime drama on
the broadcast networks in the post-network era (Law & Order, CSI,
NCIS) emerge from the same tendencies towards creating a recogniz-
able brand through a closely related range of products, but they differ
from the earlier era in that the various series are tied together under
a single franchise label that, in turn, exists under the larger brand of
the production company.

(2012, 159)

But the various dramas tied together under the brand Law & Order
and CSI share more than just the institutional context (though this
is an important factor in both franchises); they also share narrative
structures, certain aesthetic modes, similar moments of spectacle and,
importantly, methods of detection and ideologies of ‘truth-finding’.
While NCIS: Naval Criminal Investigative Service and NCIS: Los Angeles
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share an institutional context, this context includes a number of insti-
tutions with different responsibilities: contrary to what the title may
suggest, responsibilities seem to reach beyond the Navy to all US mili-
tary in both dramas. Yet, the team in NCIS: Naval Criminal Investigative
Service works out in the open, while NCIS: Los Angeles focusses on
undercover work; whereas in NCIS: Naval Criminal Investigative Service a
pathologist and a forensics analyst feature prominently and field agents
are trained in forensics (similarly to CSI: Crime Scene Investigation), in
NCIS: Los Angeles there is less focus on scientists. The former series fea-
tures predominantly rational-scientific methods of detection, but in the
case of NCIS: Los Angeles, this aspect becomes more complicated. First,
a psychologist and a computer expert make up the more scientifically
minded part of the team, though focus shifts in the second season, when
the computer analysis part of the team is extended and psychologist
Nate (Peter Cambor) leaves. The rest (and majority) of the team are so-
called field agents, who often work undercover. The rational-scientific
agents are usually physically removed from the investigation, watching
at a safe distance from the computer lab in the office as the undercover
agents engage in gun fights, car chases or beatings. As such, the NCIS
brand becomes much more diverse than other successful franchises.
Though this issue cannot be debated in detail here, the NCIS franchise
seems to complicate how dramas united under the franchise title are
tied together. This has consequences for the methods of detection, as a
text that features clearly rational-scientific methods provides the ‘parent
text’, while its spin-off puts an emphasis on action sequences and under-
cover work and complicates any rational-scientific/irrational-subjective
binary.2

But the complex relationship between NCIS: Naval Criminal Investiga-
tive Service and NCIS: Los Angeles may also be due to significant shifts
in political context: while both series are post-9/11 texts, NCIS: Naval
Criminal Investigative Service was first broadcast in 2003, at a moment
when Bush’s War on Terror was relatively unquestioned. But the series
also seems to function in later years to defend the military against accu-
sations of excess. The ideological outlook seems to be an unquestioning
acceptance of existing hierarchies within the military. Thanks to the
NCIS: Naval Criminal Investigative Service team, law and order are always
restored, and excesses in violent or criminal behaviour kept in check.
The NCIS: Los Angeles team seems to look more towards outside threats
that invade the institution itself and those it seeks to protect: namely,
terrorists or foreign spies. The ideological outlook is authoritarian in
both cases, but, while one seems to function to calm anxieties about the
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military acting in ways not in the interest of the USA, the latter series
seems to purport that the military and undercover agencies are there to
protect US citizens from threats they are not even aware of. NCIS: Los
Angeles engages heavily with topics of terrorism, and main investiga-
tors G Callen (Chris O’Donnell) and Sam Hanna (LL Cool J) tend to be
deeply emotionally invested in concepts such as patriotism and honour.
What seems like a relatively straightforward action series, easily com-
pared to CBS contemporary Hawaii Five-0 (CBS, 2010–), becomes much
more complex when we consider the series’ ties to NCIS: Naval Criminal
Investigative Service and the various approaches to detection present in
the team: analytical distance as well as ‘hunches’, ‘instinct’ and emo-
tions. This emphasis on teamwork is, of course, a key feature of the
police procedural, even if it is set in other institutions. Yet, other than
common in police procedurals, these different approaches do not repre-
sent points of dissent inside the team; they are elements that all serve to
articulate the way knowledge is accessed.

The series’ methods of detection rely heavily on surveillance. But,
unlike in The Wire, which emphasises how limited different versions
of surveillance are, the technological and legal means at the disposal of
the NCIS: Los Angeles team seem to be virtually limitless: they hack into
computers and phones, access satellite and video footage everywhere
on the planet and seem to effortlessly use audio-surveillance. Foucault,
describing Jeremy Bentham’s ideas for the Panopticon, identifies two
principles at work:

Bentham laid down the principle that power should be visible and
unverifiable. Visible: the inmate will constantly have before his eyes
the tall outline of the central tower from which he is spied on.
Unverifiable: the inmate must never know whether he is being looked
on at any one moment; but he must be sure that he may always be so.

(Foucault 1991, 201)

In dramas that emphasise surveillance, the goal is usually to be invisi-
ble, yet also unverifiable. In this way, in The Wire, in a semi-inversion
of Foucault, the bearer of the disciplinary gaze is neither visible nor
verifiable, but in NCIS: Los Angeles, this results in the fantasy of total
control. Edward Snowden’s leaking of information about domestic and
international spying through the National Security Agency (NSA) and
debates following these revelations tie in with NCIS: Los Angeles’ insis-
tence on the importance of government access to personal data. In fact,
Glenn Greenwald’s book on NSA surveillance and the Snowden leaks
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discusses the Panopticon as a means to describe the workings of mass
surveillance, though he ignores the issue of verifiability (2014, location
2313–920). Yet, it is important to note that the series was about to air
its fifth season when the Snowden documents were first made public.
Thus, though the series ties in with this contemporary debate, it is not
an explicit reaction to it. Rather, the series takes an element already
visible in CSI: Crime Scene Investigation and earlier versions of rational-
scientific methods of detection further. It seems as if the ‘better’ society
has to be a society of surveillance. CCTV cameras, GPS, IP addresses,
phone calls, voice mails, emails, social networks, and so on appear to
record everybody’s whereabouts, all the time. What is represented in
NCIS: Los Angeles, but also in forensic dramas like NCIS: Naval Criminal
Investigative Service or CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, is a world where it
is in everybody’s best interest if all data about a person is consistently
available to state institutions. With the help of DNA and fingerprints,
the CSIs or NCIS agents can find traces of individual subjects, physical
manifestations of where a person was days, sometimes even weeks or
years, ago. Thus, unlike in The Wire, surveillance does not apply only
to criminals (who tend to subvert it), but to all. Huge data bases hold
information on fingerprints and DNA. In the CSI: Crime Scene Investiga-
tion episode ‘Mascara’ (09/18), in which a range of characters are asked
for DNA samples, one character explains his refusal of this by arguing
that ‘too many innocent people have been sent to jail because of DNA.
You guys, you think that the DNA is everything now. Everything is DNA,
DNA’, only to be dismissed by Detective Brass (Paul Guilfoyle): ‘it helps a
lot of people get out of jail, too’, as if the argument that the surveillance
technology of DNA is fallible were worthless in comparison to its value.
But NCIS: Los Angeles goes further than CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, as
its agents do not have to follow due process, but are usually granted free
access to all data via the Patriot Act.3

But the value of surveillance has long been discussed in the detective
genre. These debates reach from Sherlock Holmes disguising himself to
spy on suspects to Miss Marple’s close watch on her village: ‘the objects
of Miss Marple’s gaze are nothing more than suspects and potential crim-
inals, and in the textual Panopticon of detective fiction, it would seem
that everybody is a suspect’ (Scaggs 2005, 46, italics in the original).
But where Miss Marple’s surveillance only extends to St Mary Mead,
knowledge in CSI: Crime Scene Investigation extends to all of the USA,
and in NCIS: Los Angeles to the whole world. Debates surrounding issues
of surveillance technology and tensions between the protection of civil
liberties and the security offered by the breach of these liberties are
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hardly new. A surge in these debates has dominated the news since
the beginning of the War on Terror, and was extensively debated in
US television dramas such as Battlestar Galactica (Sci-Fi, 2004–9), 24 or
even The Shield (see, for example, Caldwell and Chambers 2007, Pinedo
2010), largely due to the excesses of the Bush administration. Examples
of these excesses are the torture scandals (as described in Chapter 8)
and the suspension of habeas corpus – the right to have a judge decide
whether or not there is enough evidence to charge somebody with a
crime, or the right to be charged with a crime and eventually be tried in
a court of law – which amounted to violating the Geneva Conventions
(see Pfiffner 2009, 84–194 and New York Times Editorial, 28 September
2006). Meanwhile, as a prelude to later scandals, the president approved
the wiretapping of US citizens without a warrant (Risen and Lichtblau
2005). James P. Pfiffner, allowing for the shock and panic that ensued
immediately after 9/11, argues that

in the months immediately after 9/11, the Bush administration had
legitimate fears that there might be another attack, and the presi-
dent felt he had to do everything he could to protect the nation.
Thus, extra-constitutional actions at that time were understandable.
But after several years, the need to continue to ignore the law regard-
ing wiretaps disappeared (there was time to obtain warrants or amend
the law). Holding detainees indefinitely without charge became less
tenable, especially since there was no hope for any quick end to the
war on terror.

(Pfiffner 2009, 5)

NCIS: Los Angeles, starting in 2009 when President Obama was already
in office, was aware of these issues. Furthermore, a deep recession and
domestic affairs became much more pertinent topics in political debates
than surveillance and paranoia. NCIS: Los Angeles seems to function as a
reminder that fears and anxieties surrounding terrorism and surveillance
still exist and, in the view of the text, are valid. The series makes frequent
references to current events, in the USA often discussed in relation to
national security, like the leaking of classified information to the public
or events surrounding the Arab Spring.4 Like the forensic drama cycle,
NCIS: Los Angeles seems to be a further expression of a desire for control
over a chaotic, fragmented, pluralistic world. But, unlike its predeces-
sors, NCIS: Los Angeles seems to argue that the huge amounts of data can
only be ‘ordered’ through the use of a mixture of rational-scientific and
irrational-subjective approaches, rather than a somewhat anachronistic
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return to post-Enlightenment thought or an overly enthusiastic embrace
of postmodern deconstruction.

In the episode ‘Chinatown’ (01/16), operational psychologist Nate
asks his superior Hetty (Linda Hunt) if she knows of a psychologist
within the NCIS who became a field agent, and she responds:5

Kerwood Ames. A brilliant man. He pioneered several profiling tech-
niques. [. . .] He was killed in his second week on the job. Or was
it his second day? [. . .] Ames had a gifted mind, but he tended to
think logically. Invaluable for a scientist, not so much for an agent.
Choices they make on the street don’t always seem to make sense to
the untrained eye, which is probably what keeps them alive.

In other words, it is acknowledged that the undercover field agents make
seemingly irrational decisions, relying on ‘instinct’ or ‘hunches’ rather
than logical deduction. Yet, logical deduction is a quality sought in the
more scientifically minded members of the team, the computer experts
and the operational psychologist. It is no coincidence that the crossover
episode ‘Random on Purpose’ (01/09) between NCIS: Naval Criminal
Investigative Service and NCIS: Los Angeles has NCIS: Naval Criminal Inves-
tigative Service forensics analyst Abby (Pauley Paulette) work and spend
time with NCIS: Los Angeles computer analyst Eric (Berrett Foa). The
two are further aligned by expressing a belonging to counter-cultural
subcultures (Goth and surfer culture, respectively, although, except for
visual signifiers, counter-cultural ideologies are never expressed) and an
absence from any actual crime scenes. Their link to the crime scene
tends to be via video and phone calls, in Eric’s case usually through
more high-tech communications equipment, but they do not usually
leave their respective lab and office spaces.

While other police procedurals, with their emphasis on teamwork,
may seek compromise when it comes to methods of detection, one
method still tends to prove dominant. In NCIS: Los Angeles, different
approaches are combined. This sort of ‘all hands on deck’ approach
leads to a complication of binaries. As far as methods of detection go,
the allocation of distinct methods to individual characters still serves
to establish these methods as different from each other. As far as struc-
tures of ‘good’ and ‘evil’, ‘us’ and ‘them’, ‘friend’ and ‘ally’ go, these are
existent. Yet, the terrorist ‘other’, while frequently looking and speak-
ing Arabic, in many cases reinforcing the myth of the ‘secret Muslim’,
is difficult to spot and often operates in the US military’s own ranks.
As such, NCIS: Los Angeles complicates a notion of ‘good’ and ‘evil’, ‘us’



Rethinking Detection 155

and ‘them’, as the ‘other’ is also part of the ‘us’. This paranoia is not
new to detective fiction: after all, Agatha Christie’s murderers are usu-
ally part of the same social cohort as their victim, a tradition carried
on throughout the genre. What is different, however, is the high-tech
surveillance technology that makes it possible to watch every member
of society rather than offer deduction based on experiences of human
behaviour. In light of this excessive surveillance, only the mixing of
the rational-scientific and the irrational-subjective approaches can help
draw the line between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ and expel crime.

This mixing is not a collapse of binaries as in Dexter (as discussed
later on), as detective characters are not two things at once (detective
and serial killer, for example, though criminals can be loyal soldiers
and terrorists in one). Even when agents go undercover, their loyalty
is never in doubt. In fact, binaries seem alive and well in NCIS: Los
Angeles. As such, the text may signify an actual reconstruction of bina-
ries in the face of terrorist threats after 9/11. Yet, these binaries are
more complex than one might expect: after all, the military context
implies a parallel legal system to the civil courts, and, due to the whole
team’s status as secret and undercover, in some ways they themselves
operate outside ‘mainstream’ society.6 What is suggested is that indi-
vidual character and institution are merged: the personal involvement
of the agents with cases (whether as undercover agent or computer
expert) is always framed by the institution of the military, whether
in characters’ role as NCIS operatives or their deployment as soldiers.
It could even be argued that individual characters’ identity is so heavily
defined through their work for the military that it is difficult to dif-
ferentiate between the private and the public. The agents do not just
work together, but form close relationships, something that is intensi-
fied by the suggestion of sexual tension between Kensi (Daniela Rush)
and Deeks (Eric Christian Olsen), Eric and Nell, and the queer subtones
of G’s and Sam’s partnership. In fact, G, the team leader, barely exists
outside his NCIS identity: he is often described as ‘a ghost’ by agency
outsiders, and has no full name and little memory of his childhood.
His mother and grandfather were CIA operatives, and Hetty comments:
‘it’s in your blood’ (‘Deadline’, 03/04). As such, his identity seems fully
merged with the institution, which provides a framework for the known
aspects of his identity and his ‘substitute family’, the NCIS team and
the military.7 Thus, the agents who police society are not just individ-
uals operating within a legal system, or even model representatives of
this system in the sense that Joe Friday from Dragnet is. The NCIS: Los
Angeles agents completely identify and merge with the military, to the
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extent that an attack against the USA, a military code of conduct or
other members of the military is perceived as a personal attack. As such,
there is heavy emotional investment in the ‘us’ side of the binary,
but it is not clear what the ‘them’ is: military personnel, often black-
mailed into criminal behaviour? ‘Mainstream’ society, fraught with its
own crimes? Foreigners? Muslims? Terrorists? Essentially, everybody out-
side the ‘work family’ seems a threat. G’s amnesia concerning his own
past and his inability to differentiate between ‘friend’ and ‘foe’ from his
childhood (for example in ‘Pushback’, 01/07) may best represent this
attitude. This extreme paranoia maintains binaries, specifically those
associated with an us/them ideology. Yet, in order to keep the ‘us’ clearly
defined, it can only consist of a very small circle of ‘work family’, in this
case limited to seven characters. As such, ‘us’ and ‘them’ are under con-
stant negotiation, unstable and always shifting. What NCIS: Los Angeles
seems to offer is a reconstruction of binaries while allowing fluidity and
constant renegotiation.

The military setting becomes crucial in the way methods of detec-
tion are represented on NCIS: Los Angeles. Familiar police procedure
and its purpose, to facilitate a fair trial in court, do not apply. In fact,
in some cases the agents deliberately ignore civil rights or invoke the
Patriot Act to deny suspects the right to an attorney. The confidential-
ity of the operation, which does not even allow the office location to
be known to outsiders, implies how removed the characters are from
‘mainstream’ society, in comparison with police officers or FBI agents
in other dramas. While the officers of The Shield or The Wire are not
necessarily part of the social sphere they investigate, they have intricate
knowledge of this world and are familiar with the dominant habitus. The
NCIS agents rarely interact with non-military personnel. This, of course,
is in line with the way the agents’ identity and family are merged with
the institution they work for: wider implications of the surveillance for
politics or other parts of society are completely excluded from debates,
as these parts of society do not feature – or, if they do, only in the
form of Washington politicians without security clearance, knowledge
or understanding.

Due to this focus on one specific institution with strict hierarchies
and rules of engagement which demands a high level of commitment,
all the different ‘fragments’ of society that feature at different points in
the series are ultimately streamlined. There is little variety, as the mil-
itary ultimately functions as an equaliser between different religions,
genders and races. This eradication of differences creates a curious sit-
uation for binaries: while a strict us/them binary exists that limits the
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‘us’ to the ‘work family’, there are different levels of this ‘us’, which
can be extended to include the military, the USA, the Western world,
and maybe even more. As such, despite the paranoia that dominates the
series, the lines that are drawn never seem fully defined. Similarly, the
‘them’ also seems ubiquitous, ranging from military personnel to foreign
(often non-Western) operatives. This leads to a world where binaries
are necessary, but simultaneously useless, as they cannot be defined.
As such, NCIS: Los Angeles seems to represent the same dilemma as CSI:
Crime Scene Investigation, The Shield, The Wire or Dexter: a desire to access
definitive ‘truth’, but no way of fully knowing. Knowledge is accessed
through a merging of rational-scientific surveillance techniques and the
‘closeness’ of irrational-subjective methods, but this comes at the cost
of paranoia and fear.

This feeds into an ideology that aims to keep certain aspects of
law enforcement, especially in regard to fighting terrorism, classified.
The series also reinforces notions that secret agencies, such as the
NCIS shown in the series, are ultimately trustworthy. Yet, this notion is
also continuously contradicted, as the premise of the series is that many
members of the military are not trustworthy, and will commit crimes
against each other and the USA. NCIS: Los Angeles is ideologically biased
towards the military, even focussing on a team that works in secrecy,
suggesting that the actual purpose of the team is to cover up crime
involving military personnel, though the text remains vague about the
actual mission statement of the team. As such, it clearly engages with
discourses of secrecy and the War on Terror in a post-9/11 America. Yet,
the series only starts in 2009, by which time Obama was in office and the
public discourse on the War on Terror had been largely overshadowed by
discourses surrounding the ongoing recession and the failure of US mili-
tary efforts to stabilise the Middle East. The series thus managed to avoid
the kind of politicisation 24 was faced with (and avoided even veiled
commentary on the Snowden leaks in Season 5). Yet, NCIS: Los Angeles
manages something NCIS: Naval Criminal Investigative Service and other
more conservative-leaning series do not: instead of looking back to post-
Enlightenment thought patterns to preserve a conservative value system
that relies on clearly defined binaries, or looking to reflect postmodern
fragmentation, pluralism and the proliferation of meaning, the series
aims to combine these elements. Though dealing with vast amounts
of complex data, NCIS: Los Angeles avoids The Wire’s fatalism, which
assumes that all methods of detection – rational-scientific, irrational-
subjective or alternative – must ultimately fail, hindered by bureaucracy
and institutions. Rather, with the combined force of rational-scientific
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and irrational-subjective methods of detection, this data can be ordered
into binaries. Yet, these binaries have to remain always in flux: only
the team, the ‘work family’, can be relied upon to be a stable ‘us’.
All other institutions are vulnerable to betrayal. Of course, this means
that knowledge can be accessed only through the parallel justice sys-
tem of the military, implying distrust towards other institutions. This
may position NCIS: Los Angeles closer to The Wire than one might
expect.

Dexter engages much less with issues of surveillance (and how to avoid
it), but also focusses on a curious and paradoxical mixture of detection
and the simultaneous necessity to avoid and subvert detection. Simi-
larly to The Wire, this is done through generic hybridity, in this case
combining the ‘genius’ detective genre and the serial killer genre. Yet,
as a descendant of the ‘quirky’ cycle, Dexter is a more complex hybrid.
For example, the police procedural has a significant influence on Dexter.
However, the serial killer sub-genre has a history of mixing a number
of sub-genres of the detective drama. Jim Thompson’s The Killer inside
Me (1952), generally considered the first serial killer novel, is told from
the perspective of first-person narrator Lou Ford, a deputy sheriff who
is also a serial killer. Ford tells in gory detail the pleasure he takes in
beating two women to death and how he evades detection following
a complicated money-making and murder scheme, though he is even-
tually caught. Knight describes the novel as ‘structurally, a private-eye
story reversed, with a clever, resourceful, self-obsessed criminal acting
like an ethically deranged Marlowe’ (2004, 129). Thus, Dexter is follow-
ing a long-established tradition of the serial killer sub-genre, with its
main character operating from inside the police force and a first-person
narrator, on television expressed through voiceover. Yet, while Lou Ford
is primarily concerned with derailing the investigation into the murders
he committed, Dexter also actively investigates crime. As serial killer,
his main concern is to prove a criminal’s guilt before he kills him or
her, and as blood spatter analyst, he contributes to murder investiga-
tions. This is part of a ‘code’ taught by his father Harry (James Remar),
which gives Dexter guidance on how to avoid detection and, maybe
more importantly, offers a moral framework for his murders. This moral
code sets Dexter apart from its predecessors and contemporaries within
the detective genre. There is some irony in that Dexter, a self-proclaimed
sociopath who is incapable of feeling emotion other than his urge to kill,
has a code that guides his moral decisions (insofar as murdering anyone
can be described as a ‘moral’ act), while Jack Bauer or Vic Mackey seem
to long for one so desperately. Dexter frequently tries to convince other
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killers of the value of his code, even trying to teach it to them (Miguel
Prado, Lumen [Julia Stiles], Hannah McKay [Yvonne Strahovski], Zach
Hamilton [Sam Underwood]), and seems offended and disappointed by
those who refuse to follow it. Yet, their choice not to follow the code
seems largely driven by their desire to give in to their urges, while
Dexter’s choice to follow it seems distanced and rational.

His lack of emotion makes Dexter the ultimate rational-scientific
detective: his judgement is not clouded by prejudice, and his analysis
of a crime scene is not influenced by any emotions like empathy or
disgust. His scientific knowledge of forensics and blood spatter

is enhanced by the range of literature on forensic anthropology in his
apartment, which suggests that he has a keen personal and academic
understanding of murder. He shares his insights with his colleagues,
in particular his sister Debra (Jennifer Carpenter), usually packag-
ing them as ‘hunches’ rather than a qualified judgement based on
the study of forensic psychology, though he also often intentionally
directs his colleague’s attentions elsewhere or intentionally delays an
analysis of evidence or even falsifies results, when it suits his own
interests (either because he himself is being chased by the police or
because he wants to kill the criminal himself): Dexter is [. . .] simply a
man of science. His study of blood-spatter patterns turns crime scenes
into art installations at times, and his expert analysis befuddles even
the smartest detectives and officers on the squad. He is no novice
when it comes to his job, but he further excels in his knowledge of
the body. Dexter’s technical and practical expertise mimics that of
[Hannibal] Lecter, ever so strong in his comprehension of how the
body functions (organs, blood flow, the human mind). [. . .] Dexter
uses his professional know-how to study a crime scene and throw off
the police at the same time.

(Francis 2010, 180–1)

Thus, he uses his knowledge of science to stalk his next victims, perform
DNA tests and perform blood spatter experiments to confirm their guilt;
he searches police data bases and rummages through financial records,
follows them and sometimes even watches as they commit murders.
As Rachel Robison-Greene (2011, 53) points out, these meticulously
crafted cases against criminals are never challenged by any other scien-
tists or in court. Thus, the system meant to challenge evidence to make
sure no innocent person is convicted is entirely circumvented. It seems
as if the unquestionable ‘objective truth’ provided by rational-scientific
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methods of detection is the only proof needed to hand out a death
sentence.

But, apart from his rational-scientific logic, Dexter is fuelled by an
irrational-subjective urge or desire to kill:

[Each] murder that Dexter commits is carefully planned to the very
last detail. Dexter’s killings are executed with meticulous care. The
murder scenes are cautiously prepared beforehand and, utilizing his
forensics expertise and years of experience, Dexter leaves no traces.
The bodies are dissected and efficiently disposed of into the sea, as if
he is doing no more than taking out the trash. So, although Dexter’s
desire to kill is very much animalistic, in satisfying the desire, Dexter is
perfectly ratiocinative.

(Riches and French 2010, 117, italics in the original)

To satisfy this desire, he also frequently derails police investigations, usu-
ally because he wants to kill the criminal himself rather than hand him
or her over to the legal system. He delays reports or even fakes evidence
and analyses of evidence to disprove his colleagues’ ‘hunches’, for exam-
ple Deb’s suspicions about the Ice Truck Killer in Season 1. But he also
contributes through an irrational-subjective understanding of murderers
when he recognises something of himself in them.

Dexter, thus, complicates any notions of an existing binary between
rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods of detection.
In part, this is due to the way the text deals with its generic heritage.
On the one hand, it features the voiceover known from film noirs told
either by detectives, as in The Maltese Falcon, or by criminals themselves,
as in Double Indemnity (Wilder 1944), Sunset Boulevard (Wilder 1950) or
The Postman Always Rings Twice. As Allison Peirse argues,

Dexter Morgan is the archetypal noir protagonist: solitary, unstable,
and dangerous, a city-dweller who solves crimes beyond the remit
of the law. As such, parallels can be made between Dexter and the
protagonists of hard-boiled fiction and film noir.

(2010, 192)

Yet, as mentioned in Chapter 4, in relation to the narrative structures
of dramas that break down the rational-scientific/irrational-subjective
binary, Peirse also points out that Dexter’s distant attitude is reminiscent
of Golden Age fiction. In terms of methods of detection, this means that
both rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods are used. But,
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unlike in NCIS: Los Angeles, this does not happen in a team where each
member contributes different kinds of knowledge, or The Wire, where
the institution’s failure increasingly necessitates that detectives circum-
vent protocol. Dexter combines both methods in one character who
seems to not just employ, but embody both: his rational-scientific code
seems to be as much a part of the character as his irrational-subjective
‘urge’.

Thus, binaries collapse into one: Dexter himself is too complex to be
grasped through them. The implication of this is that nothing and no
one can be grasped through binaries. This is more than just the sug-
gestion that people are hiding parts of their identity or platitudes like
‘nothing is what it seems’: Dexter is always two things at once, serial
killer and detective, and always acts as both. While following his most
violent urges, he follows a strict protocol that ensures hygiene and clean-
liness, in order not to leave traces for his fellow forensics experts. His
voiceover reveals his cynical and sarcastic commentary on the world
and how much his desire to kill is present even in scenes of fam-
ily harmony. Similarly, from the perspective of Dexter’s voiceover, the
immaculately staged crime scenes of the Ice Truck Killer in Season 1
or the Doomsday Killer in Season 6 are always both crime scenes and
pieces of art.

This is supported by the aesthetics, which, at least to a certain extent,
seem to follow on from the sunshine noir cycle. Unlike the 1990s dra-
mas that distil the formula down to Hawaiian shirts, beach bars and
bikinis, Dexter seems to refer back to the ambitious aesthetics of Miami
Vice, though it also carefully avoids the colour scheme and shots of Art
Deco architecture. In this, it is much like other dramas of the early 2000s
set in Miami, such as Nip/Tuck or CSI: Miami. All these Miami-based dra-
mas focus on issues of ‘surface’ and ‘depth’: Nip/Tuck shows gruesome
images of surgeries to enhance the ‘surface’ and the moral abyss behind
the commodity fetishism of its characters. CSI: Miami equally shows
murder and betrayal in a city filled with sunshine, postmodern architec-
ture and well-groomed beaches. The more contemporary dramas move
away from Miami Vice’s memorable and recognisable colour scheme
to develop their own distinctive ‘look’, possibly designed to set them-
selves apart from the earlier series. Much as in CSI: Miami and Nip/Tuck,
Dexter’s colour scheme is decidedly different from that of Miami Vice.
As Angelina Karpovich points out, the central juxtaposition of white
and red is already laid out in the opening credits (2010, 37). The high-
exposure lighting emphasises the whites. Even in scenes set outside, the
visuals look strangely symmetrical, with a clear blue sky cut into by the
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straight lines of buildings and palm trees planted in rigidly measured
intervals, carefully raked beaches with skyscrapers in the background.
Dexter’s box of doughnuts, which he ritualistically offers to his col-
leagues, invokes Twin Peaks’ aesthetic mocking of the desire for clearly
recognisable ‘order’: in the opening double episode of the second sea-
son of Twin Peaks, the camera pans slowly across a line of carefully,
symmetrically stacked doughnuts as evidence and clues in the case of
Laura Palmer’s murder are presented. The precise ‘order’ of the dough-
nuts stands in sharp opposition to the disorder of Laura’s violent death
and the lack of a coherent narrative of her demise.

In Dexter, a forced staging of order is enhanced through the careful
staging of dead bodies: the bloodless victims of the Ice Truck Killer
in Season 1, in particular, are reminiscent of dolls, a comparison also
drawn by the killer when he leaves cut-up dolls at Dexter’s place as an
invitation to ‘play’. Steven Peacock argues:

A play on surfaces binds the character of protagonist and program.
This is a place of fakery, shallows and hollows. Dexter’s hardened psy-
chological masking fuses with Dexter’s lacquered outer-world reflec-
tions of plastic, glass, water and metal. Both present a façade of cool
charm with nothing underneath.

(2010, 49)

In other words, the glossy, symmetrical images cover up the dark and
violent aspects of Dexter himself and the world around him. But it is
difficult to argue that anything is really ‘covered up’, since, formally
speaking, the text never lets viewers forget any side of Dexter: we see
Dexter acting and are simultaneously informed of his thoughts through
voiceover. Both image and sound are equally part of the ‘surface’, and,
as Peacock argues, there is nothing underneath. Nothing is hidden, all
is surface. This collapse between ‘surface’ and ‘depth’ is focussed on
one character, but also extends across the whole text. The glass walls
in the police station suggest openness and visibility in a place where lies
and deceit are common; the symmetry of the visuals embodies ‘order’
where the chaos of violent crime is taking place, often shown in graphic
imagery. Dexter’s serene exterior in the face of Debra’s emotional out-
bursts belies a lack of empathy. Even Dexter’s kill rooms, where he shows
his supposedly ‘true’ self, are clean and ‘ordered’ in the face of murder.
Dexter’s aesthetics are rarely disturbed by disorder. Even when a crime
scene bears the traces of geometrical disorder, blood spatter analyst
Dexter quickly explains and ‘orders’ it.
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As viewers, we are always simultaneously provided with order and
disorder. Dexter’s behaviour is immediately exposed by the sarcastic
voiceover as faked. All geometrical surface is instantly exposed as simul-
taneously disordered, for example when neatly arranged victims of
violent excess show up. Thus, supposedly ‘ordering’ binaries seem to
have lost their purpose: if chaos is merely part of order, then they cannot
exist as distinct categories, and both are deconstructed in the process.
For methods of detection, this means that they are used neither to cre-
ate order nor in a futile struggle against chaos. Out of their collapse into
one surface of a text (through voiceover and action running in paral-
lel, visual aesthetics or the character of Dexter himself), something else
can emerge. Yet, though Dexter describes himself as ‘something new
entirely’ (‘Let’s Give the Boy a Hand’, 01/04), the text and the character
never actually manage to develop an alternative means to access knowl-
edge. In fact, the character finishes the series by giving up his familial
ties, relationships and work environment altogether, unable to actually
be ‘something new’, be that serial killer and blood spatter analyst or
father, loving husband and brother, or to find new ways to access and
attain knowledge. Though it can be presumed that this does not mean
that he is giving up killing or even his code, the withdrawal from pub-
lic life – as television text, but also, for the character, as blood spatter
analyst – implies that the collapse of binaries leads to little more than
devastation.

In the texts discussed in this chapter, different ways to rethink meth-
ods of detection are offered. The ‘fluid’ binaries of The Wire and NCIS:
Los Angeles are still binaries. Yet, this fluidity seems more of a work-
able alternative to access knowledge than Dexter’s collapse. The Wire,
with its complex narrative structure, uses fluidity to accommodate a vast
range of different perspectives, while NCIS: Los Angeles mostly employs
it to express its paranoia. Yet, this paranoia seems largely induced
by a knowledge of the complexity of the world, which is ‘solvable’
through a flexible attitude towards binaries. The union of the rational-
scientific and irrational-subjective methods of detection, with neither
being dominant, thus seems like a way to formulate alternative methods
of detection that is appropriate for an era of intensified postmodernism,
as outlined in Chapter 1 in the discussion of post-postmodern thought
and alternative methods of detection. Meanwhile, Dexter’s collapse of
the binary between rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods
of detection leaves little in its wake, but seems to offer an important
point to start a process of reconstruction. In a post-postmodern era, it
seems necessary to provide more than one alternative to existing modes
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of detection, so the idea of what could happen after the thorough decon-
struction Dexter certainly provides is intriguing. Yet, considering that
a deconstruction of the rational-scientific/irrational-subjective binary
seems to be a relatively recent phenomenon, a reconstruction is likely
to take many different shapes and forms. Dexter’s collapse of binaries
and its inability to offer an alternative method of detection is, thus, in
no way the last word on the topic. True Detective (HBO, 2014–), which,
at the time of writing, has only concluded one season, offers a simi-
lar collapse, with Rust’s (Matthew McConaughey) talk of hallucinations
and visions usually followed up by intense focus and rational-scientific
deduction, while Marty’s (Woody Harrelson) emphasis on rules and
‘order’ tends to be accompanied by scenes of violent rage, irrational-
subjective ‘hunches’ and prejudice. The juxtaposition of both partners,
the complex narrative in which ‘truth’ and ‘lie’ can seem inseparable,
and the way the text deals with the depiction of methods of detection
may be developed further into collapse and/or reconstruction of ways
to access ‘truth’ later on in the series.



10
Conclusion

In the introduction to this book, I outlined my surprise at the immense
popularity of CSI: Crime Scene Investigation and 24 in a post-9/11 envi-
ronment. Both dramas seemed to present almost opposing methods of
detection and seemed to react to the national and international trauma
surrounding them in such decidedly different ways: one with an insis-
tence that only science can provide definitive, objective ‘truth’, the
other one playing out increasingly violent scenes of torture that were, at
least for me, difficult to watch in light of real-life political debates about
torture. Researching the genre history, and, particularly, the history of
the use of methods of detection in the genre, has led to an under-
standing that the difference in methods of detection has not simply
appeared out of thin air as a result of a social and political discourse con-
cerned with questions of how to come to terms with national trauma.
Though CSI: Crime Scene Investigation and 24 may be extreme exam-
ples of rational-scientific and irrational-subjective methods of detection,
they are not ‘merely’ television’s responses to 9/11; both are situated
in complex industrial and aesthetic discourses and within a rich genre
history. To view Jack Bauer as an heir to the Sam Spades and Philip
Marlowes of hard-boiled fiction and film noir also helps to understand
the text as, despite its willing and active engagement with contempo-
rary torture discourses, not without a specific genre history. Yet, 24’s
ties to discourses of torture also seem to have the effect of position-
ing the drama on the relatively conservative and right-wing side of a
political binary. This serves to illustrate just how ideologically flexible
irrational-subjective methods of detection are: sometimes used to depict
social ‘realism’, sometimes employed to illustrate television avant-garde
art and, in this case, nationalistic revenge fantasy. Yet, such a reading of
irrational-subjective methods of detection (and 24) may be limiting and
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simplistic. Irrational-subjective methods of detection are closely linked
to postmodern discourses of plurality and fragmentation in social poli-
tics as well as art. As such, they are bound to be used in a variety of ways.
Furthermore, as explored in Chapter 8, 24 also serves to express a critical
attitude towards postmodern deconstruction and irrational-subjective
methods of detection. A similar case can be made for rational-scientific
methods of detection: though often conservative and reactionary, for
example in 1950s dramas, when they serve to reinforce existing power
structures, they can function to mediate social chasms and in times of
grave political crises, as in the 1970s.

This study outlined a history of the detective genre with a focus on
methods of detection. With the terminology and definitions outlined in
chapters 2 and 3, and the framing narrative structures and their ideo-
logical implications described in Chapter 4, chapters 5–9 analysed how
the genre discourse interlinks with contemporary political discourses
and how methods of detection are expressed aesthetically within the
genre. Yet, much genre development is also determined by industrial dis-
courses, for example the proliferation of texts in the 1980s, but also the
origin of the television genre and its aesthetics, brought about (at least
partially) by NBC’s and CBS’ competition with ABC in the 1950s. The
chronological genre history outlined in these chapters is very much due
to a focus on how the genre history and methods of detection tie in
with social and political discourses of American history. In providing a
history of the genre, the complexities of each individual text are often
ignored out of necessity and a vast number of texts are omitted, despite
best efforts. What can be concluded from this study’s analysis of meth-
ods of detection in the detective drama is that there is a far-reaching
tension within the genre between the tradition of Golden Age (or who-
dunit) and the hard-boiled mode, and between rational-scientific and
irrational-subjective methods of detection. Both kinds of texts tend to
exist in any given era, yet one is usually dominant. This dominance
even increases from the 1980s onwards. Though the genre dies down in
the 1990s (insofar as this is possible in the face of cable TV and the start
of the digital era), the early 2000s see another ‘boom’ of the detective
genre.

One important concept used to ‘order’ the genre in chapters 7 and 8
is the cycle, as an idea of conceptualising the influence of one text on a
range of dramas. Yet, the dominant focus on methods of detection also
shows some of the limitations of applying the concept of the cycle to
television: though a pertinent concept to get to terms with the immense
proliferation of detective texts in the 1980s and 1990s, it becomes less
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useful in analysing methods of detection in a TVIII era and in the midst
of a so-called ‘quality’ revolution in which HBO-style premium cable
dramas push the boundaries of genre, aesthetics and medium.

In an era when so many distinctive texts are produced, it becomes dif-
ficult to spawn a cycle. An exception to this is the forensic drama cycle.
Despite the dominance of an ‘origin text’, CSI: Crime Scene Investigation,
which also spawned a franchise, it is argued here that its massive suc-
cess had already started a cycle before it was turned into a franchise.
Meanwhile, for example, the Law & Order franchise was only ever a
franchise, but never a cycle, at least not for the detective drama. Thus,
texts that spawn a franchise and ‘origin texts’ of a cycle (or even texts
within a cycle that are turned into a franchise, as with NCIS: Naval Inves-
tigative Services) are never interchangeable. Yet, there is an important
industrial aspect to the forensic drama cycle that goes beyond distilling
a formula from a successful text: unlike many of its cable contempo-
raries and its influences on dramas like 24, the forensic drama cycle
is largely broadcast by network channels. The cycle may thus also put
network channels in a position to compete for audiences while staying
inside the FCC guidelines. This last aspect merits much more analysis,
which lies outside the scope of this study. Yet, this can also explain
the use of rational-scientific methods of detection, which maintain the
status quo.

Reading methods of detection as tied in with political discourses easily
lead to a simplistic interpretation of ‘booms’ of dramas featuring either
rational-scientific or irrational-subjective methods of detection: times
of relative ‘calm’, or, rather, a general focus on domestic issues, foster
narratives that feature irrational-subjective methods of detection, and
times of social and political turmoil and trauma (such as 9/11) see an
increase in reassuring stories of rational-scientific detection. Yet, such
an analysis tends to be relatively short-sighted in its historical scope. For
example, the 1980s with its troubled Vietnam veteran-heroes; changes
in gender politics; the largely silenced discourse on the AIDS crisis; the
declaration of the War on Drugs; international crises, such as the Iran–
Contra scandal; and shifts in social consciousness towards the individual
rather than the collective are hardly times of ‘calm’. Rather, the 1980s
detective dramas seem caught in a tradition of 1950s and 1960s dramas
that often ignore social uproar in favour of LOP and 1970s dramas that
tend to take a more mediating position, but also refuse to ignore social
developments. Furthermore, 1980s dramas may often suggest an over-
all ‘calm’ with their focus on style and humour, but do not ignore the
social conflicts of their time. Similarly, the forensic drama cycle of the
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2000s and the many forms it evolved into may offer a fantasy of reassur-
ance and certainty, but the innovations to postmodern aesthetics, most
importantly the CSI-shot, suggest an awareness of the impossibility of
‘order’. As well as a post-9/11 development, the cycle also appears to be
an (in this point in the genre’s development) innovative, even refresh-
ing step that made rational-scientific methods of detection attractive
to younger audiences. After all, rational-scientific whodunits had been
largely out of fashion for two decades and were associated with vehi-
cles for ageing stars like Murder, She Wrote, Matlock or Diagnosis Murder.
As such, too many discourses are at stake, internal to the genre as well
as external, to make claims regarding when and why certain stories are
favoured by audiences and producers.

This study has offered an overview of genre development from one
specific angle: methods of detection and ideologies of ‘truth-finding’.
In this, it shows how complex the genre is in its intersections with
political, industrial and aesthetic discourses. The aim here was to give
an overview of how the American detective genre has developed, neces-
sitating different ways to ‘order’ the sub-genre beyond methods of
detection. One major aspect of the sub-genre from the 1980s onwards
is cycles, though the concept becomes slightly more difficult (though
not impossible) to apply in a TVIII era. The focus on cycles also leads to
the exclusion of a range of texts. Yet, with the vast number of channels
available in the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s, it seems almost impossible to
categorise all variations. However, this analysis has aimed to discuss a
wide range of texts and their different political and industrial contexts.

This book needs to be understood as taking stock of the history of
American TV detective dramas at a specific historical moment. It exists
alongside a number of different analyses and, maybe more importantly,
a rich genre history. While I was writing this book, Sue Turnbull’s Crime
TV was published as another example of accessing the genre and its
history: rejecting my approach of narrowing down strict definitions of
sub-genres and national context, her approach is much more flexible,
including some texts that may be important to genre development, but
lie outside what my approach would allow. For example, this gives her
the freedom to explore the transnational influence of contemporary
Danish crime dramas. While I have tried to be flexible and acknowl-
edge transnational (particularly from British literature) and transgeneric
(for example, the influence of Baywatch on 1990s sunshine noirs) influ-
ences, my approach may at times draw lines that are fairly rigid. As such,
I hope this book can stand alongside her book as well as Jonathan
Nicholls-Pethick’s TV Cops as telling different stories, offering a variety
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of emphases and approaches as well as producing a breadth of analyses
of a genre that has been neglected by television studies for a surpris-
ingly long time. In Chapter 3, I have outlined some of the difficulties in
defining the genre. It has to be acknowledged that any genre definition
is hampered by the analytical view we, as scholars, take of the genre and
what questions we might hope to put to it. Yet, despite acknowledg-
ing, appreciating and applying Mittell’s work on the discursive nature
of genre, most television scholars (similarly to film and literature stud-
ies scholars) still struggle with the issue of the varied terms to describe
sub-genres. Chapter 3 offers some ideas of how the genre can be defined
and outlines a clear terminology that is used throughout. The differ-
ence between the ‘genius’ detective genre and the police procedural is
seemingly, though sometimes only implicitly, acknowledged by both
Nicholls-Pethick and Turnbull, the former dedicating the whole book to
the police procedural and the latter dedicating individual chapters to
each sub-genre. Yet, there are plenty of texts, for example Jake and the
Fatman, which deals with a private investigator and a police chief work-
ing together to solve crime in Hawaii, or the increasing integration of
‘genius’ detectives as police consultants into teams of police detectives
in Monk, The Mentalist, Castle and Elementary, that can show how flexible
and fluid any genre or sub-genre definition is.

First and foremost, this is a book about the detective genre and its
methods of detection. Methods of detection are a factor rarely discussed,
and most often in relation to texts that push them to the foreground,
like the Sherlock Holmes novels or CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. Yet,
the way detectives access and attain knowledge is a key, if not defin-
ing, feature of the detective genre. Methods of detection are inextricably
tied to the various narrative structures of the genre. Their ideological
outlook may vary depending on the contemporary socio-political con-
text. For example, in the 1970s, rational-scientific methods of detection
take on a mediating function in the midst of generational conflict and
social uproar. But they take on a conservative function within a post-
9/11 context, when they help reconstruct a fantasy of unified national
identity. Similarly, irrational-subjective methods of detection can sup-
port notions of freedom from industrial, social or ideological constraints
in an embrace of postmodernism just as much as they can carry resigna-
tion and devastation in the face of the ‘loss’ of a unifying moral ‘code’.
Yet, an implicit acceptance that these are the two poles that dictate how
the ‘truth’ about a crime is accessed is present throughout the genre,
usually expressed through allegiance to the Golden Age or hard-boiled
literary tradition. Only very recently has the genre started to renegotiate
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its attitudes towards ‘truth-finding’. Much of this can be attributed
to the epistemological context of the methods of detection, namely,
modernism, postmodernism and a possible post-postmodernism. These
different epistemological roots of methods of detection frame the way
they structure narratives and allow detectives to access ‘truth’.

To reiterate: the modern post-Enlightenment roots of rational-
scientific methods of detection emphasise objectivity and distanced,
rational deduction, and, in an attempt to ‘order’ the world, to access and
attain knowledge, rely on binary structures. Irrational-subjective meth-
ods of detection, similarly rooted in modernity, but in ‘branches’ much
more critical of scientific and technological progress, emphasise emo-
tional ‘closeness’ and chaos and disorder as an a priori state of the world.
These approaches later tie in with discourses of postmodernism, which
embrace chaos and disorder, not as the source of alienation they rep-
resent in hard-boiled modern novels, but as an acknowledgement and
even celebration of the ‘unorderability’, diversity and complexity of the
world. Yet, post-9/11 discourses of national trauma and shifts in power
worldwide, bringing the USA’s superpower status into question, often
seem troubled by this state of being, or, as Nealon (2012, 125) puts it,
deconstruction as a state of being in an intensified postmodernism, what
he terms post-postmodernism. Responses include the forensic cycle’s
anachronistic fantasy of objective ‘truth’ or the devastation and morally
directionless actions of Jack Bauer and Vic Mackey. But they can also
include a rethinking, renegotiation and reconstruction of ways to access
knowledge. So far, a key factor seems to be the emphasis on binaries that
are always in flux, drawing on postmodernism’s emphasis on fluidity
and intensifying it. Yet, how far this can be considered an alternative to
the situational moralities of 24 and The Shield is open to debate. What is
important for this analysis that the texts discussed here, The Wire, Dexter
and NCIS: Los Angeles, offer a way to start rethinking alternative means
to access knowledge, even though these may not yet be fully developed.

Thus, this analysis ends with a note of uncertainty: can there really be
alternative methods of detection? Is a flexible attitude towards binary
structures really enough? Dexter and The Wire both have endings that
offer no real direction for the future, and the industrial context of NCIS:
Los Angeles may mean that the series will go on for a long time, too long
to venture a guess as to whether it will end with more definitive methods
to access and attain knowledge. Yet, one thing can be stated with some
degree of certainty: this weariness with postmodern deconstruction, and
these changing attitudes towards ways to structure moral ‘codes’, are dif-
ferent from the shift in binary structures visible in the 1970s. While vast
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shifts in the social make-up of US society eventually led to a redefini-
tion of the different sides of a binary, the ‘project of deconstruction’
of postmodernism is too advanced: norms may be redefined and re-
evaluated, but are more likely to be completely deconstructed. For a
genre tied not only to legal discourses, but also to discourses of moral-
ity, the deconstruction of moral guidelines poses significant problems:
is it ever justified to commit murder? What means are allowed to catch
a violent murderer? How much ‘closeness’ to victims or killers can view-
ers and detectives bear without feeling morally compromised? Or, as the
British Broadchurch asks, ‘how could you not see?’ And what are ‘good’
and ‘evil’ anyway? If the lines between ‘good’ and ‘evil’, ‘them’ and
‘us’ cannot be drawn, if investigators and criminals are the same, as in
The Shield or 24, or, most obviously, Dexter, then what remains at the
end of these dramas is devastation and resignation. While all these texts
end on comparatively extreme notes, the forensic drama cycle is merely
the other side of the same coin: the extreme lengths a text like CSI:
Crime Scene Investigation or Numb3rs goes to in order to apply scientific
methodologies to random-looking crimes suggests a deep-seated distrust
of efforts to deconstruct binaries: so much so that before accepting the
chaos of postmodern deconstruction, the fantasy of post-Enlightenment
methods that create and reinforce binary structures is applied in even
the most preposterous scenarios. Chapter 9 develops some ideas of how
some texts attempt to resolve this tension through alternative methods
of detection. Yet, this is viewed here as merely a beginning, maybe even
only a fleeting trend. Genre development does not stand still, and new
texts may either develop true alternative methods of detection or head
further down a path of postmodern deconstruction without showing
any interest in reconstruction. At any rate, it is bound to be fascinating
and entertaining to watch!
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2 Investigating Detection: Methods of Detection in
American Detective Dramas

1. What is meant by this is not religious (specifically Christian) faith, but the
unquestioning acceptance of religion as a framework to interpret every aspect
of human life.

2. UK DVD versions of both dramas only feature episodes with closed-off narra-
tives. Yet, when the episodes were first aired in 1986, it can be assumed that
the Magnum P.I. episode was open-ended, as the Murder, She Wrote episode
opens with a scene in the ‘previously on . . . ’ segment that is not included
in the DVD version of the Magnum P.I. episode.

4 Telling Detection: The Narrative Structures of American
TV Detective Dramas

1. An email from the Archive of American Television explains: ‘Highway Patrol
was a syndicated series produced by ZIV television. Because it was syndicated,
it’s likely that it was broadcast on several networks and channels, depending
on location.’

2. ‘Justice’ does not need to be carried out by the criminal justice system, but can
also mean suicide, most commonly in Agatha Christie novels, like Death on the
Nile (1937) or Appointment with Death (1938). Yet, with the exception of Murder
on the Orient Express (1934), murder is usually viewed as an unpardonable
offence.

3. The MOW structure, especially in its incarnations in the 1990s, does not imply
narrative closure at the end of each episode. For example, the early episodes of
The X-Files already suggest larger mysteries (with the Smoking Man [William
B. Davis] introduced in the pilot and Deep Throat [Jerry Hardin] in ‘Deep
Throat’, 01/02), and thus a flexi-narrative structure. Furthermore, the series’
subject matter, dealing with unexplained (and unexplainable) phenomena,
already necessitates a lack of solution to most of the mysteries investigated in
each episode.

5 Stabilising Detection: Protecting and Serving the Status
Quo 1950–68

1. The film series consists of 15 30-minute instalments. This format mirrors the
30-minute instalments of radio series, but the instalments add up to several
feature-length stories with clear narrative closure.
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2. The IACP was an association dedicated to the apprehension of fugitives who
fled across state lines. The IACP worked closely with Hoover’s FBI and was
later annexed.

3. According to Summers’ biography, Tolson was Hoover’s life partner, though
this is often denied by Hoover’s supporters.

4. Of course, this conservative agenda also resulted in counter-cultures, most
notably those left-wing and sometimes Marxist movements led by European
intellectuals who were forced to immigrate to the USA during the Second
World War, or, later on, the Beatnik movement.

6 Reforming Detection: Social Change and Political
Corruption 1968–80

1. Considering the ‘whiteness’ of the genre in the 1950s, it is worth mentioning
that several of these dramas stand out for their inclusiveness, particularly I Spy,
which features Bill Cosby as one of the leads, and the racially diverse Mission:
Impossible.

2. Following several days of Seale having to appear bound and gagged in court,
his case was severed from the trial of the other seven defendants, which is
why the group is also sometimes referred to as the Chicago Seven.

3. As Mara Einstein notes, in the 1970s, pilots were produced as two-hour
movies:

This way, even if a show was not picked up as a series, the network would
recoup its cost by airing the pilot as a movie of the week. It may also
have been a means for determining audience reaction to a show. If the
pilot/movie got a good rating, the network may decide to pick up the show
as a series.

(2004, 133)

This seems to have happened with Kojak.
4. Of course, Columbo was a series that regularly attracted stars like Johnny

Cash (in ‘Swan Song, 03/07), Janet Leigh (in ‘Forgotten Lady’, 05/01) or John
Cassavetes (in ‘Étude in Black’, 02/01), and can, thus, be viewed as exceptional
in the contemporary television landscape.

7 Diversifying Detection: Proliferation of Channels and
Television Cycles 1980–2000

1. Yet, in line with the play with gender role reversal, a male character is added
whose main function, aside from spouting sexist comments, is to be objec-
tified by a heterosexual female gaze: the opening credits already introduce
the character of Victor Isbecki (Martin Kove) without a shirt. A range of dra-
mas featuring female investigators feature such a character, though the sexist
attitude is dropped in later dramas like Crossing Jordan.

2. Einstein also notes that this relationship between channels and cable system
operators was eventually reversed as more and more channels wanted to be
included in cable systems:
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Most systems do not have room for 150 networks, so as more and more
networks wanted to be included on a system, cable operators began to
charge the networks on the system instead of the other way around.

(2004, 123)

3. Sweating Bullets is a Canadian import, but is set in Florida and seems mainly
intended for syndication in the USA.

4. These series’ status as being mainly produced for syndication can be pre-
sumed from the production companies, listed on imdb.com: largely French
and German firms. Yet, the stars are American, and English is the spoken
language. Both Acapulco H.E.A.T. and V. I.P. were produced by All American
Television, the company founded to produce Baywatch for first-run syndica-
tion after it had been cancelled by NBC in 1991. The company underwent
several mergers throughout the 1990s, and the original broadcaster for the
two dramas could not be established.

5. Silk Stalkings and Sweating Bullets were part of CBS’ late night line-up
Crimetime after Primetime, aired after 10 pm, and could therefore take more
licence with explicit imagery.

6. Rob Estes and Mitzie Kapture both left the series at the end of Season 5,
at which point another team of detectives was introduced, who were again
replaced after less than a season. Yet, the gender dynamics remained the same,
though the third team, Tom Ryan (Chris Potter) and Cassandra St. John (Janet
Gunn), had been previously married and divorced, introducing a new element
to their ‘will they or won’t they’ dynamic.

8 Disillusioned Detection: DNA and 9/11 2000–10

1. As Nicholas Ray summarises in the introduction to Interrogating the Shield
(2012), the series is loosely based on the so-called Rampart scandal and rev-
elations about corruption in the LAPD’s anti-gang unit that emerged in the
investigation of officer Rafael Pérez:

In August 1998, Pérez was arrested for stealing six pounds of cocaine from
police evidence lockers. Further investigation revealed more evidence of
drug thefts. In September 1999, facing retrial, Pérez cut a deal. In exchange
for pleading guilty to stealing cocaine, serving a maximum of five years in
jail, and receiving immunity to all other charges short of murder, Pérez
agreed to give evidence of further corruption within the Rampart CRASH
[Community Resources Against Street Hoodlums, LAPD’s city-wide anti-
gang programme] division. The information he surrendered, however, was
far more extensive than anyone claimed to have expected. In the course of
fifty meetings held over nine months, Pérez delivered a lengthy testimony.
The transcripts ran to more than four thousand pages. The testimony
implicated nearly seventy other officers and involved details of widespread
misconduct, including the planting of evidence and framing of suspects,
thefts, beatings, narcotic distribution, and the awarding of token prizes to
officers who shot gang members.

(Ray 2012, 5)
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9 Rethinking Detection: Alternative Methods of Detection

1. The US military has a legal system that is separate from the civilian legal sys-
tem, largely to perform court-martials and deal with breaches of the code of
conduct for military personnel.

2. The recently added NCIS: New Orleans (CBS, 2014–) seems to conform more to
the formula of the parent text.

3. The USA Patriot Act, signed into law in 2001, allows law enforcement to cir-
cumvent a number of aspects of due process, like granting suspects the right
to a lawyer, in cases of suspected terrorism.

4. The episode ‘Archangel’ (02/13), first broadcast in September 2011, deals with
a whistleblower, Matt Driscoll (Drew Rausch), who uploaded secret docu-
ments online, a thinly veiled reference to Chelsea Manning’s passing on of
secret military documents to WikiLeaks in 2010. Such behaviour is judged
quite harshly by the characters in the episode, when Sam, clearly distressed,
says: ‘I just don’t understand why someone would do this. Betray their own’
(though it needs to be noted that the episode later takes on a less aggressive
tone). ‘Deadline’ (03/04, first aired in the USA in October 2011) even deals
with a plot surrounding the Arab Spring, specifically Libya, in which Gaddafi
plans to ambush and destroy rebel groups.

5. It is worth noting that the series is one of the rare examples of detective dra-
mas that feature a woman as the highest officer (with only the bureau leader
above her), let alone a woman who, due to height and age, does not fit in
neatly with contemporary concepts of beauty.

6. Due to the secrecy of the operation, all team members seem to have real-life
identities: for example, in ‘Higher Power’ (03/11), Nell (Renée Felice Smith)
states that her family thinks she is a TV editor.

7. Hetty adopted several children from orphanages to provide them with the
appropriate education to become NCIS undercover agents (‘Raven & the
Swans’, 04/22).
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