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ABSTRACT

This study explores gendered performative empowerment through the main women
protagonists in three women-centric American comedy series: Superstore (Spitzer
2015); Kevin can F*ck Himself (Armstrong 2021) and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel
(Sherman-Palladio 2017). Gendered performative empowerment is analysed through the
dominant intersecting themes of labour, class and gender, all of which emerge from the
three selected series. The study also specifically engages with women protagonists in
comedy therefore it offers insight into the development of women protagonist characters

in comedy television series.

The written argument of the study conceptualises, and frames gendered performative
empowerment within neoliberalism and neoliberal feminism. In addition to this
conceptualisation, the study draws on scholarship surrounding fourth-wave feminism to
assist in framing the problematic ideology surrounding gendered performative

empowerment.

The analysis of each series comprises of how gendered performative empowerment is
embraced and subverted by each main woman protagonist through labour, class and
gender. This analysis is a combination of a thematic and textual analysis. To assist in the
understanding of gendered performative empowerment, | use two broad themes: the
individual versus neoliberal society and the neoliberal individual versus themselves.
These broad themes use labour, class and gender to strengthen their argument as well
as problematize gendered performative empowerment. Each series places a different
amount of emphasis on each theme therefore certain themes are more prevalent and
engaged with more heavily than others. SuperStore (Spitzer 2015) showed the gradual
shift in Amy from embracing performative empowerment to actively resisting it. In Kevin
can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021) Allison shifts from murdering her husband, Kevin, to
‘murdering’ her former neoliberal self. Midge, in The Marvellous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-
Palladio 2017), comes to terms with the fagade created by the American Dream and

abandons her pursuit of it for her own dream, stand-up comedy.
The written aspect of the study is complemented by three audio-visual essays that

highlight a particular aspect or focal point of the problematized idea of gendered

performative empowerment in each show. The audio-visual essays also demonstrate
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how each woman protagonist is able to find empowerment within the ruling ideology of
neoliberalism that is not gender performative. This study therefore demonstrates through
its written argument and audio-visual component that a non-gendered performative

empowerment is possible within a neoliberal society.

Key words: Gendered performative empowerment; comedy; neoliberalism; neoliberal

feminism; fourth-wave feminism; women-centric series.
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PROLOGUE:

"It is literally impossible to be a woman. You are so beautiful, and so smart, and it Kills
me that you don't think you're good enough. Like, we have to always be

extraordinary, but somehow, we're always doing it wrong.

You have to be thin, but not too thin. And you can never say you want to be thin. You
have to say you want to be healthy, but also you have to be thin. You have fo have money,
but you can't ask for money because that's crass. You have to be a boss, but you can't

be mean. You have to lead, but you can't squash other people's ideas.

You're supposed to love being a mother, but don't talk about your kids all the damn time.
You have to be a career woman but also always be looking out for other people. You
have to answer for men's bad behaviour, which is insane, but if you point that out, you're
accused of complaining. You're supposed to stay pretty for men, but not so pretty that
you tempt them too much or that you threaten other women because you're supposed to

be a part of the sisterhood.

But always stand out and always be grateful. But never forget that the system is rigged.
So, find a way to acknowledge that but also always be grateful. You have to never get
old, never be rude, never show off, never be selfish, never fall down, never fail, never

show fear, never get out of line.

It's too hard! It's too contradictory and nobody gives you a medal or says thank you! And
it turns out in fact that not only are you doing everything wrong, but also everything is
your fault. I'm just so tired of watching myself and every single other woman tie herself
into knots so that people will like us. And if all of that is also true for a doll just representing

women, then | don't even know."

- Gloria (America Ferrera) in Barbie (Gerwig 2023)
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Chapter Introduction

In the season one finale of the television series Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021),
the main character Allison McRoberts is told by her friend Sam Park that she could “be
more”. Allison responds, “That’s not a compliment. God, | used to think it was, but | am
so done with trying to be more. This is it. This should be enough” (Armstrong 2021). As
a young, emerging female scholar coming to terms with televisual representations of
other young women making their way through life and its challenges, Allison’s response
to Sam made me question what ‘being enough’ actually means for each woman

protagonist in the selected women-centric comedy television series.

Following Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021) | then watched the first seasons of
Superstore (Spitzer 2015) and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017),
which both once again foregrounded the contentiousness of ‘being enough’. Amy, Allison
and Midge, the women protagonists in Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself
(Armstrong 2021), and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) grapple
with this idea of ‘being enough’ in different areas of their lives. Upon further examination,
‘being enough’ can be interrogated in opposition to the socio-economic lens of

performative empowerment which appears in neoliberal feminism.

This study aims to critically discuss the notion of neoliberal performative empowerment
in the selected women-centric series, Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself
(Armstrong 2021), and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017). In each
of these series, the idea of ‘being enough’ (primarily in a fiscal or labour capacity) is
foregrounded. ‘Being enough’ can appear as a form of empowerment in the different
spheres of one’s life; for this study, the focus is specifically on the complementary and

intersecting dimensions of labour, class, and gender.

Superstore (Spitzer 2015) is a comedy series available on the streaming platform
Amazon Prime Video. The show’s premise focuses on the employees of Cloud 9, a big
retail store in St Louis, Missouri (Spitzer 2015). Season one follows the new employee
Jonah (Ben Feldman), who is a young good-looking, well-educated man who decides to
work at Cloud 9. Jonah and the floor supervisor Amy (America Ferrera) attempt to

navigate their personal and work lives while attending to customers and corporate
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managers throughout the season. Another employee at the store, Cheyenne (Nichole
Sakura), is a pregnant teenager whom Amy befriends. When it is brought to the attention
of the employees that Cloud 9 does not offer its store staff maternity leave, Amy, Jonah,
and the other employees, discuss forming a union in order to get Cheyenne maternity
leave (Spitzer 2015).

Amazon Prime’s original comedy-drama Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021) is
about Allison McRoberts (Annie Murphy), a literal ‘sitcom wife’ who has married the
stereotypical ‘sitcom husband’ Kevin (Eric Peterson). Allison’s aspiration is for her and
Kevin to eventually leave their small town and start their lives anew. The couple created
a weekly savings account to ensure that they achieve this aspiration. Allison is informed
by her neighbour, Patti O’Connor, that the weekly savings account Allison and Kevin set
up is empty. This destroys Allison’s dreams for their future, and she decides it is time to
regain control over her life. The easiest way to accomplish this, Allison believes, is by

killing her husband, Kevin (Armstrong 2021).

The third comedy series that | analyse in this study is The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel
(Sherman-Palladino 2017). This show is set in the 1950s, unlike Superstore (Spitzer
2015) and Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021), which are set in the twenty-first
century. The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) follows the life of a
Jewish housewife, Miriam Maisel (Rachel Brosnahan), also known as Midge. She lives
the ‘perfect’ life with her husband, Joel Maisel (Michael Zegen), and their two children.
They live in a luxurious apartment in the Upper West Side of New York. Her husband has
a well-paying job, and, in the evenings, he performs a stand-up comedy sketch. This
‘perfect’ life that Midge has is shattered when her husband tells her he is having an affair
with his secretary, for whom he leaves Midge (Sherman-Palladino 2017). In response to
this information, a drunken Midge performs at her husband’s stand-up comedy club. Her
performance is well received, much more so than that of her husband’s. She is then
arrested for indecent exposure (showing the crowd her breasts) and using crude
language. The manager of the club, Susie Myerson (Alex Borstein), posts Midge’s bail
at the jailhouse and becomes her manager. The rest of season one follows Midge as she
navigates her new imperfect life as a single mother, while working at a retail store and

performing stand-up comedy shows at night (Sherman-Palladino 2017).

© University of Pretoria
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Performative empowerment arises from a notion of feminist identity, in which women
achieve independence and success through having a job. Their jobs allow the women to
have an excess of wealth that is theirs and theirs alone; therefore, they have not relied
on a man to provide such resources for them (Morris & Korobov 2020:1). However, their
proclaimed financial ‘independence’ and supposed empowerment are deeply rooted in a
neoliberal capitalist idea where women are merely subjects that work to produce capital
(Rottenberg 2018:3). The false empowerment of women occurs through both their social
and economic achievements by attaching their value to their accomplishments (Morris &
Korobov 2020:1). In this limited view, a woman is therefore only empowered if she is

achieving her social and economic goals.

1.2 Problem Statement

At the time of researching neoliberal feminism and performative empowerment, there
were only women-centric comedy television series with women protagonists that were
continuously cited in literature: Fleabag (Waller-Bridge 2016) and Girls (Dunham 2012).
Scholarship on the television series Girls (Dunham 2012) discusses how the series
conforms to neoliberalism and does not offer ways in which the characters could
potentially subvert the ideology (Genz 2017:17-30). The scholarship on Fleabag (Waller-
Bridge 2016) offers insights into how ‘Fleabag’, the main woman protagonist, subverts
neoliberal feminism while her sister Claire, the second woman protagonist, is the ideal
neoliberal feminist (Darling 2022:132-147).

Darling’s article (2022:132-147) on Fleabag (Waller-Bridge 2016) offers ways in which
neoliberalism can be subverted, whereas Genz’s article (2017:17-30) on Girls (Dunham
2012) focuses on how the characters conform to neoliberal ideology. This opens up an
area of inquiry: how do current American comedy television series undermine and
embrace neoliberal performative empowerment. Therefore, there is a gap in scholarship

on the subversion of neoliberal ideology, specifically performative empowerment.

All three selected comedy series, Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself
(Armstrong 2021), and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) explore
the idea of female empowerment. Whether it is in terms of bettering their careers, which
moves them into a different social class, or finding independence without the need for a
husband, all three female protagonists voice their desire to ‘be enough’ without having

to become more successful in society-sanctioned ways. However, they appear to be in
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conflict with barriers regarding class status, labour, and gender roles, which, once again,

leaves them questioning their worth.

Performative empowerment creates the illusion of female success while ensuring
women'’s incorporation into neoliberalism. For this reason, the women protagonists in
each series will never feel or be ‘enough’ while they either accidentally or deliberately
continue to engage in performative empowerment. Therefore, this study aims to critically
discuss the notion of performative empowerment and how it is alternately embraced and
undermined in Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021), and
The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017).

As clarified above, Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021)
and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) are women-centric comedy
television series available on the same streaming platform, Amazon Prime Video. Each
series features a lead woman protagonist. Although this “visibility” (Banet-Weiser &
Rottenberg 2020:9) of female lead characters is something previous feminist movements
fought for,” visibility cannot be where the representation of women on television ends. As
this study argues, each of the selected women-centric comedy television series has a
woman protagonist who simultaneously embraces and subverts performative

empowerment.

This research study therefore aims to interrogate the ways in which the main women
protagonists in Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021), and
The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) simultaneously embrace and
undermine performative empowerment through their gender, class, and labour. In
addition, this study aims to establish to what end each of these characters, respectively,

negotiate performative empowerment.

' Griselda Pollock (2010:96) discusses how the representation of women on screen first emerged through
documentary films and photography for a previously “alienated women spectator”. One of these
documentary films is The Nightcleaners directed by Mary Kelly in 1975. The documentary focuses on women
who are low-income earning office cleaners. In the 1960s and 1970s a different type of “empowered” (Waters
2011:11) woman appeared in the Bond film franchise, “the bad women”. These “bad women” (Waters
2011:11) were represented as “powerful” and “sexually liberated” women who were punished for being bad.
These “bad women” (Waters 2011:11) then became villains in the later Bond films of the 1990s and 2000s.
The progression of women protagonists in comedy is discussed later in section 3.2.3, Women in American
Comedy Television.

© University of Pretoria
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1.3 Introduction to Conceptual and Theoretical Framework

This study requires an understanding of two subsections of the main theoretical
framework of neoliberalism: neoliberal capitalism and neoliberal feminism. As | will
contextualise neoliberal feminism in the current wave of feminism, | have also included

fourth wave feminism as an additional subsection.

1.3.1 Key Concepts

Before the study can continue, it is vital to define important key concepts that are referred
to heavily throughout the study. The following six key concepts and the study are
interconnected. Without one, the other cannot come to fruition. The first two concepts, i-
ii, are the main umbrella concepts that the remaining concepts, iii-vi, appear within.

These six concepts are defined as follows:

i. Neoliberalism: Neoliberalism is an ideology that originally focused on the political
economy. However, it has also seeped into the socio-cultural sphere (McGuigan
2014:224). As such, neoliberalism is a mode of governance that is not restricted to
the economic sphere, but one that infiltrates socialisation (Rottenberg 2014:420).
David Graeber (2018:xiii) describes neoliberalism as an ideology that is actually a
political ideal disguised as an economic one, as it concerns itself with a more political
agenda than an economic one. Neoliberalism promotes entrepreneurship and the
free individual with little government intervention; however, this freedom can only be
sustained by authoritarianism (Harvey 2007:70). This ‘freedom’ that neoliberalism
promotes is only available to certain upper-class individuals while ‘freedom’ for the
lower classes is restricted. Individuals under neoliberal rule are dissuaded from
joining trade unions (Harvey 2007:70) and other organizations that could become

associated with political ideologies that threaten neoliberalism.

ii. Neoliberal Feminism: Neoliberal feminism is, amongst other things, the striving for
a ‘work-life balance’ among working middle-class women (Banet-Weiser, Gill &
Rottenberg 2020:8). This ‘work-life balance’ creates an ideal in which women equate
their value with their socio-economic roles, which turns them into human capital
(Rottenberg 2018:2-3). These understandings provided by Banet-Weiser, Gill, and
Rottenberg (2020:8) and earlier by Rottenberg (2018:2-3), create the misconception

a woman can achieve value if she works harder. According to Banet-Weiser, Gill,
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and Rottenberg (2020:8), ‘work-life balance’ is non-existent, because even if a
woman believes she has achieved success, neoliberal feminism will still argue that

she should aspire to do more, to become even more successful.

Performative Empowerment. Empowerment is an important aspect of
neoliberalism as it allows members of society to believe that they are in control of
their circumstances and can, therefore, change them with hard work and
determination (Rutherford 2018:623). The performative aspect of performative
empowerment is a conscious and strategic adaptation to empowerment. It is
deliberately intertwined with neoliberal feminism, which continues to reinforce
capitalist gender roles while appearing to subvert them (Byatt 2018:404).
Performative empowerment is therefore the feeling of empowerment that
neoliberalism presents to women, rather than the actual, tangible (often material)

empowerment of women.

Gender: Sex refers to biological anatomical differences between men and women
(Pryzgoda & Chrisler 2000:553-554). These differences cannot be used to
designate women the ‘inferior’ sex as both sexes anatomical differences play an
important role in reproduction (De Beauvoir 2011:28-29) and cannot procreate
without the other. Gender is where this notion of women being the ‘inferior sex
arises as it stems from male “biological privilege” (De Beauvoir 2011:85-86)
awarded by patriarchal rule.Gender notes how the categories of “men” and “women”
depend on social factors such as an individual’s social role, position, behaviour, or
identity (Mikkola 2022; Pryzgoda & Chrisler 2000:554; Corredor 2019:616) The
identification of gender as a separate concept from sex stemmed from feminist and
LGBTQIA+ advocates who fought for gender and sexual equality (Corredor
2019:616).

Female Labour: Female labour is when all social and economic “activities and
practices” become human capital (Rottenberg 2018:2-3). Women subsequently

equate their value to these affective and physical forms of labour.
Class: Neilson (2015:187) defines class as “a group of people who have a shared

set of everyday material and social circumstances, as well as a shared subjectivity

including habitus, solidarity and consciousness”. Following Neilson, class is a
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structure in which individuals have similar socio-economic circumstances. With its
drive towards privatisation, neoliberalism accelerates class inequality by causing
long term socio-economic damage to the lower classes by situating them in

predicaments where they cannot change their class status (Harvey 2007:164).

1.3.2 Neoliberalism and Neoliberal Capitalism

In its present dominant form, neoliberalism is an ideology rooted within the Republican
right wing of American politics, which reforms the socio-economic spheres of American
society by “labour-market deregulation, tax-cutting, privatisation and union repression”
(Gilbert 2013:7-11). While this description may seem economic specific, it seeps into the
social sphere by promoting an idea of the individual self. The individual self is created
through a free market that ebbs and flows between “deliberate government intervention”
and the “inner-workings” of individuals, which creates an entrepreneurial identity within
society (Rottenberg 2014:420-421; Gilbert 2013:9). Rottenberg (2014:421) emphasises
that this ebb and flow creates an entrepreneurial identity that is not only economic
specific, but also creates an identity where every individual endeavour becomes a form
of entrepreneurship. This entrepreneurial identity also has a central goal, which is to
ensure that individuals are empowered and have complete control over the outcomes of
their lives. This creates the belief that people are capable of changing their
circumstances through hard work (Rutherford 2018:623). This belief assists the
entrepreneurial identity by appearing through this desire for individualism, which is
presented as completely natural, as if it is not strategically implemented through

government reinforcement (Gilbert 2013:9).

Class Structure

Neoliberalism strengthens its ideology through the idea of empowerment by using the
notion that class is a “temporary social category” that can be changed through hard work
(Jon 2020:162). It moves away from an essentialist idea of class, where similar identities
are grouped and then assigned a permanent label. Subscribing to the idea of class as a
temporary category allows for class divisions to be categorised by the different types of
employees and the different challenges that they face (Jon 2020:164). All individuals who

choose to work, regardless of their social class, become forms of human capital.

Human Capital
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Neoliberalism allows individuals to (willingly) become human capital. It requires
reproduction and care work in order to “reproduce and maintain this human capital”
(Banet-Weiser et al. 2020:8). The ability to reproduce human capital then falls onto
women, which maintains the attachment of their value to their childbearing capacity
(Rottenberg 2017:340). While neoliberalism targets and ‘empowers’ middle-class
women to achieve work-life balance, reproduction must remain a priority, whereas
middle-class men must focus on their “professional advancement” (Rottenberg
2017:339). It is this understanding of work-life balance and reproductive and care work

that constitutes neoliberal feminism.

1.3.3 Neoliberal Feminism

Neoliberal feminism creates a labour-centred ideal for middle-class women to work hard
and earn a living. However, these workers remain a form of human capital that must take
part in the reproduction of human capital and care work (Banet-Weiser et al 2020:8). This
ideal is a responsibility that they must bear alone. On top of creating human capital,
women must also conform to the neoliberal entrepreneurial identity in order to become
empowered members of society (Rottenberg 2014:420-421; Gilbert 2013:9). Neoliberal
identity dictates that for women to become empowered, they have to continuously be
ambitious both within the workforce and within their home lives. Female labour is more

layered and dynamic than ‘workforce labour’ suggested.

Female Labour

The focus of female labour is on “professional advancement” (Rottenberg 2017:339) as
well as achieving a work-life balance, because creating a family is also crucial. The
responsibility of reproduction and care work is directed to women because they are still
seen as the pillars of familial life. Neoliberalism proposes and alternative, or a cynical
‘solution’, work-life balance: women can achieve this balance by freezing their eggs
and delaying motherhood (Rottenberg 2017:341). This ‘empowerment’ of working
women is “non-threatening to the status quo”, as it allows women to fee/ empowered

instead of truly being empowered (Rutherford 2018:624).

Performative Empowerment
As already mentioned in this section, empowerment is an important aspect of
neoliberalism, as it allows individuals to feel as though they are in control of their own

lives socially and economically (Rutherford 2018:623). This ‘empowerment’ allows
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women, specifically, to achieve their professional goals by maintaining their work-life
balance. This notion of empowerment simply ends at the feeling of empowerment,
because women become vessels for profit and capital gain (Rutherford 2018:622). This
ideal of empowerment is known in neoliberal feminist scholarship as performative
empowerment, because women hold no actual power; they are only made to feel as

though they do through certain neoliberal ideals.

As this study concerns itself with a critical discussion of performative empowerment for
women protagonists in selected women-centric series, it is important to situate the
discussion in both fourth wave feminism and neoliberal feminism. Fourth wave feminism

is complemented by neoliberal feminism.

1.3.4 Fourth Wave Feminism

Fourth wave feminism is a wave of feminism that has emerged within academic
discourse that emerged in the 2010s that | will be using to understand the contemporary
representations of women in television. In fourth wave feminism scholarship it also
appears alongside neoliberalism as a critique of the continued patriarchal® state control
(Olufemi 2020:13). Fourth wave feminism comprises “consciousness-raising groups”
(Blevins 2018:101) that engage in digital feminist activism. One of fourth wave feminism’s
core focuses is authentic empowerment (Cabrera, Belloso and Prieto 2021:417-420). It
therefore critiques the pretences of neoliberal performative empowerment and aims to

denounce the ideals upheld by the neoliberal state.

Understanding these two complementary theoretical frameworks and their subsections
will allow for an in-depth exploration of how selected characters embrace and undermine
performative empowerment in Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself
(Armstrong 2021), and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017).

1.4 Research Question

In light of the above, the following research question to be posed:

2 Patriarchy is defined by Ortner (2022: 308) as “social formation of male-gendered power with a particular
structure” that attaches itself to other forms of power such as neoliberalism, “white supremacy, normative
heterosexuality and normative able-bodiedness”. It is much more complex form of male power as its
ideologies align with “mass political control and domination”.
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How do the main women protagonists in the American women-centric comedy television
series Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021), and The
Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) negotiate neoliberal performative

empowerment?

In the research question above, | used the word ‘negotiate’. Negotiate is defined by the
Merriam-Webster dictionary (Merriam-Webster 2023) as “to confer with another so as to
arrive at the settlement of some matter”. In this study, | aim to demonstrate how the
women protagonists in the selected three series arrive at a particular socio-economic
and personal status through simultaneously embracing and undermining neoliberal
performative empowerment throughout each series. The following sub-questions will aid

in answering the main research question:

1. What is neoliberal performative empowerment?
a. What is neoliberalism?
b. Where does performative empowerment emerge in neoliberalism?
2. What is performative empowerment in American comedy television?
a. What is feminist American comedy television?
b. What does performative empowerment look like in feminist American comedy
television?
3. How is neoliberal capitalism configured in American comedy television?
a. What is neoliberal capitalism?
b. How does performative empowerment appear in neoliberal capitalist narratives of
American comedy television?
4. How is performative empowerment represented in SuperStore?
a. How does performative empowerment appear through labour in SuperStore?
5. Where is performative empowerment represented in Kevin can F**k Himself?
a. How does performative empowerment appear through gender in Kevin can F**k
Himself?
6. How is performative empowerment represented in The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel?

a. How does performative empowerment link to class in The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel?

1.5 Research Approach

This research is broadly located in qualitative research and television studies. Qualitative

research and televisual studies both incorporate research into visual texts (Aspers &
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Corte 2019:142; Casey, Casey, Calvert, French & Lewis 2008: viii). Television studies
does not focus on the quality of television but rather the elements of popular culture it
may embrace or resist (Casey et al 2008: ix). These are the broad research contexts in
which | perform my thematic analysis and textual analysis, accompanied by an audio-
visual component. This study draws on an extensive and comprehensive review of
scholarship, which enables me to create an appropriate theoretical conceptual
framework through which | conduct my textual and thematic analyses. The audio-visual
component comprises three distinct audio-visual essays (discussed in more detalil,
below) that accompany the textual analyses on each of the selected series, Superstore
(Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021), and The Marvelous Mrs.
Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017).

Thematic Analysis

My critical engagement with the visual texts for this study is located in qualitative
research. Qualitative research is a form of interpretive research that requires the use of
empirical sources (Aspers & Corte 2019:142). Empirical sources are sources such as
“case stud[ies], personal experience[s] ... interview[s] ... and visual texts” (Aspers &
Corte 2019:142). For this specific research study, the visual texts are the three women-
centric comedy television series Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself
(Armstrong 2021), and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017).

Thematic analysis is a type of qualitative research methodology. Lawless and Chen
(2019:93) describe thematic analysis as qualitative research that is “thematically driven”,
that is, the identification of specific themes in a specific context, which are analysed
within the specific context (Joffe & Yardley 2004:57). A theme is understood by Braun
and Clark (2021:229) as a recurring pattern of meaning. This pattern of meaning is
determined by a “central idea” (Braun & Clark 2021:229) that can be expressed explicitly
or implicitly. The patterns identified in Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself
(Armstrong 2021), and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) are of
performative empowerment through gender, labour, and class. These patterns are the

focus of the textual analyses.
Textual Analysis

The textual analysis aspect of study will consider how performative empowerment is

embraced or undermined in each series by its main woman protagonist and second
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woman protagonist. Each series also has its own specific lens through which
performative empowerment is analysed. Performative empowerment in Superstore
(Spitzer 2015) is analysed through /labour under the neoliberal capitalist framework.
Gender under the neoliberal capitalist framework is the focus of analysis in Kevin can
F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021). Performative empowerment in The Marvelous Mrs.
Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) is analysed with a focus on class in the neoliberal
capitalist framework. In order to show the various ways in which performative
empowerment can be undermined or embraced, multiple episodes in the first season of

each series are analysed.

The Audio-Visual Essay

Turkgeldi (2021:814) states that there is a gap between what people know and how they
express it linguistically. Words can contribute greatly to expression, however, they are
limited in expressing the artistic experience of the individual (Turkgeldi 2021:814). In
order to overcome the language limitations of an academic register, an audio-visual
essay can bring new and engaging information to research (McWhirter 2015:370). Audio-
visual essays have commonly been used to enhance information about films, yet, there
is a lack of audio-visual essays that discuss women-centric comedy television series
(Grant & Kooijman 2019:293). This scarcity of audio-visual essays on television series
also comes as a surprise to scholars such as Mittell (2015:1) and Grant (2014:49), as
television is frequently described as more “culturally important” than cinema. The audio-
visual essay is an academically informed creative interrogation in visual and aural format
(Grant 2014:49; Grant 2016:255) that can be classed as a performative approach to film
and television scholarship. The audio-visual essay serves as an audio-visual
crystallisation of a research problem or statement. The audio-visual essay is a medium
that bridges the personal experience and understanding of audio-visual texts with

research scholarship (Suher 2024:2).

An audio-visual essay is often accompanied by a written component, which work
concomitantly to explore research in new dimensions (Grant 2016:257). The moving
image content in audio-visual essays can be harnessed and edited by the researcher
into an audio-visual essay through screen capture technology, which allows for the
moving image and its accompanying audio (Grant 2016:258). The captured content can

be manipulated through various editing techniques and be supplemented by voiceover
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narration, to produce a product that is no longer than fifteen minutes (Grant 2016:255-
257).

1.6 Envisioned Contribution of Audio-Visual Essays

Chapters Chapter Focus Focus of Written Text |Audio-Visual Essay’'s Focus and
Demonstration
Chapter Four|How is Performative How does * The audio-visual essay’s focus is on
Empowerment represented | Performative visualising performative
in SuperStore? Empowerment appear | empowerment through labour.
through labour in » This could be demonstrated through
SuperStore? shots of Amy just working, not
talking, edited together.
Chapter Five |How is Performative How does » The focus of this audio-visual essay
Empowerment represented | Performative is performative empowerment and

in Kevin can F**k Himself?

Empowerment appear
through labour in
Kevin can F**k
Himself?

gender.

In Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong
2021) the audio-visual essay
demonstrates how gender and
performative empowerment appears
in Allison’s character arc. The series
has different diegetic spaces that
Allison moves between. Performative
Empowerment can be illustrated by
placing the different diegetic spaces
in Allison’s character arc side-by-side

in the audio-visual essay.
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Chapter Six

How is Performative
Empowerment represented
in The Marvelous Mrs.

Maisel?

How is Performative
Empowerment
depicted through class
in The Marvelous Mrs.

Maisel?

The audio-visual essay’s focus is on
visualising performative
empowerment through class
representation.

This audio-visual essay
demonstrates its focus through the
key plot events that happen
‘downtown’ that change Midge’s life.
The focus on key plot events that
happen downtown highlights class
and performative empowerment,
since Midge is representative of
upper-class society, but starts her

stand-up career in a lower-class pub.

While one can use an accompanied voice-over or additional research text (Grant
2016:255- 257), | opt not to. | want to interrogate how much of the footage and diegesis
of the shows | can use to provide a crystallisation of the main women protagonists’
attempt to subvert performative empowerment and achieve actual empowerment. |
envision that simultaneously working on the audio-visual essays and their respective
written components may allow for a deeper understanding and closer reading of each
series to occur. The written analyses’ grounding in scholarship may also help develop a

much clearer point of entry for each audio-visual essay

Superstore (Spitzer 2015) is the subject of the first analysis chapter, Chapter Four. The
analysis focuses on selected episodes from the first season of Superstore (Spitzer 2015).
The textual analysis around performative empowerment and labour provides insight into
Amy’s character and how she negotiates her relationship with labour under neoliberal
capitalism. The purpose of the audio-visual essay component is to demonstrate an
informed audio-visual understanding of the textual analysis of Amy, performative
empowerment, and labour in Superstore (Spitzer 2015). This audio-visual essay also

serves the textual analysis by visually crystallizing the arguments of the textual analysis.

In the next chapter, Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021) is analysed in terms of

performative empowerment through the lens of gender representation in selected
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episodes form the first and only season of the series. The insights of the textual analysis
will give an in-depth finding on gender and its relationship to performative empowerment
through Allison’s character arc in Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021). The audio-
visual essay accompaniment is a crystallised demonstration of the textual analysis on

gender and performative empowerment in Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021).

The final textual analysis and audio-visual essay on performative empowerment
interrogates The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017). This textual analysis
focuses specifically on performative empowerment and class in the series. The audio-
visual essay demonstrates an informed, narrated audio-visual interrogation of
performative empowerment and class in The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino
2017).

1.7 Chapter Outline

The chapter outline is as follows:

Chapter One: Introduction

This chapter will introduce and contextualise the problem statement and study in an

academic context.

Chapter Two: “ | am Not Enough” - Neoliberalism and Neoliberal Feminism

This chapter will critically discuss the notion of performative empowerment and links it to
complementary theoretical feminist frameworks. These notions and links are situated in

the context of American comedy television.

Chapter Three: “Becoming Enough” - Women and American Comedy Television

This chapter will critically discuss the notion of fourth wave feminism and links it to
complimentary women and comedy television frameworks. These notions and links are

situated in the context of women-centric American comedy television.

Chapter Four: Amy versus Corporate: The Battleground of Performative Empowerment
in SuperStore (S1)

This chapter analyses labour and performative empowerment through the frameworks

discussed in chapter two and three. Selected episodes in the first season of Superstore
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(Spitzer 2015) are analysed. This chapter is accompanied by an audio-visual essay that

crystallizes the findings in the textual analysis on labour in SuperStore (Spitzer 2015).

Chapter Five: Performative Empowerment can F**k Itself: The Analysis of Allison and

Performative Empowerment in Kevin can F**k Himself (S1)

This chapter will discuss gender and performative empowerment in season one of Kevin
can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021) using the theoretical frameworks established in
chapters two and three. The analysis of Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021) is
conducted over selected episodes. This chapter includes an audio-visual essay
component to visualize the textual research findings on gender and performative

empowerment in the show.

Chapter Six: Midge Stands Up to Performative Empowerment: The Analysis of

Performative Empowerment in The Marvelous Mrs Maisel (S1)

This chapter will analyse class and performative empowerment in the comedy series The
Marvelous Mrs Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) using the second and third chapters’
theoretical framework. Similar to chapters Four and Five, this chapter also uses an audio-
visual essay demonstration informed by the textual analysis of the series. The analysis
considers multiple episodes from the first season of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel
(Sherman-Palladino 2017).

Chapter Seven: “This is Enough” - Conclusion

This chapter is a critical academic summary of the entire research study. This summary
will argue how performative empowerment and feminist comedy make ‘being enough’
possible within Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021), and
The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017). It also offers possibilities for

further research.

In Chapter One, | have outlined the trajectory of this research study. In the following
chapter, | address the theoretical frameworks and conceptualizations of neoliberalism
and neoliberal feminism. Chapter Two guides arguments against a critical review of

scholarship pertaining to neoliberalism and neoliberal feminism.
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CHAPTER TWO: “I AM NOT ENOUGH” — NEOLIBERALISM AND
NEOLIBERAL FEMINISM

2.1 Chapter Introduction

This study requires an understanding of two subsections of the main theoretical
framework of neoliberalism: neoliberal capitalism and neoliberal feminism. |
contextualise neoliberal feminism in the current (fourth) wave of feminism. Superstore
(Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021), and The Marvelous Mrs.
Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) are women-centric comedy series that engage with
ideas underpinning neoliberal ideology within the United States. It is vital that the tenets
of neoliberal capitalism and neoliberal feminism of this framework are contextualised as

a specifically North American conceptualisation.

2.2 The American Dream

The American Dream is the “guiding mythology” of the American nation (Samuel 2012:1)
which permeates mainstream American culture. It has specific socio-economic goals
associated with it, such as private property ownership, class mobility for those who work
hard, and the ideal family image. The term ‘American Dream’ was first used in 1931, has
since adapted, and remains integral to American culture (Samuel 2012:1-2). The Dream
is therefore a resilient “guiding mythology” (Samuel 2012:1) that has endured multiple
economic depressions and financial recessions, alongside the numerous “civil rights,
women’s rights and gender equality” movements (White & Hanson 2011:1) that often

occurred simultaneously.

The American Dream is broadly described as “a way of life in which positive outcomes
are linked to inherent virtue” (Arnold 2013:2). Following this logic, negative outcomes are
linked to inherent vice, or weakness; some kind of personal failure. The American Dream
is a utopian mindset where every member of society is offered infinite opportunities
(Samuel 2012:6), individual freedom, and socioeconomic mobility (Graham 2017:2).
While the Dream is commonly associated with politics, it is deeply rooted in the American
identity (Arnold 2013:4), as it promotes a “prevailing optimism” (White & Hanson 2011:3)

that gives individuals the confidence to overcome any challenges they may encounter.

The American Dream also promises class mobility to the middle and working classes

through “betterment” and hard work (Samuel 2012:7), thus strengthening the utopian
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concept of individual freedom and limitless possibilities as rewards for working hard
(Graham 2017:2; Samuel 2012:6). This pursuit of the American Dream is passed down
through generations (Graham 2017:3), ingraining it into an American identity. This moral
utopian character (Arnold 2013:3; Samuel 2012:6) and its attachment to the American
identity is what leads many Americans astray. The Dream and its promises’ function as
a myth (Samuel 2012:7) that fails to take into account the different socioeconomic
backgrounds of the different classes and, subsequently, their differences in opportunities
(Graham 2017:3) and access to class fluidity (Samuel 2012:7). The American Dream has
also excluded people of colour and women from its promises, only adapting to include
these minorities after the 2008 presidential election, when America had its first African
American president (White & Hanson 2011:1).

The power of the American Dream is so deeply embedded in American identity (Arnold
2013:4) to the extent that, if it were to fail, it would be seen as individual failure, rather
than a state failure (White & Hanson 2011:5). The failure of the American Dream would
be considered as such due to wasted, the seemingly limitless possibilities available to
excel in the socioeconomic sphere. The Dream is powerful because it is not a human
right that can be removed by a ruling governance, it is a “state of mind” (White & Hanson
2011:8) which is solidified through propaganda. This fear of individual failure (White &
Hanson 2011:5) is exploited by politicians who use the American Dream as a form of
propaganda (Samuel 2012:7). These politicians understand how this mindset is
intertwined with the American identity that promotes individuality. The American Dream,
while appearing to be an ideal for the people, strategically creates a “buffer” against
government (Wolak & Peterson 2020:968), placing the responsibility for achieving the
Dream on the individual with minimal government responsibility. This “buffer” between
the individual and the government (Wolak & Peterson 2020:968) also emerges with
neoliberal scholarship as neoliberal “self-governance” (Chen 2013:443) and the
individual self (Harvey 2007:5). This individual responsibility appears in the American

Dream through home ownership and the concept of the nuclear family.

2.2.1 Home Ownership and the American Dream

The American Dream is an ideology that allows individuals to believe that, if they engage
in hard work, they will be afforded equal and limitless opportunities, an optimistic future,
home ownership, and socioeconomic prosperity (Samuel 2012:6). Home ownership

functions as a form of “financial security” (Goodman & Mayer 2018:32) and proof that the
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American Dream has been attained (Arnold 2013:12). If the American Dream is tangible,
it not only strengthens conceptually among individuals, but also strengthens societal
belief in the United States government (Arnold 2013:12). Acquiring home ownership is
possible through the Dream itself and through the governing system. Home ownership
is a tangible way in which individuals obtain the American Dream while also
strengthening their American identity. This tangibility also supports the belief that the
American government is the “superior system” (Arnold 2013:12) as it affords American
citizens the opportunity to obtain home ownership. Beyond home ownership, the nuclear

family is at the centre of the American Dream.

2.2.2  The Nuclear Family

From within the American Dream emerges the ideal of the nuclear family. The nuclear
family originally comprised a white family (Cantor 1991:207) with a “wage-earning father,
stay-at-home mother and dependent children” (Edwards 2010:123). The nuclear family
aligns with a patriarchal hierarchy structure, as the women and children are subordinate
to the father of the household (Fogel 2012:24). The nuclear family ideal contributes to
unequal labour within the household, as stay at home mothers take on additional “unpaid
labour” (Shalleck 2000:198). “Unpaid labour” emerges through the caretaking of the
home and children (Shalleck 2000:198).> Morin (2019:3-4) describes the woman'’s role
as “the lieutenant of a household ultimately governed by the colonel patriarch”. The

nuclear family, therefore, operates under patriarchal rule.

The focus for women was on “domesticity” (Coontz 2000:10) and not labour production.
Female “domesticity” (Coontz 2000:28) served as a middle class identifier alongside the
American Dream’s ideal of upward mobility. However, women did not freely ‘embrace’
the American Dream’s prescribed female “domesticity” (Coontz 2000:10) and “unpaid
labour” (Shalleck 2000:198). During the second World War, many women were employed
and “joined unions and fought against job discrimination” (Coontz 2000:31) until the end
of the war in 1945. After the war, employers attempted to remove women from the labour
force by demoting them (Coontz 2000:31). Since women were reluctant to give up their
new-found independence and return to household labour, the demotion strategy would
reduce their income, forcing women to resign. Their resignation would force them to

engage with the notion of the nuclear family and become a stay at home mother.

3 The notion of unpaid labour is addressed in neoliberal feminist scholarship. Please see section 2.7.1
Female labour, Gendered labour for further scholarship.
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In 1968 the first African American nuclear family appeared on television.* Although this
representation emerged in 1968, people of colour were only included in the American
Dream, forty years later, after the 2008 presidential election (White & Hanson 2011:1),
This adaptation of the American Dream from strictly heterosexual white families to
include more racially diverse families highlights the ever-changing nature of the American

Dream and the structure of the nuclear family (Naficy 1989:42-43).

The American Dream became a dominant “state of mind” (White & Hanson 2011:8) in
1931. The current ruling political and economic ideology still embraces the American
Dream. It uses the American Dream as a framework to “neutralize opposition, foreclose
alternative explanations and fracture solidarity” (Winslow 2017:65). This ideology is
referred to as neoliberalism and has, subsequently, become neoliberal capitalism. The

following sections will discuss neoliberalism and neoliberal capitalism.

2.3 Neoliberalism and the theory of Neoliberal Capitalism

Neoliberalism is an ideology that aims to create balance in society between the political
and the economic or, as described by Mickunas (2019:1), a balance between freedom
and equality. This balance between the political and economic cannot be achieved
without taking social systems into consideration. After the Second World War,
neoliberalism was promoted as a global “class compromise” between capital and labour
(Harvey 2007:10), in order to avoid a repeat of the Great Depression.’ This “class
compromise” was an attempt to “construct the right blend of state, market, and
democratic institutions to guarantee peace, inclusion, well-being, and stability” (Harvey
2007:10). This construction was promoted as a “guarantor” (Harvey 2007:10) of peace

therefore an attempt to prevent further wars from developing.

4 This research study does not focus specifically on the racial aspect within the American Dream or
exhaustive theory on neoliberalism, as the scope is too great. This statement on the shift of the inclusion of
African Americans into the American Dream is important, as it is one of the ways in which the American
Dream has had to shift its ideals in order to remain relevant to the ever-changing American society.

5 The Great Depression occurred in the United States of American between 1929 and 1940 (Calomiris 1993:
62). Between 1928 and 1929 the Federal Reserve Board created open market sales where people could
borrow money from federal reserves and pay it back over a certain period of time (Hamilton 1987:148-149).
This continuous increase in borrowed money led to an increase in loans (Hamilton 1987:149) and interest
on said loans. This explosion of the open market sales led to multiple banking crises (Calomiris 1993:62) as
well as the boom and crash of housing and stock market expenditures, which resulted in an economic
recession (Temin 2010: 116-117).

© University of Pretoria

20



UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

<

However, neoliberalism is rooted within the Republican right wing of American politics
that reforms the socio-economic spheres of American society by “labour-market
deregulation, tax-cutting, privatisation and union repression” (Gilbert 2013:7-11). As
such, the Republican right-wing influence causes an unstable labour market, upper class
tax cuts, the privatisation of sectors, and banning of unionisation (Gilbert 2013:7-11). The
neoliberal values of freedom and equality (Mickunas 2019:1) are epitomised in the
American ideal of the individual self (Harvey 2007:5). These aspects of the American

Dream ideal are discussed in the following section.

2.4 Freedom, Equality and The Individual Self

Mickunas (2019:2) states that each member of society has an equal claim to join the
governing body. This claim to govern the country, state or city is considered an equal
opportunity in that it does not discriminate on the basis of the individual’'s “wealth, family
heritage, religious position, or occupation” (Mickunas 2019:2). In principle, individuals
are free because they are all equal, with no factors that inhibit them. This equality also

11

allows for individuals to ““make their own way’,” where they determine their life based on

the choices they make.

Neoliberalism has placed great focus on “individualism, self-reliance, and responsibility
for oneself’ (Funk 2013:185), echoing key tenets embedded in the American Dream.
However, this utopian ideal and principle is false and cannot be exercised. There can
never be equality and freedom in all spheres of life, as social equality might occur within
a sphere wherein there is no political equality (Mickunas 2019:3). While socially an
individual is permitted to ‘make their own way’ (Mickunas 2019:2) there could be political
structures in place that prevent this from happening, and vice versa. Although
neoliberalism appears economic-specific, it emerges in the social aspect of society by

promoting an idea of the individual self.

Neoliberalism’s main ideal is that of the individual self (Harvey 2007:5) where freedom is
fundamental to one's dignity. Any opposition to this fundamental freedom is seen as a
threat to the state. This individual freedom ideal targets those who want to feel
empowered (Harvey 2007:5) by promising that they are allowed to make their own
decisions. The individual self stands in opposition to state authoritarianism, since
neoliberal “self-governance” (Chen 2013:443) guides the individual towards an individual

self that has ‘freedom’ of choice. An authoritarian state would not suggest such freedom,
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therefore neoliberalism is able to mask its control over society by supporting the ‘freedom

of choice’ falsity.

While this control is masked, it emerges through implications of certain decision making
(Chen 2013:444). In Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong
2021), and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017), the main women
characters are all faced with decisions that support or break this mode of authoritarian
control. This is analysed in Chapters Four, Five, and Six through the themes of ‘the
individual versus neoliberal society’ and ‘the neoliberal individual versus themselves’.
These analyses discuss how neoliberalism is used in practice, and how the respective

women protagonists negotiate neoliberalism’s performative empowerment.

2.5 Neoliberalism in Practice

Neoliberalism’s global influence has created controversy as the unequal distribution of
wealth has increased significantly alongside accessibility to education. Thus,
neoliberalism has created a greater gap between the educated and uneducated.
Essentially, these gaps highlight a tension between “freedom and equality” (Mickunas
2019:2). David Harvey (2007:152) warns that neoliberalism is not typically associated
with positivity and growth, since the ‘freedom’ and ‘equality’ it promotes can be used as
a front for exploitation, while simultaneously allowing the upper class to gain power. It is,
therefore, not a compromise between freedom and equality, but a mask for the
“restoration of the ruling class power” (Harvey 2007:153) that protects the upper class if

the economic recession of the 1930s repeats itself in the twenty-first century.

The individual self is created through a free market that ebbs and flows between
“deliberate government intervention” and the “inner-workings” of individuals, which
creates an entrepreneurial identity (Rottenberg 2014:420-421; Gilbert 2013:9).
Rottenberg (2014:421) emphasises that this entrepreneurial identity is not only
economic-specific, but also creates an identity where every individual endeavour is a
form of entrepreneurship. This entrepreneurial identity also has a central goal, which is
to ensure that individuals are empowered and have complete control over the outcomes
of their lives. This emphasis on empowerment creates the belief that people are
(disproportionately) capable of changing their circumstances through hard work
(Rutherford 2018:623).
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The neoliberalist entrepreneurial identity is presented as a completely natural desire for
individualism, rather than the strategic implementation with government reinforcement it
truly is (Gilbert 2013:9). Government reinforcement is evident in the 2003 Iraq invasion
by The United States of America (USA) (Harvey 2007:6). The USA implemented
‘freedom’ by controlling Iraq’s economy. This control consisted of:

‘The full privatization of public enterprises, full ownership rights by foreign firms of Iraqi
businesses, full repatriation of foreign profits . . . the opening of Iraq’s banks to foreign
control, national treatment for foreign companies and . . . the elimination of nearly all
trade barriers’. The orders were to apply to all areas of the economy, including public
services, the media, manufacturing, services, ftransportation, finance, and
construction. Only oil was exempt (presumably because of its special status as
revenue producer to pay for the war and its geopolitical significance). The labour
market, on the other hand, was to be strictly regulated. Strikes were effectively
forbidden in key sectors and the right to unionize restricted. A highly regressive ‘flat
tax’ (an ambitious tax-reform plan long advocated for implementation by conservatives
in the US) was also imposed.

By privatizing Iraq’s public enterprises and allowing foreign firms “full ownership” (Harvey
2007:6) of businesses in Iraq, the neoliberal ‘freedom’ that the Iraqi economy supposedly
obtained, was fully controlled and owned by foreign firms. Foreign control overtook every
sector of the Iragi economy, except the oil trade, while also banning unionization and
strikes (Harvey 2007:6). Therefore, the majority of Irag’s economic ‘freedom’ was
controlled by foreign firms who would subsequently gain capital. The USA-imposed Iraqi
‘freedom’ was a direct violation of the Geneva and Hague Conventions. These
conventions were deliberately created in order to protect the assets of third world
countries from exploitation that may occur by their occupying first world countries
(Harvey 2007:6). The violation was deemed legal by the Iragi government, who had been

appointed by the United States.

This violation is inherently connected to neoliberal thinking, because the freedom of
individuals allows for market freedom. Iraq inherently became a neoliberal state because
of the dominant United States occupancy and the United States’ appointed Iraqi
government (Harvey 2007:7). | use the example of Iraq to illustrate how the ‘free market’
promoted by neoliberalism is, in fact, the exploitation of the economy. While American
foreign policy falls beyond the scope of this study, the notion of economic exploitation is
central, as seen in Superstore (Spitzer 2015), where the store workers unionise and

strike despite the threat of job loss.
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As neoliberalism situates itself alongside democracy, Mickunas (2019:3) states that is
important to consider the public and private domain in conjunction with feudalism.
Feudalism is the system from which “democratic equality and freedom emerged”
(Mickunas 2019:3) and within feudalism there are two social distinctions, the peasant
and the aristocrat. Wark (2019:46) revisits the categories of aristocrat and peasant when
determining the neoliberal class structure. The aristocrat is the social distinction wherein
people born in the aristocracy possess “wealth by birthright” (Mickunas 2019:4),
therefore they are not concerned with obtaining “material wellbeing” as they are born into
it. To the aristocrat, wealth is a natural condition. The peasant, however, is not born into
such privilege and is unable to obtain or attain any of the wealth or wellbeing of the
aristocrat. Mickunas (2019:4) highlights how the feudalist system reflects in neoliberal

class inequality, since the lower class have not actually progressed from being peasants.

The feudal aristocracy controlled both the public sector and their private possessions.
The only way in which peasants can then potentially acquire wealth and a higher status
within society, is if the aristocracy loses their power and possessions (Mickunas 2019:4).
Neoliberalism can, therefore, either be a utopian project, which restructures global
capitalism, or a political project that creates systems in which unequal capital
accumulation occurs and the economic elites are reintroduced into power (Harvey
2007:19). Class power and influence is used to persuade the lower classes that

neoliberal freedom is the only option for a better life.

2.6 Class Structure in Neoliberalism

Class is defined as a group of people that have a shared experience in “everyday
material and social circumstances, as well as a shared subjectivity including habitus,
solidarity, and consciousness” (Neilson 2015:187). Neoliberalism strengthens its
ideology through the idea of empowerment by using the notion that class is a “temporary

social category” that can be changed through hard work (Jon 2020:162).

Neoliberalism moves away from the idea of fundamental class where similar identities
are grouped and then given a permanent label. Since class is a temporary category,
class divisions are influenced by the different types of employees and their different
challenges (Jon 2020:164). Class in neoliberalism is, in truth, the project of the
reconstruction of the upper class (Harvey 2007:31). Unlike the feudalist definition of the

upper class, where the aristocracy is established through traditional kinship, the upper
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class in neoliberalism is established through the financial sector and the amount of
capital produced by private enterprises (Harvey 2007:31-36). American upper class
individuals are able to accumulate vast amounts of wealth and economic power because
they are under-taxed, while the lower class is taxed through wages and salaries, which

creates social and economic inequality (Harvey 2007:19).

In an attempt to ‘dispel’ the notion of class categorisation, the upper class no longer
participates in activities that stereotypically link them to their high class status (Wark
2019:50). These stereotypes have changed in terms of wardrobe, public appearances,
and morals. Originally, upper class distinction could be identified through tuxedos,
ribbon-cutting ceremonies, and motivational speeches on hard work (Wark 2019:50). The
upper class now engages in subtle forms of class categorisation where their attire mimics
that of the middle class, yet costs more than a middle class’s household income.
Motivational talks have also shifted from hard-work and American Dream propaganda,
to preaching “creativity, mindfulness and ethical consumption” (Wark 2019:50). The
strategy to dispel upper class connotations is merely a surface-level attempt at a

“temporary social category” (Jon 2020:162).

A broad definition of the different classes within neoliberalism identify “worthy working
tax paying citizen” and the “unworthy citizens who do not work or pay taxes but rather
receive benefits” from the government (Neilson 2015:192). Graeber (2018:9) discusses
how certain careers that employees believe to be ‘pointless’, such as corporate lawyers,
receive more recognition and are paid more than careers that are essential to society,
such as nurses and mechanics. Jobs are classified as ‘pointless’ based on whether or
not there would be a distinguishable difference if they no longer existed. Those who
Neilson (2015:192) deems as “worthy workers” are also known as “the working precariat”
who are considered trustworthy, honest, hardworking, and, most importantly, “morally
opposed to taking welfare payments”. Therefore, people who work in Graeber’s (2018:9)
“pointless jobs” receive accolades and praise. The “idle precariat” or “unworthy worker”
that Neilson (2015:192) describes is considered lazy, “drug-addicted”, and “welfare
dependent” — everything that goes against the entrepreneurial identity. Bratslavsky
(2019:217) offers defining characteristics of the working class that could be incorporated
into Neilson’s (2020:192) idle precariat. Bratslavsky (2019:217) states that “those who
work an hourly wage (typically close to the minimum wage) in jobs that do not require

higher education” are labelled as working class.
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Evidently, neoliberalism promotes a competitive economy through an entrepreneurial
identity (Rottenberg 2014:421) where any person who does not actively participate in
this identity, whether employed or unemployed, is deemed an “unworthy worker” or “idle
precariat” (Neilson 2015:192). Neilson (2015:192) has offered a more formal definition of
class hierarchy within a neoliberal framework. The “working precariat” are the groups of
society who are “honest, hardworking, frugal, clean-living, resilient”, i.e., people who do
not use welfare benefits. The “idle precariat” is the opposite of the “working precariat” as
they do not work and are dependent on welfare payments (Neilson 2015:192). The issue
that emerges within this ideology is the pinning of social classes against one another
through labels like “hardworking” and “lazy”, which creates a collective selfishness and
undoes social justice (Rottenberg 2014:420). The entrepreneurial identity is later
analysed through the main women protagonists Amy, Allison, and Midge, in Chapter

Four; Five and Six, respectively.

2.6.1 Neoliberal Capitalist Class Formation

David Harvey (2007:154) discusses how neoliberalism created capitalist class formation,
which cements the upper class as the dominant rulers of society. The upper class is able
to remain in power, as they use propaganda to promote improvement of social inequality
through entrepreneurship and competition. However, these ‘improvements’ remove the
responsibility from the upper class to bridge the gap between rich and poor. If the “idle
precariat” (Neilson 2015:192) is unable to improve their situation and has to rely on
welfare benefits, it is because they have failed, not because the upper classes have
exploited them — here, failure is the result of a personal flaw, not systemic injustice or
imbalance. McKenzie Wark (2019:46) emphasises this class inequality by stating that
the lower class has not actually progressed from being peasantry, they are still being
exploited for the little they have by the upper class. Not only has there been a restoration
of an upper class, but neoliberalism has also created “corporate power” (Harvey 2007:
38) in multiple sectors, including the retail industry. This corporate power is seen

specifically in Superstore (Spitzer 2015).
Class is a central theme in Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong

2021), and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017). As neoliberalism

promotes a competitive economy (Rottenberg 2014:421), the ability to change an
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individual’s class category relies on themselves. One way in which class mobility can be

achieved is through marriage.

2.6.2 Marriage as Class Mobility

Marriage in the United States has commonly been associated with romantic and religious
notions of love and commitment (Marzullo 2011:759). While this is not entirely false, the
political state of a country cannot be entirely exempt from the promotion of marriage. In
the United States of America, the dominant political and economic ideology is
neoliberalism (Marzullo 2011:759; Harvey 2007:2). Marriage in neoliberal America is an
ideology promoted by the state to the middle and lower class (Heath 2012:5; Randles &
Woodward 2018:41) as a solution to the social problems encountered by American
citizens. These social problems range from “crime, poverty, teen pregnancy, educational
failure and welfare ‘dependency” (Heath 2012:5). Heath (2012:5) states that if the
marriage ideology is embraced by the middle to lower classes, the abovementioned
social issues will be solved. The promotion of marriage also fuels the idea of class
mobility, because it is associated with a ‘solution’ to poverty. This ‘promise’ of being able
to move up the social ladder allows the lower classes to embrace marriage, as their union
would decrease their chances of poverty (Heath 2012:9). Less than three decades ago,
marriage was the only way for a woman to be seen as a respectable member of society
(Kennedy 2013:5).

In order to increase marriage statistics, the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act (Randles & Woodward 2018:39)° was passed in 1996.
This act positions marriage and work as “routes to economic self-sufficiency” (Randles
& Woodward 2018:39), therefore, appealing to the lower classes as a method of moving
up social classes while also becoming economically self-sufficient. This promotion of
marriage under a neoliberal state places poverty control onto the individual, rather than
making it a government responsibility (Heath 2012:9). Marriage is therefore promoted as
a way in which individuals will ‘automatically’ achieve security and stability in their socio-
economic sphere (Marzullo 2011:771). Alongside the promotion of marriage, The

Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) also

6 This act along with 1996 Defence of Marriage Act were passed as in favour for a heterosexual marriage
union (Heath 2013: 561). Marriage for homosexual couples was illegal until 2013 still however with limitations
(Heath 2013: 561). This study acknowledges that neoliberalism and marriage under neoliberalismis in favour
of heterosexual couples however it cannot analyse it due to the scope of study.
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promotes a competitive economy through an entrepreneurial identity (Rottenberg

2014:421). This entrepreneurial identity (Rottenberg 2014:421) emerges through labour.

2.7 Labour and Human Capital

Individuals who enter the labour market are socialised to have their own cultural and
gender identities as well as shared class aspirations. Capitalism views individuals who
enter the labour market as products that have certain skills that allow them to accomplish
certain income-generating tasks (Harvey 2019:167). Jenny Odell (2023:44) discusses
how time and the clock have become ways in which an employer is able to buy an
employee’s time. This bought time, for Odell (2023:44-47), refers not only to the work
hours of the employees, but also how much of this time during work hours is used to
produce capital. Capitalism did not create time, it merely monopolised it in order to
impose authority over employees (Odell 2023:55). This authority also allows for
employers to discriminate against potential employees based on race, ethnicity, gender,

and religious preferences (Harvey 2007:57).

Corporate authority also emerges in David Graeber’s (2018:viii) discussion of the
creation of “pointless jobs” that earn higher wages than jobs that have an essential
function. Jobs that require “moving, fixing and maintaining” (Graeber 2018:viii), caring or
educating, such as nursing, road maintenance, and teaching, are low-income earning
jobs. Graeber (2018:ix) then continues to say that “the more obviously one’s work
benefits other people, the less one is likely to be paid for it”, highlighting not only on the
irony of the economic sphere, but also how essential workers become classified as “ideal
precariat” (Neilson 2015:192), because their survival is dependent on state welfare
programs. Harvey (2007:169) states that low-income classes are able to earn a living by

signing short-term contacts, which allows people to change jobs easily.

Neoliberalism creates the conditions for individuals to become — and even embrace
themselves as — forms of human capital; neoliberalism therefore requires reproduction
and care work in order to “reproduce and maintain this human capital’ (Banet-Weiser et
al. 2020:8). McKenzie Wark (2019:41) states that capitalism does not care about the
labourers’ thoughts and feelings, it just wants their “hands” and “muscles” in order to
produce capital. Wark (2019:41) continues that the labourer either loses their mind and

body to their authoritative figures, or their mind is “subordinated” by those in power.
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The ability to reproduce human capital then falls onto women, maintaining the
attachment of their value to their childbearing capacity (Rottenberg 2017:340). While
neoliberalism targets and ‘empowers’ middle-class women to achieve work-life balance,
they must still make reproduction a priority, whereas middle-class men must focus on
their “professional advancement” (Rottenberg 2017:339). Neoliberal feminism is
concerned with the concepts of work-life balance, reproduction capacity, and care work.
Of the relevant available and accessible scholarship on labour, class, and television, the
maijority is about, or can be brought into conversation with, the series Superstore (Spitzer
2015). While Neilson (2015), Banet-Weiser et al (2020), and Rottenberg (2017) offer
generalised discussions of labour and class, they do not specifically address the lead
female character, Amy, and her relationship to labour and class. In The Marvelous Mrs.
Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) the available scholarship focuses on Midge as a
Jewish woman and Judaism. It does not discuss her relationship to class and labour.
Therefore, the current available literature does not discuss how both Amy and Midge
define themselves as empowered, which is why this study is necessary. At the time of
this study’s submission, there is also no scholarship on Kevin can F**k Himself
(Armstrong 2021). Allison, the woman protagonist, is another character who is desperate

to be viewed as empowered and become independent from her husband, Kevin.

2.8 Neoliberal Feminism

Neoliberal feminism aligns itself within neoliberalism by stating that equality can be
achieved in the economic sphere through the individual self and entrepreneurship
(Olufemi 2020:iii). This creates an ideal for middle-class women that they should work
hard and earn a living (Banet-Weiser et al 2020:8). This ideal, although targeted at
middle-class women, is only applicable to upper-class white women who are able to
replace men in the economic sector (Olufemi 2020:iv).” State control is what Olufemi
(2020:13) calls “another arm of the patriarchy”, as its institutionalised freedom, equality,
and empowerment ideals do the exact opposite of how they are traditionally defined.
Funk (2013:179) states that feminism in the age of neoliberalism can dangerously aid
neoliberal ideals, which is what neoliberal feminism is able to achieve, and functions as

another form of state control through false empowerment and ideals.

7 While this study does not focus specifically on neoliberal feminism in conjunction with women of colour and
migrant women, it is still important to acknowledge that neoliberal feminism disregards their standards of
living in order for the upper-class white women to succeed (Olufemi 2020: iv).
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Women are a form of human capital that must participate in the reproduction of human
capital and care work (Banet-Weiser et al 2020:8). This ideal is a responsibility that they
must bear alone. This notion of the independent and individual self cannot be exercised
by all women, because so many women earn lower wages than men, which forces their
dependence on state services like “child maintenance, legal aid and housing provision”
(Olufemi 2020:12). This dependence on state welfare payments due to low wages, leads
to many low-income earning women being labelled lazy (Neilson 2015:192). On top of
creating human capital, women must also conform to the neoliberal entrepreneurial
identity to become an empowered member in society (Rottenberg 2014:420-421; Gilbert
2013:9).

Neoliberal logic suggests that women need to be continuously ambitious in the spheres
of work and domesticity to become empowered. Since creating a family is crucial, the
focus of female labour is on both “professional advancement” (Rottenberg 2017:339) and

achieving a work-life balance.

2.8.1 Female Labour, Gendered Labour

A distinct feature of neoliberal capitalism is gendered labour (Cockburn 2020:13).
Gendered labour is understood through Cockburn (2020:13) as “the sexual division of
labour” and “the unpaid labour in the home” where capitalism profits from women’s
gendered inequality in the workplace and the home. The concept of gendered labour
emerges in neoliberal capitalism because of gender’s historical link to capitalism (Cotter
2020:57). Even in their initial writings on class and society under industrialisation, Marx
and Engels (citied by Cotter 2020:57) discussed how gender has become an “instrument
of labour” within capitalist structures and determines the rate at which labour can be
exploited. Competition between workers results in labour force divisions that can reduce
the cost of labour as well as create a class division (Cotter 2020:57). Labourers will
increase the weight of their individual workload to attain a higher position within the
competition, therefore, what was originally three different jobs divided amongst three
individuals transfers to one individual with three workloads. Women compete in this
capital competition, shouldering a workload greater than one person’s capacity, and then
return home to begin their domestic labour (Cotter 2020:57; Rottenberg 2017:341).2

8 | acknowledge that there has been a shift in domestic labour responsibilities and men are now more
involved in domestic labour; however there remains a substantial amount of unpaid and unrecognised work
performed by women (Cotter 2020: 57; Rottenberg 2017: 341; Olufemi 2020:20 & Hansen 2005: 1-22).
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The responsibility of reproduction and care work remains directed to women, who are
still seen as the pillars of family life. Rather than forcing women to stay at home,
neoliberalism proposes a ‘solution’: allow women to achieve their work-life balance by
delaying motherhood by egg freezing (Rottenberg 2017:341). This ‘solution’ has been
achieved and supported by neoliberalism through offering benefit packages to those
women who choose to freeze their eggs. It appears as though corporate institutions are
placing importance on the advancement of women professionals, however, the freezing
of eggs also is a continuous reminder to the female professionals that once they have
achieved professionally, they must create a family (Rottenberg 2017:341). However, this

benefit is solely for the middle class.

Reproduction within neoliberalism must be viewed from a structural perspective. Olufemi
(2020:20) states that reproductive labour is an integral component in social reproduction.
Social reproduction is described by Olufemi (2020:20) as the production of capital that is
‘inseparable from the production of life”. The production of life is, therefore, the
production of capital. Reproductive labour (Olufemi 2020:20) is the racial and gender
exploitation of childcare; housework; nannies; housekeepers and nurses (Rottenberg
2017:341). The ‘empowerment’ of working women is “non-threatening to the status quo”
as it allows women to feel empowered instead of being empowered (Rutherford
2018:624).

According to Harvey (2007:157) women suffer the most under neoliberal policies as the
status of wealth also dictates their role and authority within the household and the market
system. This loss of state protection largely affects women in the middle and lower class.
The most recent loss of state protection that directly affects women in the United States
of America was the overturning of Roe v. Wade in June 2022. Roe v. Wade was the
federal constitutional right that allowed women the right to an abortion (de Vogue, Sneed,
Duster & Cole 2022:[sp]). The Supreme Court overturned the right to abortion and
declared it to be determined by the individual states, which has resulted in almost half
the states either banning abortion completely or introducing strict regiments that will
decide the validity of the grounds for individual abortions valid (de Vogue et e/ 2022:[sp]).
This ruling is exemplary of the state control that Olufemi (2020:13) discusses, as
women’s reproductive rights have now been determined by the Supreme Court, who

ruled in favour of social production and capital. The freedom to choose whether or not to
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have an abortion allowed for women to decide whether they wanted the responsibility of
having a child. Olufemi (2020:22) discusses this choice: responsibility is conveniently
placed on mothers not on society, yet it is society that reaps the benefits from this social
reproduction. Women carry the responsibility of the choice to have children, but, should
they have children and are reliant on state welfare, they are accused of making the wrong
choice. The overruling of Roe v. Wade removes the possibility of choosing not to have
children, forcing women who become pregnant to have the child. It also places women'’s
lives at risk if the mother were to experience any complications during pregnancy. The
overruling of Roe vs Wade cements Harvey's (2007:157) statement that women suffer
the most under neoliberal rule. Neoliberalism alleges reverence to individuals that
conform to its ideals. However, its policies, such as the overruling of Roe v. Wade,
remove the ‘freedom and equality’ (Mickunas 2019:1) neoliberalism supposedly affords

its society.

This ruling also enhances the inequality between the rich and poor as the rich are able
to travel to states that allow abortion, or leave the country to have the procedure. Women
who do not have access to this kind of wealth will either have to bring the child to term
or have the procedure performed illegally, which has numerous consequences (de Vogue
et al. 2022:[sp]). This type of ruling also creates opportunities for capital to be acquired
illegally. The free individual is therefore not entirely free as their living conditions are
created by state ruling, not by their own individual choices (Olufemi 2020:25). In
Superstore (Spitzer 2015) Cheyenne had the option of having an abortion, but she was
unable to get transport to an abortion clinic, which resulted in her keeping the baby. At
the time this show was created, Roe v. Wade still provided her the option of pregnancy
termination, even though the character was unable to do so. Since the overturning of

Roe v. Wade, the option for termination has been removed completely.

2.8.2 Performative Empowerment

Empowerment is an important aspect of neoliberalism, as it allows the individuals to feel
as though they are in control of their own lives socially and economically (Rutherford
2018:623). This ‘empowerment’ allows women specifically to achieve their professional
goals by still maintaining their work-life balance. Olufemi (2020:10) discusses that the
neoliberal state controls the way in which people live, despite its promotion of freedom
and equality. This ‘freedom’ masks “sexist oppression” and “reinforces gendered

oppression” (Olufemi 2020:11), which ultimately reinforces the oppression of women.
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Just like the notions of freedom and equality, empowerment does not exist outside of the
feeling of empowerment, because women are used for capital gain (Rutherford
2018:622). This ideal of false empowerment is referred to in neoliberal feminist
scholarship as performative empowerment. The concept concerns cases where women
hold no actual power, but are made to feel as though they do through their pursuit of

certain neoliberal ideals.

In Fleabag (Waller-Bridge 2016), according to Darling (2022:133), Fleabag’s sister Claire
is the perfect “neoliberal subject’. Fleabag, the woman protagonist, fails to meet
neoliberal standards. Her life is “messy” (Darling 2022:133), that is, she does not
prioritise the farce of self-reliance and individualism, whereas her sister does. Claire
attempts work-life balance by maintaining a well-paying corporate job and starting a
family. This attempt at creating a balance between her job and child rearing fails when
she has a miscarriage, an event which harshly reads, in neoliberalism, as a personal

failure.

Neoliberalism also masks empowerment for women under a “work upon the self’
(Rutherford 2018:621) ideal, wherein women ‘improve’ their physical appearance
through losing weight and undergoing cosmetic surgery. These changes are a neoliberal
marketing ploy that is heavily utilised. This focus on the appearance of the individual self
is not conducive to collective activism, which makes this form of empowerment “non-
threatening to the status quo” — if women feel empowered, they will not protest against
neoliberal inequalities (Rutherford 2018:623). Performative empowerment is, therefore,
merely a feeling and women do not become truly empowered as their autonomy is
restricted by neoliberal governance. The ideal of the working precariat (Neilson
2015:192), combined with the emphasis on reproductive and care labour, serves as a

distraction that reinforces a gendered hierarchy.

There is a gap in research into other Western comedy series where there are women
protagonists who may conform to neoliberal standards. There is also not much in
available and accessible scholarship that specifically discusses performative
empowerment in Fleabag (Waller-Bridge 2016) and Girls (Dunham 2012). Darling (2022)
does not directly reference performative empowerment, however, she discusses it
through Fleabag’s subversion of neoliberal performative empowerment, while her sister

Claire embraces it. In the case of Girls (Dunham 2012), Genz (2017:20) discusses how
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the characters in the show are trapped by neoliberalism, because success is a luxury in
a society that is extremely competitive. The characters in Girls (Dunham 2012) are
financially dependent on their grandparents and parents, as they are unable to secure
full time jobs. Unlike Claire in Fleabag (Waller-Bridge 2016) the characters of Girls
(Dunham 2012) are not idealised neoliberal subjects who have supposedly ‘made it’in a

tough economic environment.

Itis also vital to acknowledge that, while Fleabag (Waller-Bridge 2016) is set in the United
Kingdom and Girls (Dunham 2012) is set in the United States of America, both countries
use neoliberalism as an economic model (Darling 2022:133) to promote the “free market,
minimal regulation, capital enhancing” entrepreneurial identity of neoliberalism. This
entrepreneurial identity is embraced by Claire in Fleabag (Waller-Bridge 2016), as
throughout both seasons she is portrayed as the hardworking ‘successful’ sister who is
financially secure as she has a high-paying corporate job. However, her sister, Fleabag,
owns a guinea pig themed café that does not financially sustain her (until the second
season). Although Fleabag can be seen as an entrepreneur, her guinea pig café does
not create enough revenue for it to be labelled as “capital enhancing” (Darling 2022:133),
therefore, she does fulfii the ideal neoliberal entrepreneurial identity. Claire’s
entrepreneurial identity and the stressful corporate environment of her job result in her
miscarriage. While Claire adopts the neoliberal entrepreneurial identity, she loses her
baby, which, through a neoliberal framework signifies a loss of future human capital
(Banet-Weiser et al. 2020:8). The women protagonists in Girls (Dunham 2012) also
attempt to embrace this neoliberal entrepreneurial identity, however, they are unable to
secure full time employment that creates more capital for the economy. Girls highlights
the tension between the idealisation and promotion of the entrepreneurial identity and

the impossibility of achieving it.

As indicated above, Claire in Fleabag (Waller-Bridge 2016) and the main women
protagonists in Girls (Dunham 2012) have attempted to embrace the neoliberal
entrepreneurial identity. Darling (2022:133) discusses how this identity is unachievable
by design, and can be detrimental to the individual (as in the case of Claire’s
miscarriage). It is here, in the tension of pursuing labour delivery that compromises
health and wellbeing, that performative empowerment emerges. These characters hoped
to achieve performative empowerment by subscribing to the neoliberal entrepreneurial

identity (Darling 2022: 133). It is, however, merely an illusion of empowerment without
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tangible, sustainable markers of actual empowerment (Rutherford 2018:623). Embracing
the neoliberal entrepreneurial identity (Darling 2022:133) increases economic capital
while using performative empowerment as a mask for economic exploitation (Rutherford
2018:623). In the case of the two series above, performative empowerment functions not
only as a false promotion of empowerment but also as a guise for the economic
exploitation of women. As neoliberalism is the dominant ruling ideology, the next section
explores neoliberalism and neoliberal capitalism in American comedy television. This
provides an in-depth understanding and foundation through which neoliberal
performative empowerment can then be analysed in selected American comedy

television series.

2.9 Neoliberalism and Neoliberal Capitalism in American Comedy
Television

In the contemporary consensus of what neoliberalism means, as described by Kevin
Vallier (2021), neoliberalism is a system in which “society’s political and economic
institutions should be robustly liberal and capitalist but supplemented by a constitutionally
limited democracy and a modest welfare state...[that] endorse[s] liberal rights and the
free-market economy to protect freedom and promote economic prosperity”. A neoliberal
capitalist economy ostensibly supports and encourages “equality and freedom for all via
individuality and self-expression” (Morris & Korobov 2020:1), whilst still promoting
competition in both the entrepreneurial and commercial sectors, which is a deliberate

intervention from the government (Gilbert 2013:9).

The protection of freedom and promotion of economic prosperity (Vallier 2021) are
neoliberal ideals that aim to allow the individual to feel empowered (Harvey 2007:5)
alongside affording them the opportunity to obtain “wealth, family heritage, religious
position, or occupation” (Mickunas 2019:2). The deliberate governing of society’s
‘independent’ behaviour is what differentiates it from classical liberalism. Catherine
Rottenberg (2018:4) describes neoliberal female labour as relying “on reproduction and
care work in order to reproduce and maintain human capital’. The reproduction and

maintenance of human capital becomes an additional form of labour for women.
Wacquant (2012:74-75) describes class structure within neoliberalism as being an

ideology that represents opposite ends of the class structure. Neoliberalism encourages

the expansion of capital for those who are in the upper class, while implementing specific
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socio-economic policies that strengthen the permanent inequality of bottom classes.
These socio-economic policies are hidden in the “competitive individualism” promoted
by neoliberalism (Littler 2013:69) and the belief that hard work will allow you to move up
in social class. This belief is merely a “disguise” (Littler 2013:69) to strengthen the socio-

economic inequalities between the upper and lower class.

Neoliberalism cements itself as the “American dream” (Lamont 2019:660) and is
favoured by the upper-middle class because the lower-middle and working classes
cannot obtain the resources required to live the American dream. Catherine Rottenberg
(2018:7) states that a neoliberal society is one that only considers those who are white,
heteronormative and have class privilege. Therefore, anyone who does not fit in those
categories will continue to be exploited, despite the ideology’s emphasis on the
importance of the hard-working individual. As a result, ethno-racial minority groups, who
fought to be seen as equal and included in the neoliberalist society, are rejected from it
(Lamont 2019:661). In television, this appears as the rejection of “social welfare
programs, unions [and] public education” (Bergman 2018:164). Those who do not fit in
the “white, heteronormative, privileged class” category (Rottenberg 2018:7) are labelled
as “lazy, fraudulent, wasteful, drug-addicted and welfare dependant’, which is a view
reinforced by “competitive individualism” (Littler 2013:69; Neilson 2015:192).

As neoliberalism attempts to hide the inequalities it creates, television and film can
foreground these inequalities by narrativizing the contradiction between this ideology and
the reality it purports. Additionally, television series can provide different forms of
representation, which gives the medium a power over what the audience is absorbing
(Bratslavsky 2019:210). Therefore, television can play an important role in exposing the
dangerous systems and ideologies which cement inequality. Neoliberalism has spread
through mainstream media, which has been effective in promoting its ideals of freedom
and equality (Meyers 2019:11). Guardino and Snyder (cited by Meyers 2019:11) state
that one of most “consequential” shifts that occurred when neoliberalism was
implemented, is the “relationship between the state and the media industry”. A prime
example of this relationship is reality television, which promotes the freedom of the
individual self (Meyers 2019:11). Neoliberalism uses the power television holds over its
respective audiences (Bratslavsky 2019:210) as a form of socio-economic propaganda.

Fourth wave feminism attempts to counteract this socio-economic propaganda.
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Fourth wave feminism emerged during the 2010s (Strauss 2023:16) as a “transnational
activism” — global and inclusive —committed to refreshing previous feminist ideals and
incorporating new, diverse thoughts, whilst advocating against ongoing “misogyny”
(Strauss 2023:16) and gender-based violence. Cabrera, Belloso and Prieto (2021:417)
define fourth wave feminism as a feminist movement that focuses on “diverse identities
and corporalities”, while still working to overcome gender inequality. The fourth wave
strives to normalise different identities, while giving a platform to those who are still
marginalised in society (Cabrera et al 2021:419). However, Cabrera et al. (2021:417)
caution that fourth wave feminism can very easily strengthen the ideology of
neoliberalism. Fourth wave feminism strives to normalise different identities while still
celebrating the differences (Cabrera et al. 2021:417- 419) unlike neoliberal feminism.
Neoliberal feminism helps cement patriarchal ideas through the hyper individualising of
women as producers of human capital. This hyper-individualisation encourages women
to not only be aspirational in their careers, but also in their reproductive capacities and
care work (Banet-Webster, Gill & Rottenberg 2020:8).

Neoliberal capitalism merely creates the illusion of equality and freedom, and
subsequently labels all feminist activity as a “[perverted] exercise” (Morris & Korobov
2020:1), which threatens economic gain. Once women start protesting against unequal
working standards, neoliberalism will lose both revenue that women labourers earn and
its patriarchal domination. Morris and Korobov (2020:1) highlight the neoliberal attempt
to discourage women from being feminists by classifying feminism as a “perverted
exercise” and unsatisfactory endeavour. Authentic, praxis-based feminist activity

exposes the inequalities that neoliberalism continues to hide.

Chapter Three concerns itself with fourth wave feminism, women characters in comedy
television, as well as female comedy. Comedy can create a platform for authentic, praxis-
based feminist activity when it incorporates women characters who use female comedy.
Fourth wave feminism and female comedy create an authentic form of freedom, equality
and empowerment that is not performative. The following chapter will critically engage

with scholarship pertaining to fourth wave feminism and American comedy television.
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CHAPTER THREE: “BECOMING ENOUGH” — WOMEN AND
AMERICAN COMEDY TELEVISION

3.1 Brief Overview of Feminism

The chapter opens with a brief overview of the first, second and third waves of feminism as
well as postfeminism. Providing this brief overview will help situate the study’s use of fourth
wave feminism which the study uses in its analysis of the three selected television series. The
chapter will then discuss fourth wave feminism and the development of women characters in

comedy television.

The first wave of feminism started in 1848 (Hewitt 2021:15) when women began to request a
right to vote. This continued until 1920 when they were granted that right (Faupel & Werum
2011:181; Hewitt 2021:15). It was the beginning of the feminist movement also known as the
women’s suffrage movement that aimed to achieve equality between men and women. Both
first and second wave feminism was mainly targeted towards white women. Women of colour
were only able to vote in 1965 (Hewitt 2021:31). Second wave feminism emerged in the 1960s
and focused on the liberation of white women by creating access to higher education,
employment, and equal pay while critiquing gender inequality and the idea of motherhood and
marriage as fulfilling endeavours (Dow 2005:380). Second wave feminism fought for the
equality between men and women in all spheres, social, economic and political (Thompson
2021:40). Women of colour did participate in this wave however the focus was on the liberation
of white women. It was only in the 1960s-1970s when women of colour rose to the forefront

of the feminist movement in order to achieve their own liberation.

Third wave feminism began in 1960s -1970s and its main focus was on collective conscious
raising which allowed women from all races and classes to address their issues with
patriarchal domination by drawing on their experiences and multitude of identities (Sowards &
Renegar 2004:535). This movement also included women of colour and men who had
previously been excluded. Third wave feminism took a stand “against white supremacy and
imperialism” (Thompson 2021:43). Third wave feminism brought forward the necessity in
understanding white privilege and how it was crucial for feminism that white women and
women of colour work together in order to achieve equality between not only man and woman,
but extended its necessity for equality into class and race (Thompson 2021:45). A new type of
feminism emerged surrounding the idea of resilient woman (Gill 2017) after the third wave of

feminism.

38
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The ideology around the resilient woman emerged in postfeminist discourse by Gill (2017),
Gill and Orgad (2018), and Dobson and Kanai (2018), where women are expected to be
resilient above all else. Postfeminism is the shift from female objectification to subjectification
where the emphasis is on the self and the individual. This emphasis on the self can create
ideas of gender difference according to Gill (2007:255) and Baer (2016:20). It can become a
dangerous ideology within feminist discourse as it allows patriarchal ideologies to resurface
and cement themselves within a discourse that actively tries to separate itself from them
(Walsh, Fursich & Jefferson 2008:125). A new form of feminist discourse that creates an
opportunity for representation of the contemporary women emerged in conflict with

postfeminism representation of women. This discourse is known as fourth wave feminism.

3.2 Fourth Wave Feminism

Fourth wave feminism is characterised by people who interact and associate themselves with
feminism online (Blevins 2018:101). Blevins (2018:101) quotes Elasaid Muro’s Feminism: A
Fourth Wave Essay, where Muro states that feminism has shifted from an independent
individual tactic driven movement to digital (online) “consciousness-raising” group activism.
Fourth wave feminism and its digital sphere, when used correctly, can use the public narrative
and mainstream digital forms to visualise the inequalities that women are subjected to, whilst
also providing ways in which this inequality can change (Olufemi (2020:v). Fourth wave
feminism has moved towards “a kind of discrimination that is harder to quantify and harder to
fight” (Abrahams 2017). The way in which this discrimination takes place is masked by

surface-level neoliberal values such as freedom and equality (Mickunas 2019:1) .

The fourth wave of feminism is the combination of digital and feminist activism (Blevins
2018:105). Cabrera, Belloso, and Prieto (2021:417-420) provide a more detailed description
of fourth wave feminism: he tactics imperative to fourth wave feminism are “technological
mobilisation; intersectionality; empowerment and the denunciation of sexual violence”.
Utilising these elements of feminism through social media allows for fourth wave feminism to
be defined as its own movement, rather than a revival of previous waves. These
“consciousness-raising groups” described by Blevins (2018:101) are what Olufemi (2020:20)
calls “collective organising”. Organized collectives are a threat to the neoliberal ideology of the
hyper-individualised self, because a collective can overthrow the state and change ruling
ideologies (Olufemi 2020:20; Harvey 2007:152-153).

Since contemporary fourth wave feminism concerns itself with a form of digital activism, its

permutations could find its way into programming developed for online streaming television
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series. All three selected television series are available on the streaming platform Amazon
Prime Video, as discussed in the first chapter. Streaming platforms like Amazon Prime Video,
Netflix, and Disney+ require an internet connection in order for their films and series to be
streamed (Castellano & Meimaridis 2021:198-199). The instant availability of online streaming
from any internet-connected device allows series to have an “addictive quality” about them,
according to Cabrera et al (2021:417) and Marin (2019:27). This addictive aspect of television
series has allowed the medium to establish a prominence in the digital sphere with the
introduction of streaming sites. The availability of television in a digital format allows a
connection to be created between fourth wave feminism and television series. Online
streaming platforms for film and television are essentially avenues where artistic creations
appear. Film and television that reflect on the inequalities that women face, provide a place
where this oppression is visualised and can be reflected on by the audience watching it
(Olufemi 2020:v-vi). Mainstream media can offer women a voice,? whether this be physical

individual interviews or a representation of the collective’s voice (Byerly 2019:61).

The currently available and accessible scholarship on The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-
Palladino 2017) addresses the setting of the women-centric comedy television series in 1950s
New York (Parmett 2022:1), as well as the nostalgia of this period representation of the
American metropolis. In the article ‘Jewish Stereotypes and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel’ by
Lee Michael Cohn (2020:[sp]), Midge is described as a character that “embraces[s] and
subvert[s] the stereotype of a Jewish Woman”. The available scholarship does not address
Midge’s embrace and subversion of performative empowerment, which my study has the
opportunity to address. Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021),
and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) are all women-centric American
comedy television shows. As women protagonists have appeared in American comedy
television since the late 1960s, the following section provides insight into the development of

the woman protagonist in American comedy television.

3.3 A Brief Overview of Women Protagonists in American Comedy
Television

The two American comedy television genres most relevant to the study are situation comedy

and comedy drama.

3.3.1 American Comedy Television

9 It is important to acknowledge that these streaming companies (e.g. Netflix, Amazon Prime Video, Disney+, etc)
are owned by capitalist behemoths. | am not suggesting that these organisations are altruistic or activist entities.
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Situation Comedy
Mintz (1985:114—15) provides the following as a typical definition of situation comedy, and is

worth quoting at length:

A half-hour series focused on episodes involving recurrent characters within the
same premise. That is, each week we encounter the same people in essentially
the same setting. The episodes are finite; what happens in a given episode is
generally closed off, explained, reconciled, solved at the end of the half hour . . .
Sitcoms are generally performed before live audiences, whether broadcast live (in
the old days) or filmed or taped, and they usually have an element that might
almost be metadrama in the sense that since the laughter is recorded (sometimes
even augmented), the audience is aware of watching a play, a performance, a
comedy incorporating comic activity. The most important feature of sitcom
structure is the cyclical nature of the normalcy of the premise undergoing stress or
threat of change and becoming restored . . . This faculty for the ‘happy ending’is,
of course, one of the staples of comedy, according to most comic theory.

Above, Mintz (1985:114-115) identifies the salient defining properties of a situation comedy:
similar characters and settings across episodes; a short running time of approximately half an
hour per episode, where the episode plot is concluded by the end of the episode; a laugh track
or live audience response that is embedded in the broadcast; and, lastly, the upbeat ending
of each episode as dramatic conflicts and tensions are resolved. Although Mintz wrote about
comedy television in 1985, his clear definition of the key structural elements of situation
comedy is still used in later research as a primary source by other television scholars, such
as Jason Mittell (2004:13), Stuart Wallace and Randall Stevenson (2009:26).

Mittell (2004:13), along with Wallace and Stevenson (2009:26), discuss that when placing any
text under a certain genre, in this instance the situation comedy (or sitcom), the genre is not
rigorously bound by a certain set of conventions. While Mintz (1985:114—-15) summarises
some broad elements a television show must have to qualify as a sitcom, Mills (2005:27)
argues that this traditional definition proves problematic, as it can also be applied to the drama
genre series. The three aspects that are highlighted in the definition, the “setting, aesthetics
and narrative” (Mills 2005:27), are found in the drama genre as well. Wallace and Stevenson
(2009:31) argue that a series can stand firmly within the situation comedy genre when it does
not reach beyond its limitations of being “coherent” and “stable”, since remaining consistent
within its limitations is an important defining element of the sitcom genre. Once it surpasses
its consistency within the “setting, aesthetics and narrative” (Mills 2005:27) it transforms into
another genre classification completely. There is a common consensus between Hough
(1981), Mintz (1985:114-115), Mittell (2004:13), Olson and Douglas (1997:409), and Wallace
and Stevenson (2009:31) that the defining factor of a traditional situation comedy is its positive

ending with its resolution presented through comedy.
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Kathleen Rowe (citied by Dow 2005:387) describes the sitcom as a platform that “represents
the unrepresentable”. The notion “unrepresentable” here does not refer to characters who
cannot be represented, but instead refers to situational comedy creating a space where
previously underrepresented characters or unrepresented characters can exist. Rowe (cited
by Dow 2005: 387) discusses a popular situational comedy where the woman protagonist was
larger and louder than women had previously been portrayed in situational comedy. In
neoliberalism an example of an unrepresentable character would be an empowered feminist.
Much more representable is neoliberal feminism, as it is a “non-threatening” form of feminism

that misleads women into feeling empowered when they are not (Rutherford 2018:624).

Ahmed (2017:21) discusses how feminists “are often identified as being too reactive, as
overreacting, as if all you are doing is sensationalizing the facts of the matter; as if in giving
your account of something you are exaggerating, on purpose or even with malice”. This
labelling of a feminist as reactive, malicious, and overexaggerated (Ahmed 2017:21) is a result
of feminism’s threat to the neoliberal status quo (Rutherford 2018:624) by identifying and
speaking out against neoliberal performative empowerment. As this kind of feminist is a threat
to neoliberal feminism, there may be a lack of representation in certain genres to avoid
threatening the governance in power. Rowe’s description (citied by Dow 2005:387) of
situational comedy as “representing the unrepresentable” would be a platform where a
feminist character who threatens the status quo can emerge and be heard. Amy in Superstore
(Spitzer 2015) is a feminist character that threatens the Cloud 9 status quo by unionising the

workers and going on strike in the finale of season one.

Superstore (Spitzer 2015) was originally available on the streaming service Netflix as well as
the streaming service Amazon Prime Video. Before it was removed from Netflix, Superstore
(Spitzer 2015) was placed under the sitcom genre. On Amazon Prime Video it is categorised
under the comedy genre. When looking at the episodic structure of the first season of
Superstore (Spitzer 2015), many of the episodes end on a positive note and small problems
are often resolved. Sitcoms conventionally offer viewers an upbeat ending in which challenges
are resolved (Olson & Douglas 1997:410). All the episodes in Superstore (Spitzer 2015) are
also under half an hour in length. However, there is a continuous overarching plot throughout
the season about low-income earnings and the fear of unionisation, which does not result in
a “happy and upbeat” (Olson & Douglas 1997:410) season finale, as the employees walk out

in protest after their manager is fired for giving a pregnant colleague paid maternity leave.
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This study therefore positions Superstore (Spitzer 2015) as comedy, just as Amazon Prime
Video also categorised it. Superstore (Spitzer 2015) does not fit within the traditional sitcom
definition as the season finale does not have a positive ending and lacks a laugh track —
another prominent feature of the sitcom according to Mintz (1985:114-115). In the season one
finale of Superstore (Spitzer 2015) the employees walk out in protest after their manager is
fired for giving a pregnant colleague paid maternity leave (Spitzer 2015). While their pregnant

colleague gets a ‘happy’ ending, the rest of the employees are at risk of losing their jobs.

Comedy Drama

Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021) is also available on Amazon Prime Video and has
been placed into the comedy drama genre by the streaming service. Kevin can F**k Himself
(Armstrong 2021) incorporates an element of sitcom comedy style, but is not the dominant
style throughout the show. The sitcom style is contrasted with stark realism as soon as the
sitcom element ends. The typical sitcom elements described by Mintz (1985:114-115) is seen
when Allison’s husband Kevin is on screen. Kevin always faces a problem that he can solve
with humour and comedy and there is a laugh track that accompanies his narrative of the
episode, which changes every episode. Every problem he encounters is easily resolved by
the end of the episode. The only characters that do not leave the sitcom style are Kevin
McRoberts and his father Pete McRoberts. The only time Kevin’s best friend Neil O’Connor
leaves the sitcom style is in the final episode of the first season, when his sister Patti O’Connor
smashes a bottle over his head to protect Allison, who Neil is strangling. The men, Kevin, Pete,
and Neil (until the last minute of the show) never leave the sitcom aspect of the series, their
storylines happen and finish there. The only characters who can exist outside of the sitcom
aspect are Patti and Allison, and their plotlines take place in the stark realist style of the show,

away from the sitcom’s canned laughter.

The difference of the aesthetic design in the sitcom element and stark realist element of the
show is what guides the audience in understanding Kevin’s reality (sitcom) and Allison’s reality
(stark realism). The main differing factor is the colouring: bright colours during the sitcom
sequences, and dark colouring when the stark realist sequence begins. This alternation
between televisual styles in each episode allows for the series to be labelled a comedy drama,

as the sitcom element is not the dominant televisual style.
Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021) and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-

Palladino 2017) are both placed in the comedy drama genre on Amazon Prime Video. Comedy

drama differs from situation comedy in the laugh track — comedy dramas do not have laugh

© University of Pretoria

43



P
&>

“ UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
"/ UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
et Y

UNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

tracks, whereas sitcoms do (Wallace & Stevenson 2009:31). Thompson (2003:ix) argues that
the two genres are linked as both make use of recurring characters in domestic settings and
the plots of each genre unfold in an entertaining, yet easily comprehensible manner. As the
laugh track is no longer a dominant identifying feature in situational comedy (Wallace &
Stevenson 2009:31) distinguishing situational comedy from comedy drama has become more
difficult.

Wallace and Stevenson (2009:31) argue that another area in which situation comedy and
comedy drama differ is in the seriousness of the narrative. The seriousness of the narrative
may emerge through numerous complex plot-lines (Mittell 2015:42). These multiple plot-lines
allow for different sub-narratives to emerge and intersect or conflict with the main narrative
(Mittell 2015:42).This difference is most evident in Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021).
In the second episode, the sitcom element follows Kevin waiting for a package with a framed
hoodie to arrive. The package does not arrive, and Kevin is convinced the neighbours stole
his package. Kevin starts a ‘war’ against them. In Allison’s narrative, the stark realist element,
she hides the hoodie from Kevin, who emptied their savings account on football memorabilia.
To regain control, Allison wears the hoodie that Kevin has spent their savings on. Allison’s plot
is more serious, as she is also planning to kill her husband, in comparison to the light-hearted

nature of Kevin’s sitcom plot, where he is feuding with his neighbours.

The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) does not alternate between different
narrative styles like Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021). While there are comedic
elements within the show (Midge decides to begin a career in stand-up comedy), it does not
ignore the struggles that Midge endures throughout the series. Her husband leaves her, she
then becomes a single mother, and starts the divorce proceedings while navigating a career
in stand-up comedy at night and working during the day in order to provide for herself and her
children. While Midge is privileged in that she comes from a wealthy family and is able to live
with her parents, the show still incorporates the serious issues that she faces while using a
comedic style to accompany it, therefore, classifying it under the comedy genre (Wallace &
Stevenson 2009:31; Thompson 2003:ix).

Successful American television series often subvert a traditional element within story-telling
and exclude an ending (Mittell 2015:33). The exclusion of an ending creates an “infinite model
of storytelling” (Mittell 2015:33) where the infinite aspect can only continue for as long as a
show is successful. The three series, Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself

(Armstrong 2021), and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) are linked not
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only through the genre of comedy, but also their women protagonists. The next section

conceptualises women and feminist comedy.

3.3.2  Women and Feminist Comedy

Women’s comedy and feminist comedy are two distinct areas of comedy that may or may not
overlap. Women’s comedy is defined by Swink (2017:17) and Gilbert (2004) as humour
created by women, aimed at an audience of women, such as the television show, Girls
(Dunham 2012). It has become associated with feminist comedy as it is used as a place from
which feminist concerns can emerge. Shifman and Lemish (2011:255) identify the basic

characteristics of feminist humour below:

First, feminist humor is oppositional, as it criticizes the current state of gender
inequalities and hegemonic stereotyping. Second, as an expression of
empowerment, feminist humor relates to the capability for empowerment and
freedom to express critical thoughts. Consequentially [sic], feminist humor often
refers to the ability to create humor that mocks men and hegemonic masculinity.
Finally, feminist humor requires access to an outlet that is a “stage” or a medium,
through which this kind of humor is expressed and spread.

Feminist humour functions as a medium where women experience a sense of freedom that is
not inhibited by hegemonic stereotyping (Shifman & Lemish 2011:255). It is a form of humour
that allows women to express the inequalities and exploitation that they face, compared to
other forms of humour which may censor these expressions. Feminist humour can become
misconstrued if the humourist expression of “hegemonic stereotyping” (Shifman & Lemish
2011:255) serves more as an outlet for mocking hegemonic masculinity, rather than an outlet
for empowerment and freedom of expression. Gray (citied by Swink 2017:17) states that
feminist comedy is of great importance, since the comedy genre has always been male
dominated. As Shifman and Lemish (2011:255) have stated, feminist humour can create a
place of empowerment for women, as they are able to express the inequalities that they face

through comedy. An example of a feminist comedy is Fleabag (Waller-Bridge 2016).

Fleabag (Waller-Bridge 2016) is an example of both women’s comedy and feminist comedy.
The show was created by Phoebe Waller-Bridge, a woman, who also plays the main character
Fleabag. The show’s target audience is young adult women who relate to the themes that
occur within the show. As women’s comedy is often interlinked with feminist comedy (Swink
2017: 17; Gilbert 2004), what places Fleabag (Waller-Bridge 2016) in the feminist comedy
genre is the themes of the show. These themes are what frame Fleabag (Waller-Bridge 2016)

as a feminist comedy. The recurring themes in Fleabag (Waller-Bridge 2016) include gender
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inequalities faced by women and hegemonic masculinity (Shifman and Lemish 2011:255).
Therefore it is a show not only created by a woman, for an audience of women, but it also
critiques gender inequality and hegemonic masculinity. Amazon Prime Video has placed Kevin
can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021) and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017)
in the comedy drama genre category. As both shows have women protagonists they

incorporate feminist humour through various aspects.

In SuperStore (Spitzer 2015), Bo runs away after he realises how much financial responsibility
comes with having a baby. When Amy and Dina eventually find him, they realise he has not,
in fact, run away, but is instead handing out falsified resumes in an attempt to find employment.
Bo had initially decided to run away, as all his male role models had abandoned their pregnant
partners. However, he decided instead to go find employment. This can be seen as a form of
feminist humour in SuperStore (Spitzer 2015). The character Bo, initially represents a form of
hegemonic masculinity (Shifman & Lemish 2011:255) by following his role models’ examples
and seemingly abandoning his family. When he is found handing out fraudulent resumes, an
instance of feminist humour occurs. In his fraudulent resumes he claims to have experience
within the medical field as a doctor as well as the editor in chief at Vogue, a famous fashion
magazine. These claims are humorous not only in the range of professional experience he
has, but also because the audience knows that Bo is actually an emerging rapper trying to
find a music label to sign him. He has no experience in the medical field nor at Vogue, nor has

he ever attended a tertiary institution to further his education beyond a high school diploma.

Bo represents a hegemonic stereotype (Shifman & Lemish 2011:255), where working class
men leave their pregnant fiancés. When he is found, this stereotype is subverted because he
instead made the decision to stay and support his family. This example in Superstore (Spitzer
2015) begins by showing the potential for feminist humour to mock hegemonic masculinity
(Shifman & Lemish 2011:255). However, it shifts to challenge the stereotype, and place the
focus on the young couple’s ability to provide for themselves and their unborn child as low-

income earning individuals.

Allison’s auntin Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021) comments on how Allison “got lucky”
with Kevin because not all men are as wonderful as Kevin is. This instance is a form of feminist
humour, as the aspiring Allison is a more layered and nuanced character than her layabout
husband. The series makes it clear, and the viewer understands, that it is actually Kevin who

has most benefited from his union with Allison.
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The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel uses feminist humour in Midge’s interaction with a judge. In the
third episode, Midge appears in court to plead not guilty to the charge of public indecency and
use of crude language. The judge describes Midge as “packaged right” (referring to her
breasts) and decides to drop the charges if Midge agrees to “no longer engage in actions to
the detriment of the moral health of those around [her]” (Sherman-Palladino 2017). Outraged,
Midge says that she performed to an intoxicated audience who have no recollection of the
evening, and therefore the notion that her performance was a detriment to their moral health
is invalid. She then continues by asking the judge to point out why the language she used was
a crime, as well as the differences between the crude language used in her performance and
the crude language that can be overheard in any arbitrary conversation had by men at any
point in time. Following this statement, she raises her concern about the judge’s focus on her
use of foul language when the country is experiencing much larger issues such as the “Jim
Crow laws”, “voter fraud”, and the fabricated accusation of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg
(Sherman-Palladio 2017). Midge is jailed until she apologises for her disrespectful behaviour

in the courtroom, which included using foul language in front of the judge.

Feminist comedy (Shifman & Lemish 2011:255) has been used as a tool to highlight the irony
of the patriarchy by identifying flaws within the patriarchal system, as Midge has done. Her
being jailed for the use of crude language is a complete waste of judicial time and resources,
as the country is facing much bigger political issues. Her speaking out about these issues
alongside her use of crude language in the courtroom, in front of the judge, shows how feminist

comedy promotes freedom of expression and empowerment.

Feminist comedy aims to empower women while the performative empowerment only creates
the illusion of empowerment. Comedy, and in particular feminist comedy, can create a sense
of freedom and agency since people can freely express the inequalities that they face
(Shifman & Lemish 2011:255). By analysing scholarship about performative empowerment
and feminist comedy, the study aims to challenge and rethink the idea of ‘being enough’ for
the women protagonists in Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong
2021), and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017).

3.3.3  Women in American Comedy Television

Gender roles can be challenged and explored within the two-dimensional televisual form
(Holbert, Shah & Kwak 2003:45). Since Holbert, Shah and Kwak’s (2003:45) initial publication
in 2003, television has since entered a “golden age” for women (Perkins & Schreiber
2019:919). This “golden age” described by Perkins and Schreiber (2019:919) has seen an
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increase in the representation of women not only on screen but behind the screen as well, as
more women are now directors, creators, technicians. The representation of women in
comedy has shifted from previous portrayals of strong, independent women attempting to
create a balance between pursuing a career and creating a family (Holbert et al 2003:49), to
female characters that grapple with the demands of a “gendered neoliberal(ist)” twenty-first
century society (Perkins & Schreiber 2019:920) where the ideology of a resilient woman is

being questioned by women characters who exhibit their vulnerabilities.

While there have been shifts in the portrayal of women characters, there are still shows that
portray women, and women in positions of power, through a lens of enlightened sexism (Yates
2018:37-53). Enlightened sexism is a term that has emerged as a response to feminism in
popular culture, whereby women and men are labelled and appear to be equal, that is, without
a gender barrier that divides their successes (Douglas 2010 & Yeats 2018:37). This
appearance of equality is rooted in sexism and is a retaliation on feminist movements (Douglas
2010:11 & Yeats 2018:37). This specific portrayal of women characters in power who
experience enlightened sexism is found in HBO series Veep (lannucci 2012). The woman
protagonist in Veep (lannucci 2012), Selina Meyer (Julia-Louis Dreyfus), is the vice-president
of the United States of America. The series follows her journey as a woman who holds a
powerful position in American politics (Yeats 2018:36). Even though she has a powerful
position within American politics, she still falls victim to the gender inequality that takes place
within American politics. Her political achievements and successes are often merely accidental
mishaps, political epiphenomena that occur throughout the show. The little she achieves is
deliberate, and thus, she is continuously the object source of humour in the show. While she
could be considered a victim of the reigning patriarchal system, Selina herself uses the
patriarchal system to her personal advantage at the expense of her family and fellow party
members. The success of Veep (lannucci 2012) as a women-centric situational comedy
whose protagonist is a woman in (pursuit of) power, was made possible by the success of one
of the first women-centric sitcom series that highlighted second wave feminism on American

television, The Mary Tyler Moore Show (Brooks & Burns 1970).

The Mary Tyler Moore Show

The plot of the show follows Mary Richards, a woman who is independent, unmarried, and
working in the television newsroom — a male dominated industry, (Dow 2005:379 & Crozier
2008:51). Dow (2005:380) states that the show created a new type of woman character within
the sitcom — the independent working woman — who rejected the traditional roles of family

and occupations that were considered to be for women only, like nursing and teaching. The
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Mary Tyler Moore Show (Brooks & Burns 1970) also allowed for other women characters
within the show to get their own spin-off series. Rhoda, Mary’s best friend, got her own spin-
off called Rhoda (Brooks & Burns 1974) that focuses on her move to New York City, and
Phyllis, Mary’s other friend, got her own show called Phyllis (Brooks & Burns 1975) that
centres around her life as a young widow living in San-Francisco. These spin-offs opened up
the different avenues for the representation of women in sitcoms to wider narrative

possibilities.

Dow (2005:380-381) highlights that the show lacked engagement with the second wave of
feminism at the time of the series’ initial broadcast. The show presents a form of “lifestyle
feminism” (Dow 2005:380-381) where the premise is the only feminist element in The Mary
Tyler Moore Show (Brookes & Burns 1970). Mary herself is not an active participant of the
liberation movement, nor does she deliberately express any second wave feminist ideals. Her
workplace replicates that of a family environment and her boss, Lou Grant, functions as the
office ‘father’. When Mary does try to create more opportunity for herself and the company,
she is continuously reprimanded by Lou and unable to advance her career (Dow 2005 &
Crozier 2008:56). Mary is, therefore, not fully independent since this ‘family environment’,
which supposedly supports her, refuses her the opportunity to succeed beyond a certain point

and her career decisions are determined by her male boss (Dow 2005:381).

Dow (2005:381) argues that, while Mary can be understood as an example of second wave
feminism, the character does not explicitly identify as feminist. Dow (2005:380) is not placing
“lifestyle feminism” within a negative binary in opposition to pronounced engagement in
second wave feminism. Rather, Dow highlights the evolution of women protagonists in
comedy. Mary’s character functions as an “emerging feminine consciousness” (Crozier 2008;
Jule 2010:124) because she continues to follow traditional aspects of femininity, while

searching and creating more independence for herself within the male-dominated business.
Mary’s character was ground-breaking representation for women during the 1970s as she was
thus the first successful representation of the independent working woman.'® The next women-

centric comedy series to replicate similar success was Murphy Brown (English 1988).

Murphy Brown

10 Success, in this instance, is indicated by the amount of time The Mary Tyler Moore Show (Brookes & Burns
1970) and Murphy Brown (English 1988) aired on television.
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The next successful women-centric comedy series Murphy Brown (English 1988) only aired
18 years later, in 1988. The success of The Mary Tyler Moore Show (Brooks & Burns 1970)
created an opportunity for many other female characters to receive their own spin-off women-
centric series. However, these spin-offs, Rhoda (Brooks & Burns 1974) and Phyllis (Brooks &

Burns 1975), were not as successful as their precursor.

Murphy Brown follows the personal and workplace experiences of fortysomething top
investigative journalist and television presenter Murphy Brown (Candice Bergen). Despite her
successful career, Murphy is labelled as single and flawed by Ferrell (2017:167). Murphy was
extremely smart and described by Ferrell (2017:167) as “often the smartest person in the
room”, which created tension between her and the men she encountered. Ferrell (2017:167)
also describes her as “talented, smart, uncompromising, complicated, nuanced, unpolished,
unapologetic, aggressive and wonderfully imagined”. Murphy’s ‘flaws’ are that she does not
submit to the men around her. Murphy’s imperfections (Ferrell 2017:167-168) propelled the

show’s popularity among the audience.

Unlike Mary in The Mary Tyler Moore Show (Brooks & Burns 1970), Murphy uses her wit and
outspokenness to actively call out gender inequality within her workplace. Furthermore, she
did not simply acquire her job by accident (as Mary did), but worked hard to become a top
journalist. This difference does not dismiss Mary and her show’s contribution to the
representation of women in sitcoms, but highlights the development in the representation of
the independent working woman. This change moves from Mary in The Mary Tyler Moore
Show (Brooks & Burns 1970), who accidentally acquired a job in a male-dominated television
newsroom, to Murphy in Murphy Brown (English 1988), a woman that deliberately fought for

acclaim and status in a male-dominated industry.

As discussed earlier, neoliberalism promotes hyper-individualisation in order to enhance the
production of capital and for individuals to create a self-sufficient lifestyle (Rottenberg 2018:7).
Women who embrace neoliberal ideals but do not procreate, do not enhance the production
of human capital. Until a woman has contributed to the creation of human capital, she cannot
be viewed as a committed individual to the advancement of neoliberal society (Banet-Weiser
et al. 2020:8). This is evident in seasons three and four of Murphy Brown (English 1988), when
Murphy Brown, the ‘successfully independent hard-working single’ woman, suddenly falls
pregnant. Her pregnancy threatens to temporarily remove her from the work force, and

promises to anchor her in the domain of the domestic.
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Women who focus solely on advancing their careers and creating capital for their employers
will not procreate and, therefore, not produce future human capital. It is important to
acknowledge that an individual's desire for procreation does not make them a pawn of
capitalism. However, participating in procreation in order to achieve neoliberal societal
expectations makes an individual a victim to neoliberal ideals (Rottenberg 2017:332).
Neoliberalism and neoliberal feminism thus exploits women for their labour and well as their
ability to reproduce human capital. Only once a woman has achieved all of the above-
mentioned criteria will she then be viewed as ‘empowered’. Neoliberal empowerment is
unattainable as there is no set measurement to be ‘empowered’, therefore, women are

continuously exploited and exploit themselves in order to achieve performative empowerment.

Ferrell’s (2017:167) discussion of Murphy Brown (English 1988) foregrounds gender inequality
in the American corporate workplace of the 1980s and 1990s. This inequality in the workplace
visualised how women’s independence and success was ultimately gendered and defined by
men. The Mary Tyler Moore Show (Brooks & Burns 1970) and Murphy Brown (English 1988)
both presented to their audiences the independent working woman who consciously or
unconsciously had feminist views. Both shows also consciously or unconsciously presented
to their audience a gendered independence, as both Mary and Murphy’s success is defined

by the men in power around them.

The Golden Girls

West (2010:1) and Van Bauwel (2017:2) describe The Golden Girls (Harris 1985) as a highly
successful sitcom series, since it was the first women-centred sitcom that maintained
popularity throughout its duration on television. Often, women-centred shows were cancelled
and removed from television during the 1980s. Women-centred shows that focused on older
women (65 and up) was something that had little to no visibility previously on screen. In The
Golden Girls (Harris 1985) the four characters Rose Nylund (Betty White), Dorothy Zbornak
(Bea Arthur), Sophia Petrillo (Estelle Getty), and Blanche Devereaux (Rue McClanahan) live
together in a suburban home. The show is centred around their relationships with one another
as a group of older women, where three of the four characters are widows and Rose Nylund
is divorced (Belli 2017:140). This dynamic of four older women living with one another was
likely unfamiliar to television audiences at the time. The Golden Girls’ (Harris 1985) success
may well have been aided by the situational comedy’s ability to “represent the
unrepresentable” Rowe (cited by Dow 2005: 387). The idea of unrepresentable can be linked
to the show’s appeal to audiences at the time, as previous shows alienated the older

audiences. The Golden Girls (Harris 1985) was able to gain traction amongst newer audiences
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despite the narrative centring itself around four older women. The show’s success could also
be contributed to the cast, particularly Betty White, who was an already established performer

and social activist.

The notion of the sitcom representing the unrepresentable (Rowe cited by Dow 2005: 387) is
evident in the show’s focus on older women and their non-traditional family structure, which
rejects the nuclear family ideal pushed by American politics (Belli 2017:140). Older women
having sexual desires is not unrepresentable, but the agency and the empowerment that the
characters represent is deemed unrepresentable for a neoliberal patriarchal-conservative
viewership. Another of The Golden Girls’ (Harris 1985) many successes was that its all-women
primary characters address uncomfortable social topics of the time, such as the social
acceptance of the LGBTQIA+ community, the AIDS pandemic, racism, sexuality, and the
mistreatment of the elderly (West 2010:2 & Belli 2017:138). These discussions represented
the respective social movements at the time that had been underrepresented or had no
representation at all because of neoliberal patriarchal-conservative viewership. These
discussions and characters are not unrepresentable, they just did not have a place to exist
commercially due to the stringent, ruling, conservative viewership at the time. The Golden
Girls (Harris 1985) allowed comedy and women characters in comedy to provide viewers with
representations of agency and empowerment. The space for representation has also allowed

a shift in the development of the independent working woman character.

The independent working woman character has developed throughout the years on television.
This is evident in the shift from second-wave feminist representation in The Mary Tyler Moore
Show (Brooks & Burns 1970) to discussions that were not only centred around inequality
between white men and white women in The Golden Girls (Harris 1985). The Golden Girls
(Harris 1985) began referencing an emerging consciousness around the start of third-wave
feminism, through their discussions of topics that were often avoided (West 2010:2 & Belli
2017:138). This reference to the emerging consciousness of third-wave feminism differs from
the consciousness of second-wave feminism in The Mary Tyler Moore Show (Brooks & Burns
1970) and Murphy Brown (English 1988), as The Golden Girls (Harris 1985) discuss a

multitude of issues including sexuality, race, and ageism.

The Golden Girls (Harris 1985) also offered new insight into what a non-traditional family
structure may look like for older women who are looking at their lives past retirement and have
financial constraints (Belli 2017:139). The four women are “bound by financial need and

personal choice”, according to Belli (2017:139). While she may be referring to the community
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of the non-traditional family structure that The Golden Girls (Harris 1985) created, the inclusion
of “financial need” is an important aspect to note. These older women appear “empowered”
(West 2010:13) in terms of embracing their sexuality and their “independence” as four older
women who are able to live with one another and take care of one another. However, this
personal decision to live together was largely made because of financial reasons. While
disrupting the neoliberal idea of the ‘nuclear family’, the series also highlights that finances
and capital are key factors informing decision making, even — or especially — for women

retirees.

Their non-traditional family structure also receives resistance from other characters in the
show who present them with challenges of being “chosen family” (Belli 2017:140). When the
city inspector is made aware that there are three women renting rooms from Dorothy, the
owner of the house, he immediately gives them a $10 000 fine, but disguises it as
“‘improvement costing” in order to ensure that the house is liveable for four women (Belli
2017:140). The fine of $10 000 can be seen as a deliberate intervention from the government
(Gilbert 2013:9) because the women threaten the ideologies of a neoliberal regime by living
together and afford a comfortable lifestyle from their savings. Living off of savings also defeats
the neoliberal objective of continuously working to create a better life for oneself through
continuous labour and accumulation (Rottenberg 2018:7), as they no longer work to afford
their comfortable lifestyle. The titular character in Murphy Brown (English 1988) embraces this
ideal of working hard for a better life and is a top investigative journalist and television
presenter in her field. Murphy, therefore, appears to be the ideal empowered neoliberal woman
as she is self-sufficient. Murphy Brown’s decision to embrace a self-sufficient lifestyle aligns

with neoliberal hyper-individualisation.

Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021), and The Marvelous Mrs.
Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) are shows that align themselves with fourth wave feminism
movement, which has emerged during neoliberalism (the current dominant ideology that
influences society’s political, economic and social spheres). The analysis will explore whether
the shows strengthen neoliberal ideology or whether they aid to the consciousness around
fourth wave feminism through the main women characters’ negotiation of performative

empowerment.
As stated earlier, the current wave of feminism is fourth wave feminism (Cabrera, Belloso and

Prieto 2021:417) and it focuses on “diverse identities and corporalities” while still aiming to

overcome gender inequality. Superstore (Spitzer 2015), Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong
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2021), and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) are three women-centric
comedy series whose narratives embrace these “diverse identities and corporalities” (Cabrera,
Belloso & Prieto 2021:417). Superstore (Spitzer 2015) incorporates a multitude of diverse
characters with numerous men and women of different races, multiple socio-economic
backgrounds, LGBTQIA+ representation, differently abled-body representation, significant
age representation from a woman in her late teenage years to an elderly woman in her 80s,
and religious diversity. Kevin can F**k Himself (Armstrong 2021), although having a
predominately white main cast, includes a racially, socio-economic, and LGBTQIA+ diverse
cast of secondary characters. The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (Sherman-Palladino 2017) also
showcases diverse identities (Cabrera, Belloso and Prieto 2021:417), although the narrative
is placed within the upper-class Jewish community in the 1950s. These diverse characters
emerge when the main character exits her upper-class community and befriends the manager

of a local downtown bar.

Chapter Three has focused on deepening the conceptual and theoretical frameworks of fourth
wave feminism and women in comedy. This chapter has also conceptualised and framed the
situation comedy and comedy drama genres, and the evolution of main women protagonist
characters across selected American woman-centric comedy series. As the three selected
series for the study all have main women protagonists, women and feminist comedy has been
conceptualised by drawing from three successful women protagonist comedy series, The
Mary Tyler Moore Show (Brooks & Burns 1970), Murphy Brown (English 1988), and The
Golden Girls (Harris 1985).

Against the backdrop of this chapter, and as informed by key ideas from both Chapter Two
and Three, Chapter Four focuses on the television series Superstore (Spitzer 2015), in
particular the character Amy’s embracing and undermining of performative empowerment

through labour, gender, and class.
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CHAPTER FOUR: AMY VERSUS CORPORATE: THE
BATTLEGROUND OF PERFORMATIVE EMPOWERMENT IN
SUPERSTORE (S1)

4.1 Chapter Introduction

This chapter provides a thematic and textual analysis of performative empowerment in the
first season of the comedy television series Superstore (Spitzer 2015)."" This analysis occurs
with due reference to the key ideas of neoliberalism, neoliberal feminism, and women-centric
comedy series, as discussed in Chapters Two and Three. Within these respective analyses,
the focus for the thematic analysis comprises identifying themes that are either continuously
referred to or mentioned once and then not again. The textual analysis then builds on the
specific themes identified in the series and analyses how the main women protagonists

simultaneously embrace and undermine performative empowerment.

Bratslavsky (2019:209) describes Superstore as a comedy show that offers different
representations of labour and class on television which have not previously been represented.
The narrative unfolds within the super store, Cloud 9, and the characters are the low-income
employees of the store. The structure of this show is also a subversion of the traditional
situational comedy in that the laugh track and contained episodic narrative of the situation
comedy do not appear within Superstore. This subversion of the traditional sitcom aids the
show and its characters as they all continuously undermine Corporate and its policies
(Bratslavsky 2019:216). Both the show style and diegesis challenge the traditional neoliberal
systems in place that prevent growth and freedom. Superstore’s world-building takes place
within the Cloud 9 store. The show’s narrative is contained to the store and it does not “re-
expand [its] diegetic universe” (O’Sullivan 2019:57). The series’ contained geographic setting
allows the narrative to unfold through the characters and also adheres to the sitcom

characteristic of the contained set.

In the context of the series Superstore the employees find themselves in conflict with the
working conditions of the Cloud 9 store. To maintain specificity, this analysis focuses on the
main female employees of Cloud 9. The recurring theme of the individual versus themselves

captures how neoliberal performative empowerment creates an identity which embeds itself

" In the interest of streamlined reading, | will only provide the full reference Superstore (Spitzer 2015) once per
section and then simply refer to the title, Superstore, throughout the rest of the section.
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within capital gain ideals, thus this ‘individual’ identity is not truly individual, as it is promoted
by the dominant ruling ideology (Gilbert 2013:7-11). This neoliberal individualist identity

causes tension between itself and an individual’s actual identity.

This analysis interrogates the women protagonists’ undermining and embracing of
performative empowerment through labour, class, and gender. For Superstore, there is a
greater focus on labour and, more specifically, gendered labour, with intersecting themes of
class and gender. All episodes in the show continuously either directly or indirectly address
the above themes. However, for the purposes of the current study | analyse the first episode,
the seventh episode, and the last episode (finale) of the season. The thematic and textual
analysis of each episode also includes references to specific moments from other episodes

that speak directly to the identified themes.

4.2 Pilot Episode

The first episode of the series Superstore (Spitzer 2015) is analysed in this chapter. The
selection of the pilot episode is important, as this episode establishes the diegesis and
ideological points of reference wherein the narrative unfolds and introduces the prominent

characters that appear throughout the season.

4.2.1 Plot Summary

The first episode introduces the big American super store, Cloud 9, the location of the rest of
the season. The store is described in the opening dialogue as a place where American dreams
can come true for the customers who shop there. Jonah, a new employee, joins the Cloud 9
store and confuses Amy, for a customer, as she is not wearing her employee vest. This
misunderstanding creates tension between Amy and Jonah, as he positions himself as
someone who does not look like a big department store employee. After Cheyenne, a heavily
pregnant teenager who works at the store, asks Amy if she can take a break, Jonah realizes

that Amy works at the store.

When Amy puts her vest on, her name tag reads ‘Ramona’. When Jonah calls her by this
name, she says that it's not her real name, she uses fake names because she does not want
the customers calling her by her real name. She does not tell Jonah her name and leaves to
continue working. Jonah spends the rest of the episode attempting to persuade Amy to tell
him her real name and prove to her that he does not believe he is superior to minimum wage
store employees. Amy’s attempt to return to work is halted when Cheyenne receives a

marriage proposal from her teenage boyfriend Bo, the father of their unborn child. Amy
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interrupts this proposal and tells Cheyenne to think about her future before accepting the

proposal. Cheyenne takes Amy’s advice and does not accept the proposal.

In Jonah’s attempt to prove himself to Amy, he re-prices all the electronics in the store to 25
cents instead of only reducing them by 25 percent. A chaotic outbreak then occurs when the
customers seize this opportunity and Dina, the assistant manager, stops the stampede by
firing a shotgun into the ceiling. After an employee meeting is held about making mistakes,
Jonah attempts to reconcile with Amy by showing her the beauty in the mundane. His first
attempt at this is throwing a white plastic bag into the air and watching it fall. Amy does not
entertain Jonah'’s first attempt and walks away once the bag has landed on the ground. Jonah
attempts to show Amy this beauty again, however, he is interrupted by an armed robbery that

turns into a marriage proposal dance break planned by Bo.

Dina misunderstands the situation and calls SWAT to intervene. In order to delay the ‘hostage’
situation she turns off the power, revealing Jonah'’s ‘beauty of the mundane’ moment, where
he has stuck glow-in-the-dark stars to the store ceiling. This moment persuades Cheyenne to
accept Bo’s proposal as she believes the stars were part of the proposal. Cheyenne is
unaware that it was Jonah who spent all day putting glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling for
Amy. The episode ends with all the employees leaving the store in the evening. As Amy and
Jonah walk to their cars, Amy tells Jonah her name. Once they have said goodbye, Amy

removes her wedding ring from her pocket and puts it on her finger.

422  Pilot Analysis (S1 E1)

Performative empowerment in Superstore (Spitzer 2015) is simultaneously embraced and
undermined by the leading women protagonists. As performative empowerment emerges in
neoliberal discourse as a superficial empowerment for women,'? it fits into two themes, the
individual versus society and the individual versus themselves. These themes emerge from
playwriting and screenwriting discourse. They were introduced to me during a play and
screenwriting workshop that | attended in 2023, hosted by Professor José Alejandro Melero
Salvador. These themes, along with others, were presented as ways in which to develop plot

depth and characterisation of a narrative (Melero 2023).

While the individual versus society and the individual versus themselves are used within

screenwriting discourse, their universality allows them to emerge from the thematic analysis

12 Performative empowerment is explained in depth in Chapter 2, section 2.7.2 titled ‘Performative Empowerment’.
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discourse of this study. They are, however, placed within the neoliberal and neoliberal

feminism conceptual framework and understood through this, as established in depth below.

The Individual versus Neoliberal Society

Neoliberalism aims to create balance in society between freedom and equality (Mickunas
2019:1). This freedom and equality (Mickunas 2019:1) would create a society that is
democratic, stable, peaceful, and inclusive (Harvey 2007:10). However, because of its roots
within the Republican right wing, freedom and equality cannot be achieved, because it only

solidifies and strengthens the upper class (Gilbert 2013:7-11).

In all the series, the women protagonists find themselves in conflict with society, specifically
neoliberal society. Neoliberal society maintains that women should never stop working on
themselves in order to continuously increase their value (Rottenberg 2018:2). If women have
to continuously work on and improve themselves, both socially and financially in order to be
of value, they will never ‘be enough’, ‘independent’, or empowered. If they want to engage
with freedom and equality promised by neoliberalism they cannot, because it is an ideology
that aims to solidify the upper class (Gilbert 2013:7-11). All their efforts to be seen as free,
equal, and empowered will never afford them the opportunity to actually better their lives.
They are, therefore, indefinitely working on themselves as the individual in order to create a
better lifestyle for themselves in neoliberal society. However, neoliberal society will not afford
them the opportunity to engage with class mobility and actual empowerment. These
individuals then find themselves in opposition with themselves, as their continuous attempt

to meet neoliberal ideals puts them in conflict with their actual self.

The Neoliberal Individual versus Themselves

The neoliberal individual versus themselves is a theme that assists in the understanding,
embracing, and subverting neoliberal performative empowerment. As defined in Chapter
Two section 2.8.2, performative empowerment is the false empowerment of women under
neoliberalism. Women are promised ‘empowerment’ if they obtain a work-life balance
(Rutherford 2018:622). Yet, this balance cannot be measured and therefore women work
tirelessly to achieve it, when they merely assist the capital gain and labour production
(Rutherford 2018:622). The neoliberal individual therefore engages with certain ideals in
order to obtain an empowerment that, by design, does not exist. The neoliberal individual, in
an attempt to obtain this false empowerment, will sacrifice their own sense of self and
morality. One of the ways in which this kind of sacrifice (possibly reframed a voluntary

compromise) may manifest is through ‘bought time’ (Odell 2023:44-47) where individuals
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increase their work hours to produce capital and do the work of others (Cotter 2020:57) to
achieve financial success. The higher work hours increases the amount of bought time
(Odell 2023:44-47), which allows employees to earn more. After increasing their work hours
in the hopes of achieving financial success, women then return home and begin their unpaid
domestic labour (Rottenberg 2017:341). Therefore, labour for women does not end when
their bought time (Odell 2023:44-47) is complete. They must further partake in unpaid

domestic labour in order to obtain a successful work-life balance (Rutherford 2018:622).

Increasing bought time (Odell 2023:44-47) while still attempting to embrace a neoliberal
work-life balance (Rutherford 2018:622), achieve financial success, and achieve
‘empowerment’ creates conflict within an individual. This ultimately results in the neoliberal
individual in conflict with themselves, as they attempt to embrace a neoliberal persona
whose ideals contradict their own individual values and ideals. The “difference and deviation”
(Ahmed 2017:197) of the true individual self can be damaging to those in power, as this
“difference and deviation” (Ahmed 2017:197) does not conform to the neoliberal self’s ideals.
The individual experiences a form of cognitive dissonance,’® an experience of discomfort
(Gbadamosi 2009:1079) created in this instance by the conflict between the individual’s
more authentic aspirations and desires and their willingness for soft forms of self-
exploitation. Both these themes, the individual versus neoliberal society and the individual
versus themselves play out across all three selected series for the study. In the case of
Superstore, the themes emerge through the interactions and conflict between employees of

Cloud 9 and Corporate.

1. Cloud 9, “Everything You Could Ever Want or Need” and Neoliberal Freedom

The audience is introduced to Cloud 9 at the start of the first episode of the series, through
the following dialogue (Spitzer 2015): “The American superstore. One-stop shopping for
everything you could ever want or need. Do you want to be thinner? Fatter? Happier? Sadder?
Are you looking for friendship? Or solitude? Or even love?”. This introduction to the store is
one that mimics the neoliberal narrative of the individual self and the freedom that
accompanies it. In Cloud 9, the customers can shop for anything they need as this superstore

allegedly has the capacity to cater to all consumers’ wants and desires. Similarly, the free

13 Cognitive dissonance is psychological occurrence where an individual holds two different understandings of a
piece of knowledge that are inconsistent with one another, which creates a discomfort within the individual
(Festinger cited by Gbadamosi 2009:1079). While there has been much research since Festinger’s understanding
of cognitive dissonance (in Gbadamosi 2009:1079), the study uses Festinger’s definition, as it reflects the theme
of the individual versus themselves.
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neoliberal individual has equal opportunity where they can make their own choices and are

not forced into decisions by a governing force (Mickunas 2019:2-3).

The Cloud 9 superstore and the free neoliberal individual ideal both propose an environment
wherein individuals can acquire anything they “could ever want or need” (Spitzer 2015).
However, while this implies that the individuals have a certain freedom, what they can actually
acquire is determined by governing bodies. Cloud 9 sells basic necessities that are often
marked as discounted. In Superstore, what the customers are able to purchase within the
store is determined by the company’s corporate board. The viewer does not see this take

place. The viewer only has access to what the in-store employees narrate.

‘Corporate’ is a mystery to the employees and to the viewer. The customers may feel they are
‘free’ to choose, yet their choices are already predetermined by the Cloud 9 corporation,
similar to the (limited) freedom that neoliberalism claims it offers. Corporate and neoliberal
governance mask their control by advertising a freedom of choice (Chen 2013:443). Freedom
of choice is controlled through particular limitations implemented by governing bodies (Chen
2013:444). Therefore, an individual or customer may feel they are empowered (Harvey
2007:5) as they are free to choose, however, their choice availability is determined by the
governing control. This controlled freedom of choice is highlighted 25 seconds into the first
episode of the show, when Amy is introduced to the audience while attending to a customer

that is inquiring about a discounted ring.

The customer is discontent with having to buy a $10 engagement ring because the $6
engagement rings are sold out. The stone used in the ring is a cheaper alternative to a cubic
zirconia, an already cheaper alternative to a diamond. The customer is discontent because he
feels the advertisement on the $6 rings was simply propaganda to attract customers and
generate capital by only having the $10 rings. His frustration highlights the controlled agency
of freedom of choice (Chen 2013:443). He was not actually free to choose his ring, as the only
option available to him at the time was the $10 ring. The Cloud 9 store facilitates a structured
environment that places particular limitations on customer choice and agency. These
facilitated limitations implemented by the Cloud 9 governing body echo the neoliberal ‘free’
identity where ‘free’ choice and individualism are not as natural as they are promoted, due to
strategic limitations implemented by government rule (Gilbert 2013:9). Cloud 9 not having the
$6 ring was not a deliberate decision made by Corporate to inconvenience this particular
customer. Stock of products is ordered in batches and if all the stock is bought, it cannot be

sold to a customer. While this is a common occurrence, the amount of stock and its price is
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predetermined by Corporate. If an individual is unable to obtain their item, they either have to
settle for what is available, in this instance the customer purchased the $10 ring, or they have

to wait until it is available again.

Lauren Bratslavsky (2019:209) states that “[the] NBC sitcom Superstore is set in an icon of
neoliberalism: the big box store known for low wages and cheap products.” While this is the
reality of the super store franchise, it is not advertised as such, as is evident in the opening
dialogue. The opening dialogue also addresses an underlying element of neoliberalism which
is the capitalisation of lifestyle (Spitzer 2015): “Do you want to be thinner? Fatter? Happier?
Sadder? Are you looking for friendship? Or solitude? Or even love?”. A customer cannot
physically purchase the above-mentioned emotions, however, they can purchase products
that appear to assist them in indulging or heightening these emotions. The shot that
accompanies the dialogue on “Sadder?” (Spritzer 2015) shows a frowning young adult
dressed in all black, applying black lipstick. The young adult is attempting to appear sadder
and, in order to enhance their sad appearance, they add black makeup. This decision to be
sadder is also a decision that can be capitalised on because of the neoliberal individual self.
This young adult is free to choose how they wish to appear therefore they are living their ‘truth’

by being sad and perpetuating their sadness with black makeup.

Customers are essentially encouraged to indulge in excessiveness. This guidance towards
excess consumption is also highlighted throughout the entirety of the seri