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Introduction

Television has always been there for me. I have never lived without it and hon-
estly find that prospect anxiety inducing. I admit to being immediately suspi-
cious of those who don’t have one in their home. When I moved to Glasgow 
in 2009, I drove up from Yorkshire the night before the moving van was due 
to arrive. Knowing the tenement flat I had rented would be bare, I packed my 
car with life’s essentials: a kettle, tea bags, beer, crisps, and a small tv set. I 
ventured around the corner to a grocery store to buy a pint of milk but then 
quickly scurried back to the relative safety of my new home. I camped out in 
the front room that first night, alone and frankly terrified of the life decision 
I had made to leave my home and family for a new job, city, and country. So 
I got drunk, ate Monster Munch, and wrestled with a cable box in order to 
get a weak digital signal, and eventually settled in to watch EastEnders (figure 
Intro.1). Though I was in a new place, the experience was familiar. In 1998 the 
same tv set came with me to the University of Warwick when I started my 
undergraduate degree and moved into the residence halls. Rootes e50 was my 
designated cell, a small rectangular room with a single bed, a desk and chair, 
a couple of shelves, and a sink. It was the cheapest option on campus, which 
meant it did not have a bathroom. My dad and older sister, Jess, drove me 
down the motorway, and with each sign for the university we passed, the knot 
in my stomach would tighten. Taking advantage of our family Motability bus, 
I had packed it full, aiming to simply transfer my teenage bedroom to this 
new accommodation and to bring all that was familiar with me as an antidote 
to the blind fear and trepidation I felt. When we arrived, Jess, by that point an 
experienced student, helped me construct my home away from home. We put 
up posters and made the bed; we set up the stereo, tv, and vcr and located 



Figure Intro.1   
First night in Turnberry 
Road, Glasgow,  
August 2009. 
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the communal kitchen; and when it was all unpacked, it was time for them to 
leave. Alone and immediately stricken with homesickness, I switched on the 
tv and opened a beer. 

In 2004 I returned to Warwick to start my PhD. The experience was un-
cannily similar, and though the room was bigger there was still no private 
bathroom. The university housing office had given me a room in a former 
nursing home that now housed around twenty postgraduate students. I’d left 
the terraced house in the West Yorkshire village we grew up in, where I’d set-
tled in with Jess and our cat for the last three years, to begin the next stage 
of an academic career that I had dreamed of since I was a child watching In-
spector Morse stride around the hallowed halls of Oxford (the halls at War-
wick were certainly less hallowed but fortunately less murderous). My dad 
and stepmother were in charge of crisis management, on this occasion rush-
ing out to Argos to get me a tv cable when I realized I’d left it behind, re-
sulting in a cross between a tantrum and a panic attack. I followed the same 
routine — we unpacked and said our goodbyes, and I turned on the tv and 
opened a beer before plucking up the courage to leave the room and meet my 
fellow residents. 

There I was, and years later, here I am again. It is the summer of 2017 and 
I’ve arrived in Liverpool for a disability studies conference. I am older, I’m fi-
nancially secure, I don’t drink as much beer, and I don’t do communal bath-
rooms. I find myself checking into a hall of residence on the Liverpool Hope 
University campus. The rectangular room is bare and austere, with a single 
bed, a desk and chair, a couple of shelves, and a private shower (I’m not sure if 
I’m going up in the world or coming down). I am rushed by a series of feelings 
as the anxiety and homesickness of those previous experiences loop them-
selves around who I am now. I set about making the room more palatable. I 
drape a scarf over the fluorescent light, plug in my laptop, and connect to the 
university Wi-Fi. I click on the livestream of bbc One through the iPlayer. 
EastEnders is playing. I haven’t watched it in years, but the familiar sights and 
sounds of Albert Square spill into the drab room and immediately make me 
feel more at home. 

This is not an unfamiliar story. Television in this account emerges as both 
a companion to the everyday and a way of managing crisis and transition. It 
speaks to the kinds of “ontological security” that forms of broadcasting have 
been imagined to provide and of a viewer who is well rehearsed in this par-
ticular cultural practice.1 It may not tell us much about the text of television, 
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but it alludes to a set of text-based experiences that are durational (the long-
running soap opera, for instance) and iterative (a pattern of retreat and return 
that is captured in my own academic comings and goings). It also speaks to a 
series of continuities and discontinuities in both my life in general and my life 
with television. I recently turned forty, and my life (so far) might easily be split 
in two: my formative years as analog and adult years as digital. It’s not that 
simple, though, as my own sense of self, like television’s technologies, con-
tinues to loop, layer, and multiply, and I still insist on using vhs tapes in my 
lectures. This is a story that reminds us of the materiality of television and its 
ability to transform space and of the way it is used in these recurring scenes to 
turn an unfamiliar space into a home. As an object and a medium, it has been 
seen to connect the near and far, home and away, over space but also over 
time. In this instance it also acts as a meaningful object or locus around which 
my own multiple selves are summoned — as undergrad, postgrad, early career, 
and midcareer academic — reminding me of the opportunities and sacrifices 
that have accompanied each stage. It is also a story that, like the soap opera 
itself, is ongoing and incomplete. 

In a 2006 essay John Caughie asks the following question: “When we as 
academics and intellectuals write about television, who do we think we are?”2 
While the question alludes to the anxious place of television studies within 
the academy, it is prompted by an observation of the ways in which the re-
flections of different scholars on their own histories, experiences, and en-
gagements with television underpin their critical responses.3 This is perhaps 
not unique to the film and television studies scholar: for instance, as educa-
tional theorist Wolff-Michael Roth argues, “Because we are the products of 
the world that we attempt to describe, our auto/biographies and our scholarly 
works are deeply integrated.”4 But what might an autobiography of television 
look like? This work might take the form of an individual’s viewing history or 
an account of specific televisual moments that have punctuated a life story. 
Literary scholars and critics have certainly produced plentiful accounts of 
individual reading histories and particular acts of rereading. Alison Waller 
categorizes these into “ ‘bibliomemoirs’ and ‘autobibliographies’: the former 
taking books read over a lifespan as a starting point for exploring a life history 
narrative and the latter employing autobiographical anecdote to illuminate 
certain texts or aspects of literature.”5 My own use of autobiography in this 
book utilizes both modes, tracing a lifelong relationship with television forms 
and cultures and using the personal as a way in to specific television texts and 
experiences. I have written elsewhere about the idea of a television autobiog-
raphy to refer to the memories, references, and associations that are built up 
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across a life lived alongside television. This should be seen not simply as the 
accumulation of an archive of televisual sounds and images but as a knotting 
together of our on- and offscreen lives. The autobiographical emerges, I ar-
gue, as a way in which to unravel some of these knots and to explore those ex-
periences of intimacy, familiarity, repetition, and duration that have come to 
characterize television. An autobiographical focus, then, can tell us not only 
something specific about television but also something more general about 
living with television — about (not) growing up and growing old at a particular 
time and in a particular society. 

Caughie’s question and discussion that follows attends to the generational 
differences in having or having not “grown up” with television: scholars who 
remember the arrival of television into their homes as an exciting novelty 
and those, like me, for whom it has always been there. I wonder about how 
we navigate, in both our scholarship and our teaching, a similar generational 
divide between those of us who “grew up” analog and the digital natives who 
supposedly now fill our classrooms. I refer to Caughie’s question here be-
cause, intentionally or not, it is also one that appeals to a feminist approach 
I follow in this book, placing the stress on “situated knowledge,” the value of 
experience and a recognition of the scholar as embodied and embedded in a 
particular culture.6 Clearly, asking who we are also requires us to reflect on 
the when, where, and with whom of television viewing as well. This means not 
just looking to the present but also attending to where we have been and, in-
deed, who we have been and how this informs our writing about television. 
As feminist literary theorist Liz Stanley writes in her advocation of the term 
“auto/biography,” we are all constituted by and connected to “a multiplicity 
of other people throughout [our] lives. No person is an island complete of it-
self.”7 But we should also understand the autobiographical past as “peopled by 
a succession of selves as the writer grows, develops and changes.”8 

What I want to do is not just to consider the significance of the generation 
of television from which we emerge but also to recognize how our experi-
ences as viewers continue and change over the life course: as children, teen-
agers, students, scholars, parents, carers, siblings, friends, (time) poor or rich, 
at home or away, in crisis and in the routines of the everyday, in sickness and 
in health, till death do us part. At Glasgow I often teach a core course called 
Television Analysis, and we begin the semester with examples of preschool 
television. As they are often bored and frustrated by the endless repetitions 
within In the Night Garden (CBeebies, 2007 – 9), I remind the students that 
“not all television is for them” and ask them to talk to older or younger family 
members or friends about the different ways they use and watch tv. I encour-
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age them to reflect on how they watched when they were children themselves 
or how they might imagine using tv in the future as they move through the 
life course. There is plenty of scholarship that addresses the notion of “televi-
sion in transition,” and while television has never been a technologically sta-
ble object, the pace of change brought about by digitization has amplified this 
line of inquiry. This research tends to focus on the effects of change on tele-
vision technologies and industries, accounting for evolutions in patterns of 
consumption and the impact these have on production, form, and aesthetics. 
It is a line of argument that can often be teleological in impulse — tv is (ap-
parently) getting better.9 While others have clearly teased out the implications 
for this line of inquiry in relation to questions of value and the legitimation 
of an object of study that has always been there for a small band of scholars, 
what I call attention to is an acknowledgment of the viewer or audience as 
also in constant transition. In her ethnography of television use by parents of 
young children, Ksenia Frolova, for example, argues that audiences are “often 
presented as a homogenous group,” with their “viewing practices studied in 
broad generic terms.”10 This relates directly to the value of particular demo-
graphics, audiences, and experiences to the industry and the academy. Those 
sections of society not seen to be “productive” or “autonomous” in socioeco-
nomic terms, such as the very old and the very young, are often marginalized 
and neglected. In the UK, for example, our central public service broadcaster, 
the bbc, caught between austerity-era politics and neoliberal market forces 
and subjected to extensive budget cuts, recently made the controversial deci-
sion to abolish free tv licenses for people over the age of seventy-five. While 
concerns regarding neglect and social justice are implicit within this project, 
I am aware that I am writing from the vantage point of the “ideal” viewer — 
 independent, healthy (relatively, anxiously), white, financially secure, gain-
fully employed, middle aged, and middle class — but what this book endeavors 
to trace are former and future selves encountered through the medium and 
the points of connection between subjectivities that might emerge in tracing 
the life lived with television. In an era of niche content and algorithmically 
targeted modes of address, is there a different way to use our own lives to 
think beyond our own immediate experiences?

While I privilege the term “autobiography” (converting to “auto/biography”  
in chapter 1 as it explores the relational aspects of televisual spectatorship 
through the story of my younger sister, Alice, and her use of Disney Home 
Video) the book adopts, at different stages, an autobiographical and an auto
ethnographic approach. The latter is not an uncommon strategy for studies 
of popular culture, though writing tends to focus on issues of representation 
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and the possibilities for identity construction, identification, and (mis)recog-
nition: for example, how we use popular narratives and characters to make 
sense of or inform our own lives and relationships and the personal and po-
litical ramifications of how and where we do or don’t see ourselves onscreen.11 
These are questions that emerge in my final chapter. However, for the pur-
poses of this project I suggest that the combination of autoethnography as, 
in Roth’s words, an “exploration of culture” and autobiography as a “pattern 
of life history”12 makes it possible to follow cultural practices that are often 
everyday, invisible, and ephemeral while also establishing, through memory 
and reflection, a sense of these experiences over time.13 

Obviously, time is complicated — and philosophers and theorists have 
been wrestling with it for centuries. Writing this book to a deadline, I am 
also acutely aware of how time can dictate, determine, and regulate our lives 
and bodies. Elizabeth Freeman’s notion of “chrononormativity” describes the 
emergence of “properly temporalized bodies” that cohere with linear, teleo
logical, state-sponsored timelines of the heteronormative life course. The in-
stitution of marriage, the accumulation of health and wealth, and the practice 
of childrearing enact a “sequence of socioeconomically ‘productive’ mo-
ments” that determine “what it means to have a life at all.”14 Theorists from 
a number of academic traditions have sought to unsettle and disrupt this 
sequential logic and its ramifications for thinking about the personhood of 
those who exist outside a dominant temporal order and its cultural script, in-
cluding, though not limited to, children, the elderly, queer people, the “child-
less,” and the chronically ill and/or disabled. Freeman also reminds us that 
“having a life entails the ability to narrate it not only in these state-sanctioned 
terms but also in a novelistic framework: as event-centered, goal-oriented, 
intentional, and culminating in epiphanies or major transformations.”15 My 
experience of a life lived is more “televisual” in its narrative framework: loop-
ing, repetitive, banal, catastrophic, messy, and incomplete. This is not a proj-
ect that focuses on the use of television at different “ages and stages” (these 
are developmental terms that I challenge both in this book and elsewhere); 
rather, in something like the critical equivalent of a reverse tracking shot or 
a dolly zoom, it focuses in while pulling back to reveal a series of patterns 
that emerge both in time — in the loops and routines of the everyday — and 
over time — in the durational aspects of television. The patterns I recognize 
are textual — characteristics of television’s formal and narrative features — and 
experiential — the result of a life lived alongside television as both a visual me-
dium and a material object. 

Ultimately, what I want to suggest is how television itself, and our atten-
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tion to its micro and macro temporalities and textualities, has the potential to 
offer a vehicle through which to challenge, in Jackie Stacey and Janet Wolff’s 
words, “the modern imperatives towards linearity and sequence [that] prom-
ise an orderly sense of directional flow.”16 As domestic object, text, and expe-
rience, television has a much greater capacity for temporal complexity than 
the unidirectional “flow” metaphor suggests. “Complexity” has itself become 
a central and somewhat contentious term within television studies over the 
last decade. Employed by Jason Mittell to describe a high-end narrative mode 
characterized by puzzle shows such as Lost (abc, 2004 – 10), the term has 
been subject to critique due to the hierarchies of cultural value it constructs 
by placing one subset of television (and, by extension, one subset of viewers) 
over another.17 The poet Claire Schwartz, however, writes that “to hold com-
plexity is to have many possible sites of connection.”18 Within this sense of the 
term I imagine television as a fragmented surface on which different times 
and spaces, bodies and worlds come together and depart, and a meeting point 
at which I find myself again and again. 

Television in and over Time
Theories of time have been, like me, preoccupied with models, forms, and pat-
terns as ways of characterizing our experience of the world. It was in Rita Fel-
ski’s Doing Time, though, that the patterns I recognized in television emerged 
most clearly. Felski’s approach is to challenge an existing and gendered binary 
between models of time as either linear or cyclical. Broadly speaking, a linear 
model of time (or the “arrow of time”) is the time of history, evolution, and 
progress and symbolically associated with masculine, industrial, and West-
ern cultures. Cyclical time, on the other hand, is characterized by repetition, 
the everyday, the feminine, and the natural world. For theorists such as Henri 
Lefebvre, cyclical time is also anathematic to the idea of progress and a “sign 
of women’s enslavement in the ordinary.”19 Felski is writing against a mascu-
line intellectual tradition that devalues both the everyday and those subjects 
and objects associated with it: “Everyday life,” she writes, is a term “deployed 
by intellectuals to describe a nonintellectual relationship to the world. For 
Lukács and Heidegger, for example, the everyday is synonymous with an in-
authentic, gray, aesthetically impoverished existence.”20 As the rich traditions 
of feminist television scholarship have taught us, the terrain of the everyday, 
and time as routine and repetition, is also that of television, and it has strug-
gled with and against the same associations. 

Felski’s work offers us a way out of this binary thinking that continues to 
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reproduce gendered hierarchies of social and cultural value by dismantling 
the division between cyclical and linear time and instead recognizing both 
as central to social life.21 This means challenging the perception that “cyclical 
time is a uniquely female province”22 — a notion that underpinned early fem-
inist scholarship: for instance, the work of Tania Modleski and others on the 
housewife and the soap opera. Gendered experiences of the televisual every-
day are not the central frame of this book, and while I acknowledge how they 
underline my own experiences and my critical approach, it is Felski’s concep-
tualization of everyday time that I wish to foreground. For Felski, “The tem-
porality of everyday life is internally complex; it combines repetition and line
arity, recurrence with forward movement. The everyday cannot be opposed 
to the realm of history, but is rather the very means by which history is actu-
alized and made real.”23 What emerges here is a series of loops: in the repeti-
tions of our everyday (sleeping, eating, washing, caring) and over time (gene
rational cycles, modes of inheritance, losses and recuperations). The textual 
aspects of television itself are also completely loopy: the running gag, the re-
curring joke, the before and after and before and after, the previously on and 
coming up, the remakes and reboots and resets, the templates and formats, 
the recaps and highlights, the maverick detective and the female victim, the 
monsters of the week and the big bads.24 One of the central aims of my proj-
ect is to see how these loops overlap and intersect, where they might unfold 
in unison, and where the threads can get tangled. 

Felski’s model of everyday time as “recurrence with forward movement” 
is also suggestive of an iterative pattern that has come to characterize the 
textuality and the experience of television. Iteration is, to employ the Oxford 
English Dictionary definition, “the repetition of an action or process (imply-
ing frequency or long continuance); repeated performance.”25 In this sense, 
iteration defines television in its operation as a storytelling medium, but the 
mathematical application of iteration is equally important. From a mathe-
matical perspective, iteration as a repetitive process is done with the aim of 
approaching a desired goal, target, or result, but the process remains open-
ended, where the results of one iteration are used as the starting point for the 
next iteration.26 From this perspective, television is understood as a kind of 
folded media with a nonlinearity that is, once again, akin to a process of spi-
raling, looping, or doubling — continually moving backward and forward. The 
process here is, like the most recent celebrations of television’s serial charac-
teristics, cumulative, distinguished by an iterative process of repetition that 
is “lived” over time. Television iteration is therefore not simply a textual but 
also a temporal and spatial experience. 



10  Introduction

Television’s “evolutionary logic” — the desired goal — may or may not be 
achieved: whether this is a sleeping child, a successful meal, or a satisfying end-
ing.27 Freeman’s critique of “chrononormativity” is insightful as she argues that 
the “double time” of industrialization harnessed the sequence and its “dialec-
tical companion,” the cycle. Here the repetitions and routines of domestic life 
were seen to offer a space for the restoration and renewal of workers. The “idea 
of time as cyclical,” she writes, “stabilizes its forward movement, promising re-
newal rather than rupture.”28 Renewal, though, is not always on the cards: the 
child won’t sleep, the pot boils over, your favorite show is canceled or “jumps 
the shark,” and what happens after the joke wears out? The disruptions and 
distractions of both television and the domestic are many, and in challenging 
the logic of linearity, there is a need to emphasize the contributions of queer 
theory and theorists such as Elizabeth Freeman. Freeman’s work focuses on 
examples from literature and video art, but the investigation of television has 
been taken up by others with writers such as Gary Needham, Lynne Joyrich,  
Amy Villarejo, and Zoë Shacklock offering insights into the contradictions of 
television and its messy temporalities, informed by queer theory and experi-
ence. Villarejo’s project Ethereal Queer examines the role of television in the 
construction of queer identities and subjectivities and how television time(s) 
experienced as “segmentation, repetition, seriality, frozen, paused, captured, 
looped, restored, lost, and found” might be used to “organize, disrupt, or other
wise confront queer temporalities.”29 The capacities of these temporal modes 
have arguably been intensified through on-demand services, time-shifting de-
vices, streaming video, and the multiplication and layering of screens. This 
multiplicity has led some television studies scholars to endeavor to “bring 
some order to [a] volatile and messy media landscape,”30 and while this analy-
sis may be invaluable to those of us who are still catching our breath, I’m keen 
to stress an alternative direction or opportunity that is less a desire for order 
than an embrace or temporary untangling of what is volatile and messy. 

Joyrich, for example, in her short essay on the possibilities of a “queer tele-
vision studies,” draws on queer and feminist challenges to the logic of linearity 
and reproductive futurism to critique television, with its “narrative and eco-
nomic reliance on futurity,” and tackles a series of temporalities and textuali-
ties that are much more complex and contradictory.31 She argues: “Televisual 
temporality and narrativity hardly adhere to a linear model of simply positive 
progression. Rather, television operates via restarts and reversals, iterations 
and involutions, branchings and braidings. Its imaginary is thus one of futu-
rity without direct forward thinking, involving propagation without necessar-
ily measurable progress and generation without necessarily clear continuity. 
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Thus, with both problems and potential, tv offers a model of proliferation —  
of multiplications, hybridizations, disseminations — beyond and besides teleo-
logical, Oedipal conceptions of a linear track from past to future.”32

The pattern that begins to emerge in Joyrich’s description — of “futurity 
without direct forward thinking” — can also be found in Felski’s model and in 
her description of iterative movement. Joyrich offers an example of these it-
erative loops at play in her description of sitcom form: one that “depends on 
a regular return to the defining situation, thus constituting an iterative prac-
tice that, with whatever hijinks, hilarities, and even relative changes to the 
character group ensue in weekly episodes, impedes the possibility of straight-
forward, linear futurity.”33 The recent nbc sitcom The Good Place (2016 – 20), 
for example, knowingly plays with the notion of the “reset button” that has 
been seen as key to sitcom form by folding this feature into its ethical and 
moral experiments. The situation revolves and plays around with a super-
natural being (Michael) and his all-knowing ai assistant (Janet) as they test a 
group of flawed human characters (Eleanor, Chidi, Tahani, and Jason) to see 
if they can learn and change enough to eventually make it to the “Good Place.” 
An actual reboot button is incorporated into the scenario and, if pressed, 
will wipe the characters’ memories and reset the experiment. As our “soul 
squad” learn to become “better people,” the comedy, narrative, and character 
development is based around ideas of repetition and progress, and as Felski 
reminds us, “repetition is one of the ways we organize the world. . . . Quite 
simply, we become who we are through acts of repetition.”34 

While queer (television) theory is not the central framework of my project, 
I use it here both for what it tells us about (television) time and as a recogni-
tion of the alliance that can be drawn between queer lives with writing on dis-
ability, “crip time,” and a feminist ethics of care that emerge as central to vari-
ous chapters in this project. These are critical frameworks that also challenge 
notions of linearity and the accompanying orthodoxies of growth and devel-
opment that privilege a vision of the child as the “future adult.” This is a cul-
tural script that emphasizes notions of competence, individualism, and auton-
omy alongside compulsory heterosexuality and able-bodiedness.35 In writing 
this book I have drawn on my own experiences of caregiving and -receiving —  
as the sister to a young girl with Rett syndrome (chapter 1), the aunt of a 
young boy and girl quickly growing up (chapter 2), a single woman dining 
alone (chapter 3), and a middle-aged homemaker (chapter 4) — as a way to 
think through where television conforms to and departs from this norma-
tive script and to deepen our frames of reference in order to recognize the 
breadth of television’s audiences and their lived experiences. 
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In the context of these rich traditions of thought and how they open up  
the possibility for the inclusion of a wider range of subjectivities and experi-
ences in our investigations of television, I’ve found myself increasingly frus-
trated with the narrowness of a dominant critical lexicon used to discuss con-
temporary, predominantly US television: the cinematic, the complex, and the 
separation of television into “linear” and “nonlinear” forms. These are terms 
that circulate in popular, academic, and industry discourse, and within each 
are a set of implicit, and sometimes clearly explicit, value judgments that po-
sition different types and experiences of television against one another. “Cin-
ematic,” for instance, a term succinctly taken apart by Brett Mills,36 elevates 
one form of television (predominantly high-end drama) over the rest of tele-
vision by linking it with a more prestigious cultural form (see also the descrip-
tor “novelistic”). “Complex” television, as previously encountered, is a term 
employed by Mittell to describe a particular mode of contemporary series-
serial storytelling, characterized by puzzle narratives, transmedia world-
building, and heightened fan engagement and control. The term is problem-
atically positioned against that which he describes as “conventional” or the 
more “traditional” forms of episodic and serial storytelling that do not inspire, 
according to Mittell, the same level of passion and commitment among audi-
ences.37 The flow of broadcast television, now categorized as “linear,” is that 
of an impoverished ordinary or everyday medium still controlled by sched-
ulers and at the mercy of domestic distractions. Nonlinear forms, those that 
exist outside of broadcast television’s traditional flow, are instead celebrated 
as offering viewer control, choice, and concentrated or immersive viewing. 
Nonlinear forms, for instance, are more likely to be associated with “prized 
content,” which Amanda Lotz places in opposition to “linear viewing” to de-
scribe content “so compelling that it suffers from interruption” and that might 
be characterized by viewers’ or content producers’ attempts to eliminate or 
reduce disruption.38 Alongside dictating the cultural status of specific televi-
sual forms, the risk here is also in reproducing hierarchies of engagement — 
 for example, positioning the “distracted housewife” in opposition to the “ab-
sorbed fan” — that impacts on the kinds of subjectivities imagined by televi-
sion and television studies. In the context of the puzzles and prizes of contem-
porary television, it is perhaps paradoxical that the teleological applications 
of the “complex” and the “nonlinear” returns us instead to the linear time of 
history, progress, and evolution.

As these terms imply, it is the notion of interruption that returns as a de-
fining characteristic of the medium and one that is seen to reflect the way the 
television text is embedded in the everyday lives of its viewers. In the privi-
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leging of prized forms and immersive and mobile modes of engagement, cer-
tain scholars within the field have raised concerns regarding the “loss of the 
ordinary”39 that has emerged with the growing interest in the ways in which 
“television has been liberated from time and space.”40 This is television that, 
with the emergence of dvrs, dvds, on-demand and streaming services, and 
mobile platforms and technologies, affords the “viewser” with a new sense of 
agency. In this framework, television consumption is no longer subject to a 
program schedule or to the quotidian rhythms of the home. There may be a 
false equivalence in this argument, however, given that the removal of tele-
vision content from a scheduled broadcast flow does not necessarily mean 
it is removed from the experience or its occupation of daily life. While this 
everyday is certainly of a more “privatized and individualized”41 kind, which 
clearly has implications for how we think about the nation-binding project 
of television (particularly in a public service context like the UK), the rela-
tionship between television text and domestic context is still ripe for con-
tinued investigation and analysis.42 Within the domestic context, therefore, 
interruption and distraction still have a part to play in our understanding of 
the viewing experience: misbehaving children still need putting to bed, sofa 
spills still need mopping up, ghosts continue to intrude, and life doesn’t al-
ways go as planned. In chapter 3, for instance, I consider what it might mean 
to eat with television and how attitudes of distraction and mindlessness ac-
company both sides of this dynamic. But I also recognize that distraction and 
interruption are not the only experiences that characterize the ways in which 
television is embedded and embodied in the everyday. This project is less 
concerned with defining what television is than with finding ways to describe 
what television does to us and what we do with television. In relation to my 
own autobiography, home and the family are my central points of reference 
as I return to the embrace of television and, in Patricia Mellencamp’s words, 
its “messy vitality.”43 

Television’s Ordinary Affects
I appreciate that the domestic scenarios I explore in this book are not the only 
sites in which television is consumed, but the home remains a principal site 
of consumption, and one that is still alive with possibilities and resonances 
for the ways we might remain attentive to television. Television’s placement 
within and influence on domestic space, family arrangements, and everyday 
lives has long been subject to the investigations and analysis of scholars and 
researchers.44 The home and family are ambiguous and ambivalent sites, and 
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everyday life, as Felski writes, “should not be conceptualized as a homoge-
nous and predictable terrain. It embraces a diverse range of activities, atti-
tudes, and forms of behavior; it contains ‘broken patterns, non-rational and 
duplicitous actions, irresolvable conflicts and unpredictable events.’ Never-
theless, we typically conduct our daily lives on the basis of numerous unstated 
and unexamined assumptions about the way things are, about the continuity, 
identity, and reliability of objects and individuals.”45 Expressed in these terms, 
everyday life is filled with both anxieties and securities, plans and revisions, 
and practices — such as television viewing — that work to ensure a sense of 
continuity, regularity, and familiarity but that are also alive to the possibilities 
of interruptions, accidents, and emergencies. This book seeks to explore the 
role of television within this diverse and often contradictory terrain and to 
highlight those “unstated and unexamined assumptions” that also underpin 
the taken-for-granted status of television. In her writing on what she refers 
to as “ordinary affects,” Kathleen Stewart explores the ways in which we can 
become “tuned in” to the everyday and attentive to the practices, affects, and 
intensities of the ordinary.46 One of the purposes of this project is to situate 
television among these ordinary affects in order to open up the resonances 
and potentialities that emerge in both specific moments of viewing but also 
in and across a life lived with or alongside television. Stewart writes of every-
day life as “a continual motion of relations,”47 and it is in this notion of both 
continuity and relationality that the taken-for-granted, “always there” status 
of television might be seen to have a particular affective power. This is not, 
however, to lock television into the time of the now (and television therefore 
as forgetful and forgettable) but to understand how continuity is always open 
to contingency and to look out for those loops between past, present, and 
future. I draw on Stewart’s writing to situate television as part of a system of 
ordinary affects that rest on a particular understanding of the imaginative 
possibilities of everyday practices within the home. 

“The home cocoon,” Stewart writes, “lives in a vital state — open, emergent, 
vulnerable, and jumpy.”48 Certainly, early theorizations of television’s liveness 
and copresence focused on the vulnerable and jumpy aspects of live broad-
casting, from technical breakdowns to catastrophic irruptions and the threat 
to that home cocoon that television could pose. Anxiety, as theorized by 
Mellencamp, was “television’s affect,”49 but comfort, security, and familiarity 
could also be found in its emphasis on continuity and the promise of return 
to the same time and place tomorrow. In chapter 2, I explore this fluctuating 
dynamic of anxiety and security in more detail and in relation to the role of 
television in mediating the anxiety associated with children’s bedtimes. The 
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contingencies associated with television’s liveness and its public address may 
have lost some of their affective power in a digital era in which audiences are 
more fragmented. The contingencies of everyday life, however, still create 
particular conditions in which the experience of viewing remains open and 
emergent. Stewart writes that the home “lives as a practiced possibility, emer-
gent in projects like home remodeling, shopping, straightening up the house, 
rearranging furniture, making lists, keeping a diary, daydreaming, or buying 
lottery tickets.”50 These are practices that harbor the promise of the future. 
But the home is also filled with “traces of a past still resonant in things; on a 
dresser top are loose change, pens, receipts, books, scattered jewelry, knick-
knacks, a kid’s drawing, and a long-discarded urgent list of things to do.”51 
Television in the home can also be seen to bear the weight of possibilities 
and promises of the future along with the traces and resonances of the past. 
Television’s contingency, like that of the home, remains alive to the possibility 
that the viewer might travel in either direction: memory and remembrance 
as likely to be activated as fantasy, aspiration, and desire. The domestic prac-
tices that Stewart references (and I want to emphasize the implication of it-
eration within the word “practice”) are ones that “stage the jump from ideal 
to matter and back again” and “that can fuse a dream world to the world of 
ordinary things.”52 

These imaginative and relational movements can be seen to enact a con-
tinual pattern of retreat and return, another set of loops that Karen Lury has 
also seen as central to the experience of television and that is also crucial 
to this book: “There is no escape from the everyday; or rather, in sleeping, 
dreaming, working, in sex and in watching television, each everyday is oc-
cupied by a series of escapes and returns. If it can be agreed that television 
criticism is addressing the encounter between viewer and text — recognizing 
this as offering opportunities to both escape from and return to the individ-
ual everyday — then this experience will be interesting, revealing and worth 
understanding, whether it is a two-year-old girl watching the Teletubbies, or 
a forty-year-old man watching Deadwood.”53 In this short essay Lury draws 
on Roland Barthes’s notion of the punctum — a snag or trigger that pulls the 
viewer backward or forward to a different time and space — to argue that the 
work of television criticism should be alive or attentive to the contingencies 
of these unplanned affective responses. In both the repetitive aspects of the 
everyday and the accumulations of our autobiographies, this book seeks to 
capture the push and pull of television, how it exists alongside the patterns 
and rhythms of other everyday practices, such as caregiving, sleeping, eating, 
and traveling, but also how it can become braided within them, through the 
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design, choice, and implementation of particular forms of texts. Alongside 
and related to the notion of iteration, this pattern of retreat and return recurs 
across the case studies I explore in this book. This movement backward and 
forward across times, spaces, borders, and boundaries emerges in a series of 
everyday materialities and affects that form the focus of this project; from the 
transitions between waking and sleeping, eating and digesting, to the losses 
and recuperations of remembrance, homesickness, and homemaking. These 
border crossings, segues, and transitions also remain a central feature of tele-
vision’s characteristic flow, whether we are gently pulled, coaxed, lured, or 
pushed between programs and content. Likewise, the television screen con-
tinues to be productively conceptualized as a threshold in and of itself, and 
one this book traverses alongside those of the bed, garden, body, home, and 
nation.54

Vanessa Feltz’s Grandmother
Television not only facilitates but articulates in its textual forms and content 
those looping relationships between everyday time and life time and the dif-
ferent affective registers of contingency and continuity. Cucumber — an eight-
part series written by Russell T. Davies and broadcast on Channel 4 in the 
UK in 2015 — centers on the lives of a middle-aged gay couple, Henry and 
Lance, who live comfortably in the northern city of Manchester. It is a series 
that echoes Davies’s hugely successful, controversial, and influential 1990s 
drama Queer as Folk (Channel 4, 2000 – 2005) by returning to the same town 
and community, though focusing on new characters at a different stage of 
their lives. In this sense both series mirror their queer author’s experiences 
of growing up and growing old. The main catalyst for the later series is Hen-
ry’s midlife crisis, prompted by his own sexual insecurities and the lure of a 
younger man, as he walks out of his relationship and the home he shares with 
Lance. So far, so familiar to regular viewers of soap opera, however, the series 
takes an unexpected turn in episode 6 to produce a remarkable and hugely 
affecting piece of television. The episode opens with Lance casually shopping 
in a brightly lit supermarket and accompanied by the show’s familiar upbeat 
soundtrack. This rather banal scene is one that recurs across the series, with 
the supermarket invested with middle-aged desire and characters “cruising” 
down the aisles. In the closing shot of this particular scene, Lance turns a cor-
ner and walks away from camera, framed in the center of two supermarket 
aisles. It is here, in this most everyday of moments, that Cucumber unexpect-
edly announces Lance’s imminent death with the following text appearing 



Introduction  17

in the bottom half of the frame: “Lance Edward Sullivan 1966 – 2015.” What 
follows in the next twenty minutes is the story of Lance’s life up until the 
present day. We witness his birth, the death of his mother, and the grief of his 
father; we see the joyful child laughing in front of the tv and his revulsion 
at his father’s “birds and bees” talk. The same boy runs through the woods 
wracked with shame as he tosses an illicit copy of Playgirl into the river. We 
follow as he leaves for university, where he meets his first girlfriend before 
acknowledging a different sexual identity and discovering a queer commu-
nity. In a repeated scene that conveys the passing of years, we see Lance re-
peatedly return home at Christmas to deliver presents to his father and sister: 
first with his girlfriend, who is warmly welcomed in, and later with different 
same-sex partners in tow. In these later scenes Lance stands with each part-
ner on the threshold as his disapproving father coldly answers the door (see 
figures Intro.2 – 7). These returns are intercut with a history of hope and bro-
ken hearts, casual encounters, and a loved one lost to the aids epidemic — a 
detail that emerges when Lance turns up for Christmas one year on his own. 
We are privy to this succession of relationships intertwined with a blossom-
ing career and upward mobility. Across the years, fashions, haircuts, tastes, 
music, homes change, repeat, and accumulate. His father’s acceptance is sig-
naled as Lance finally crosses the threshold with his choice of partner. Then 
Henry eventually enters his life, the love of his life, supporting him through 
his father’s death, and soon thereafter they make a new beginning by buying 
a house together. But then we witness the ways in which their relationship be-
comes cluttered by building irritations and unspoken resentments until that 
fateful argument in the first episode in which Lance and Henry eventually fall 
apart. The remaining thirty minutes of episode 6 chart Lance’s final day. He 
is still hurt and angry but also nervously and excitedly preparing for a “date” 
with his new colleague, Daniel (a handsome but erratic “straight” man with 
whom he has developed a flirty relationship). At the end of the date, Lance 
goes back to Daniel’s flat. Daniel’s clearly unstable undertones are heightened 
by both the viewer’s foreknowledge and the character’s confusing sexual sig-
nals. We are simultaneously unsurprised and shocked when a moment of in-
timacy between the two men is quickly flipped: with hatred and self-loathing, 
Daniel turns on Lance and smashes him across the skull with a golfing iron. 
Just once. Quick and brutal and senseless, but not yet the end. The camera 
closes in to a close-up of Lance, sitting up straight as blood trickles down the 
side of his head and tears pool in his eyes. Silent. Still. His life flashing before 
his eyes as his death looms. The image of Lance is intercut with a montage 
that depicts his final thoughts and sensations. Blurred images and sounds of 



Figures Intro.2–7  Lance on the threshold. Cucumber (Channel 4, 2015), episode 6.
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his immediate surroundings are mixed with a fragmentary collage of his most 
vital and banal memories drawn from across the life we’ve just witnessed. 
Among the fragments are images and sounds that fill in some of the gaps — a 
panicked boy horrified as pages of a pornographic magazine float up to the 
surface of the river; his lover dying in a hospital bed. There is sex, love, grief, 
loss, joy, judgment, music, laughter, dancing, light, and Henry. And then 
blackness and silence. 

This example articulates several of the ideas that I have sought to estab-
lish in this chapter. The first is the intertwining of what Felski has referred to 
as everyday time with life time and the looping effect created by a pattern of 
repetition with forward movement. The chronological charting of Lance’s life 
and death moves forward in time while capturing a series of cycles that char-
acterize the life course: love, sex, death, betrayal, departures and returns, the 
fodder of any good soap opera or the “best bits” of the reality television show 
participant. Lance’s perpetual, seasonal return to the threshold of his family 
home dramatizes both a history of queer exclusion and acceptance but also 
illustrates the border crossings — between bodies, homes, and relationships —  
that become a central theme of the drama and its exploration of modern 
queer identities and communities. The series also folds these dramatic mo-
ments into an attentiveness to the affective qualities of the everyday and both 
the banality and significance of popular culture’s role within it. Lance’s dying 
moments are infected by an earworm he has been unable to shake all day as 
televised images of Massiel singing “La, La, La” at the Eurovision Song Con-
test in 1968 infiltrate that last series of associations. The song is there to vi-
sualize a conversation Lance had earlier in the day when a remorseful and 
contrite Henry comes round to the house to try and make amends. Trying 
to appear upbeat and unfazed but seething with anger, Lance, while putting 
his shopping away in the kitchen, chatters about the song he’s had stuck in 
his head:

That stupid song, keeps going round and round and round. Some stu-
pid piece of shit from thirty years ago. It’s like — I read this article once, 
by Vanessa Feltz. About twenty years ago when she used to write for 
the Mirror. She said her grandmother always used to do the washing up 
in the same way: water too hot to the touch. I remember reading it be-
cause that’s exactly how I wash up. The thing is, every time I wash up, I 
think of Vanessa Feltz’s grandmother. Isn’t that ridiculous? Every single 
day of my life. Just for a second. I think of Vanessa Feltz’s grandmother. 
’Cause she’s in there, she’s stuck; she’s this tiny little thing that won’t go 
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away. ’Cause that’s all we are, Henry. Heads full of shit. All the stuff that 
just gathers over the years whether we want it or not. Stupid old song. 
Water too hot to the touch. I love you. So what?!

Despite Lance’s disenchantment in this scene, the affect of this speech and 
the way in which that “head full of shit” is captured in the final moment of 
the episode is invested with urgency and poignancy, both momentary and 
momentous. The episode loads up the weight of this man’s life, both ordinary 
and extraordinary, then discharges that weight in one senseless act of hate. 
The sense of loss is devastating. But Lance’s anecdote also captures that push 
and pull of the everyday “that can fuse a dream world to the world of ordinary 
things.” Associations become memories become habits, and now, every time I 
wash up, I think of both Lance and Vanessa Feltz’s grandmother.55 

Despite the violent nature of Lance’s death, the pattern of return that I 
want to highlight is not constituted by the hauntings and hallucinations that 
might characterize forms of trauma. There is clear potential for trauma in 
Lance’s story and its depiction of a violent crime enacted on a queer Black 
body,56 but as I have argued elsewhere, trauma has come to dominate discus-
sions of television and its relationship to memory.57 In such models television 
is taken to task for reproducing and repeating traumatic images and narra-
tives or is put to task as a therapeutic machine that can “work through” the 
recurrence of such extreme emotions. Instead, here I draw on Lance’s story 
for the way it dramatizes the interweaving of temporal patterns: in the epi-
sode we are invited into Lance’s everyday time — the repetitive act of washing 
up, the song or reference that goes round and round and round — and Lance’s 
lifetime. What the episode conveys is a relationship between different tempo-
ral scales, micro and macro, that informs my own understanding and experi-
ence of television. This configuration is different to the relationship between 
“part” and “whole” that is often the preoccupation of writing on television’s 
serial forms. I wish not to return us to this completist sensibility but, instead, 
to foreground the “ongoing-ness” of the everyday. As Ben Highmore argues: 
“The sense that the artwork completes sensual experience (resolves it into 
more satisfying and morally superior forms) is a central tenet within aesthetic 
discourse, and it immediately suggests that there is something generally in-
complete and unsatisfactory about day-to-day experience . . . aesthetic sat-
isfaction (in its dominant mode) is satisfaction in the end form of a process, 
rather than in the messy informe of the ongoing-ness of process. Most of what 
constitutes the day-to-day is irresolvable and desperately incomplete, yet, for 
all that, also most vital.”58 It is this last line that seems to me to perfectly cap-
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ture the power of Lance’s story, but it also opens up a way in which to value 
and understand television on its own terms and precisely for its incomplete-
ness. The possible textual manifestations of this idea are diverse, and this 
project remains attentive to those fragments that become buried, stuck, or 
lost and that can prompt a range of affective responses — from frustration, 
grief, and desperation to resilience, hope, and care. Attentiveness has itself 
been central to understandings of care and how we recognize and respond 
to the needs of others (in both caring and being cared for). This has taken 
the form of an attentiveness to embodied forms of knowledge and the “small 
moments” that have been seen to evidence the existence of care (moments 
that become central to the scenes of care I revisit in chapters 1 and 2). But the 
attentiveness that this book advocates is also fundamental to the work of tex-
tual analysis. In its cultivation of a close reader, one who lingers and dallies,59 
the labor of textual analysis can uncover, unfold, or untangle those “small” 
pleasures, moments, and movements that constitute the ordinary affective 
realm of television in order to begin to build an incremental and iterative 
portrait of a life.

On Living with Television
This book is populated by my own encounters with television: sometimes 
momentary, sometimes durational, often repetitive either through form, feel-
ing, or routine. They are encounters that I’ve chosen in an endeavor to cap-
ture those patterns of television that emerge within both everyday time and 
across our lifetimes, and my choice of examples is motivated by a desire to in-
terrogate how television can become folded into our lives and how our lives, 
in turn, activate our uses of television. Alongside autobiographical anecdote, 
memory, and reflection, my approach draws on the analysis of a range of tele-
vision texts that, during the writing of this book, became central to these var-
ious encounters. My use of textual analysis can be characterized as operating 
in two distinct but interrelated modes that are indebted to feminist critical 
traditions within television studies and beyond. The first explores the rela-
tionship between the text of television and the domestic context of viewing to 
account for both textual and experiential characteristics of the medium. The 
second turns to the relationship between the text and the self as a key site for 
the production of meaning.

Early theories of television broadcasting understood the ways in which 
the medium, as technology and cultural form, was entangled with the rituals, 
rhythms, and routines of our private and public lives: bound to the repetitive 
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experiences of domestic labor and the cyclical patterns of the nation. Return-
ing to where Carol Lopate and Tania Modleski began, I remain captivated by 
the ways in which the textual object is activated by the material and affective 
dimensions of everyday life. Tackling issues of cultural value, women’s genres, 
feminine aesthetics, and “reading” positions, this scholarship established a 
common understanding of television’s medium specificity as tied to its spa-
tiotemporal arrangements: the housewife emerged as the model viewer, and 
domestic space and culture as the principal zone of consumption. Here the 
textual and the experiential qualities of television were seen to be both acti-
vated and constituted by the times and spaces of the home and its quotidian 
rhythms. Charlotte Brunsdon writes that it was Lopate “who first formulate[d]  
the correlation between the rhythm of daytime programming and house-
work.”60 For instance, Lopate observed how the busy aesthetics of the morn-
ing game show and the anesthetic qualities of the afternoon serial rhymed 
with daily patterns of women’s work and rest in the home.61 However, it was 
Modleski’s development of this observation in Loving with a Vengeance that 
had a lasting impact.62 Modleski considered the soap opera as both an ar-
chetypal televisual and feminine form and worked to illuminate the ways in 
which the context of viewing (the home) and the experience of the viewer 
(the housewife) were inscribed within the text. This particular alignment pro-
duced two couplings that became central to early understandings of televi-
sion’s medium specificity: the repetition and endlessness of the soap opera’s 
“eternal return” to the “same time tomorrow”63 and the characteristics of in-
terruption and distraction that emerged through the endless deferral of nar-
rative resolution, the fragmentation of television flow and the distractions of 
the domestic environment. In her emphasis on the feminine aspects of soap 
opera form and its ambivalences, Modleski argued for an understanding of its 
narrative pleasures and unpleasures as “thoroughly adapted to the rhythms of 
women’s lives in the home.”64 

For Modleski, the entanglement of text and context is read through the 
subjectivity of the “housewife.” However, one of the central critiques of her 
argument is the reference to a female subject that is seen to be a “historically 
unchanging and universal category.”65 While I wish to pay a debt to Modle-
ski’s legacy, I will decenter the position of the wife and mother in this particu
lar study of television. My own approach has been to acknowledge a viewer 
that is, like television itself, both changing and unchanging and a subject po-
sition that depends on a notion of relationality. For example, in the stories I 
draw on I am neither a wife nor a mother, but a sister, daughter, aunt, child, 
adolescent, and adult. Sometimes these different selves are alone with televi-



24  Introduction

sion and sometimes they watch together. And while the experiences I write 
about — eating, sleeping, homemaking, driving, caring — will be recognized 
by many readers, I understand that the stories and encounters I draw on 
won’t necessarily be. This, however, is a fundamental aspect of an autoeth-
nographic approach it opens: a space for the reader to consider how they do 
or don’t recognize themselves or their experiences in the description of fa-
miliar everyday practices. As Carolyn Ellis, Tony Adams, and Arthur Boch-
ner write, “In autoethnography, the focus of generalizability moves from re-
spondents to readers, and is always being tested by readers as they determine 
if a story speaks to them about their experience or about the lives of others 
they know.”66 There is certainly a parallel to be drawn here with aspects of 
reader-response theory that inform my other use of textual analysis within 
the book. Within this particular tradition, “the virtual space between text and 
reader” is understood to be a site for “meaningful interpretation or commu-
nication.”67 Here the attentiveness that textual analysis requires is central to 
my project — not just as an illustration or representation of a particular ev-
eryday practice but as a demonstration of how television articulates memory, 
emotion, and affect. More specifically, I draw on feminist writings and under-
standings of the text-reader relationship that have given us, as Lynne Pearce 
has argued, “a new model of how the text-reader relation can be used to make 
sense of the world(s) we inhabit: and, in particular, the way in which we can 
creatively combine the texts of others with the textual productions of the self 
to gain a new perspective on our complex ‘locatedness’ within contemporary 
culture.”68 Out of this tradition, Pearce herself devises an intertextual auto
biographical approach that I have employed at certain points in this book and 
that accounts for “the emotional fabric of the reading process” as one depen-
dent on “an interweaving of textual and extra-textual associations, as some 
cue in the text prompts us to the scripting of a parallel text based on some 
aspect of our personal or intertextual experience.”69 The modes of analysis I 
employ offer me a way into the intertwining of television’s texts with every-
day domestic practices and life histories and allow me to get at the intimate, 
durational, and ordinary affects of the television experience. 

The soap opera or the serial itself might have seemed like the obvious 
texts to analyze in this way. Scholars such as Robert Allen and Christine Ger-
aghty recognized early on the ways in which long-term engagement with 
soap opera narratives carried the accumulative weight of both characters’ and 
viewers’ memories and histories.70 Instead I have chosen an approach that 
has been led by different examples of routine and everyday practices, per-
formances, and affects that are experienced in relation to the home and the 
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family in order to investigate how they are inscribed within and activated by 
television. I adopt a multigeneric approach as a way to think more holistically 
about the diversity of texts and experiences that television offers and to sug-
gest that these diverse texts (when and because they are television) can act in 
this way: from the seemingly most simple (preschool television) to the appar-
ently most complex (high-end drama). A secondary purpose of this has been 
to widen the frames of reference and analysis beyond television’s legitimated 
forms and to pay attention to different kinds of viewers and experiences that 
are often marginalized by film and television studies. My opening two chap-
ters, for example, revolve around the use of television (Disney Home Video 
and preschool tv) by the dis/abled child and those who care for them. But 
I also maintain that it is necessary to see how, rather than arresting and res-
cuing them from the polluted flow of the rest of television, those legitimated 
forms still sit within our everyday lives. For instance, my discussion of Han-
nibal (nbc, 2013 – 15) in chapter 3 frames the series in relation to practices 
of eating and digesting to insist on an understanding of television as existing 
within an embodied everyday rather than as a prized or rarefied commodity. 
To put it simply, this book describes the life lived with television while asking 
questions about what it means to “grow up” with and to live alongside televi-
sion in the process. In doing so it reembraces the loopiness of television: its 
contradictions, oscillations, and ambivalences, its multiplications and layers, 
its againness and its endlessness. This is television again in Patricia Mellen-
camp’s terms, as “both/and” rather than “either/or.”71 

Coming Up . . . 
Chapters 1 and 2 explore the role of television as a scene or site of care. The 
material and affective qualities of care are central within our everyday lives, 
especially within the context of the home and family. However, caring prac-
tices have received little attention in relation to domestic media cultures. 
Across these chapters, then, I argue for an understanding of television as a 
technology of care by exploring the ways in which it finds itself embedded 
within complex routines of care within the home, specifically in relation to 
the child, child care, and children’s television. Through a feminist ethics of 
care I uncover the forms of love and labor associated with both caring and 
being cared for and the role that specific forms of television can play in the 
constitution of these bonds and relationships. Chapter 1 employs an auto/ 
biographical approach as it opens with the tale of my younger sister, Alice, and 
the significance of her repetitive viewing of Disney Home Videos throughout 
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our childhoods and adolescences. Here I consider how Alice’s experience, as 
a child with profound and multiple disabilities and an obsession with Disney 
films and songs, widens our understanding of media use and complicates no-
tions of “growing up” and prevalent (normative) conceptions of childhood. In 
this context, the patterns of time and feeling that this book explores disrupt 
linear notions of growth and development and, alongside an ethics of care 
and practices of life-writing, challenge the sovereignty of the autonomous 
subject that is often imagined in writing about film and television spectator-
ship. My use of an auto/biographical approach interweaves Alice’s story into 
my own and operates, in this chapter, to emphasize the relational and inter-
dependent aspects of both care and life-writing that, I argue, have particular 
political resonance for the stories we tell about disability. 

Chapter 2 continues the exploration of discourses and experiences of care 
in relation to television through its focus on preschool scheduling and pro-
gramming, exemplified by the CBeebies Bedtime Hour and the series In the 
Night Garden. Though the use of autobiography is less sustained in this chap-
ter, it employs a series of vignettes charting my own experiences of caring for 
my young niece and nephew as it reflects on the design of television intended 
to be used by the carer and child as part of a bedtime routine. This is a routine 
that has been characterized as one that moves between conflict and comfort, 
anxiety and security as the child and carer negotiate the transitions between 
times and spaces within the home. Children’s bedtime television emerges as a 
potent example through which to renew our attention to both the “dailiness” 
of television and the patterns of anxiety and security that have been central 
to theorizations of the medium through the work of scholars such as Patricia 
Mellencamp and Roger Silverstone. Preschool television’s attempts to man-
age this experience in the home is an example of the way in which it can be 
seen to “care for” its audience. This is framed within a public service context 
and as part of the “duty of care” undertaken by broadcasters and tied to a his-
tory of paternalism that seeks to protect, control, and manage the child and 
instill “proper” notions of parenting within the home. This history also relies 
on a normative conception of childhood by positioning the child as the fu-
ture adult and citizen to construct a fantasy of the family unit that assumes 
in its address both a dutiful child and a caring parent. However, as Char-
lotte Brunsdon has written in relation to the fantasy image of the housewife, 
“Fantasies of the real and the everyday can be as powerful as fantasies of the  
unrealistic/fantastic.” Brunsdon remarks on the continuities between soap 
opera viewing and the little girls’ imagination of the “tidy house” as a “fantasy 
of an everyday life of gendered order.”72 Here the CBeebies Bedtime Hour 
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emerges as a fantasy of an everyday life of generational order as I explore the 
ways in which the Bedtime Hour is constructed as a “useful tool” for carers 
and parents and a space for intergenerational engagement. In the Night Gar-
den is a product of this specific intergenerational use and address, catching 
the viewer somewhere between an adult’s memory and a child’s dream. In this 
chapter, I continue to interweave television’s texts and contexts to uncover 
how the motions and patterns of the bedtime routine are mirrored by their 
textual manifestations. In this context, television, with its repeated patterns 
and journeys of retreat and return, is used to help negotiate the transitions 
between times and spaces faced by the child (between day and night; waking 
and sleeping; today and tomorrow; diegetic and domestic; being with others 
and being alone). Through these negotiations, the Bedtime Hour works to 
alleviate anxiety and ensure a sense of continuity for the child. Here we cross 
thresholds represented by the bed, home, and garden, and these are aligned 
with the threshold of the television screen, representing permeable borders 
between inside and outside, the self and the world, the private and the public. 

Chapter 3, “tv Dinners,” continues to investigate the relationships be-
tween inside and outside, individual and social, though this time focusing on 
the threshold of the body. Unlike in the previous two chapters, the viewing 
context is that of living alone with television. The image of the lone viewer 
is one that populates advertisements for newer forms of “platform mobility” 
that celebrate ideas of individualism and the freedom to move, unhindered, 
both around and outside the home. These images and promises of the fluid 
transitions between times and spaces are also suggestive of the imagined po-
rosity of the television screen. Here an alignment can be drawn between the 
threshold of the screen and that of the body, one that is illuminated through 
the act of eating with television. As Annemarie Mol has written: “Neither 
tightly closed off, nor completely open, an eater has semi-permeable bound-
aries.”73 This chapter seeks to explore the alignments and synergies between 
eating and television through both theoretical understandings of the two 
practices and in relation to each as part of our routinized and everyday be-
haviors within the home. The metaphorical associations between television 
viewing and eating have long invoked a set of cultural anxieties that rehearse 
the discourses of distraction and attention that have dominated discussions 
of television. But these associations also call into being the material condi-
tions of both viewing and eating and how they work together as an often-
overlooked mode of engagement, and in which one can be seen to act as an 
accompaniment to the other. This chapter asks what the consequences of this 
layered engagement might be for our experiences of texts, tastes, and textures 
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alongside what it can tell us about the forms of intersubjectivity that televi-
sion enables. Drawing attention to a series of “eating scenes” both on and in 
front of the screen, I consider how these moments have informed, and been 
informed by, the ambivalences of eating within my own life. Here I consider 
how, for example, the protean affects of a series such as Man v. Food (Travel 
Channel, 2008 – 10) are created through those parallel texts of program and 
viewer. Through a discussion of the series Hannibal, I argue that scenes and 
performances of eating also offer another lens through which to make visible 
the iterative patterns of television forms (from the serial to the gif) and ex-
periences. And despite the contemporary sovereignty of the individualized 
and autonomous viewer, this relationship offers a prime site through which 
to explore the continuing connections that television can forge between the 
self and others. 

Returning to where this book began, the final chapter continues to re-
flect on the comings and goings that have characterized my adult life so far. 
Whether by choice or necessity, a range of life events and experiences —  
work, study, romance, estrangement, exile — can take us away from the places 
and landscapes in which we grew up. My own experience of traveling be-
tween my family home in Yorkshire and my working home in Scotland 
forms the basis for this chapter as I consider how these repetitive journeys 
and the associated feelings of disorientation and indeterminacy have in-
formed the views of “home” I see on tv. Here I draw on the bbc family 
drama Last Tango in Halifax (2012 – ), set in my home county of West York-
shire in northern England, for the particular view of the north it offers. The 
series sits within a tradition of representation that is underpinned by north-
ern writers’ experiences of departure and return, and an experience that also 
heavily features in the shuttling to and fro of the choreography and charac-
ters in the drama itself. This pattern of movement through the landscape 
evokes my own experiences of travel but also points toward a more unset-
tled point of view, one that sits on both the inside and the outside, always yet 
never quite at home. These unsettled feelings are produced, in part, through 
the copresence of times and places that characterize television as, in Mimi 
White’s terms, always “a relation between at least two places or identities, 
and often more.”74 But it is also symptomatic of the temporal, experiential, 
and textual loops of television that similarly shuttle us between past, pres-
ent, and future. Through an analysis of the midlife terrain of the sitcom Ca-
tastrophe (Channel 4, 2015 – 19) I consider how past experiences and imag-
ined futures have shaped the decisions I’ve made in the present. Caught in 
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between past and future, here and there, I conclude by reflecting on the nec-
essary incompleteness of both television and the life-writing project. 

With this incompleteness in mind, and because the events of 2020 per-
fectly illustrate the contingency that characterizes our domestic and televi-
sual lives, I felt the need to add an epilogue. The covid-19 pandemic and the 
national and local lockdowns that followed have presented, for many though 
not all, a radical break in our everyday lives. But it has also made the ex-
perience of living with television highly visible: viewers have turned to the  
medium — in both its broadcast and online variants — in record numbers. In 
line with the themes of this book, the epilogue reflects on the affordances and 
avoidances of television viewing and how they shaped my own experiences of 
an unsettled and unsettling period in recent history. 

Television, in each of these chapters, is understood as a relational object, 
but importantly, the television viewer is recognized as a relational being in 
their connection to other people — regardless of whether those other people 
are in the room or not — and to their previous selves. Despite these experi-
ences of disorientation I am lucky to have a family that has given me such 
steady foundations. For that, for them, for our sadnesses and our joys, the 
conflicts and the comforts, I am beyond grateful. This book is for all of them, 
present and absent, whether they want it or not. The losses and gains, the 
securities and anxieties I explore in this book won’t be everyone’s, but they 
might resonate beyond my own life to capture a broader sense of the ambiva-
lences, oscillations, and iterations that emerge through the everyday nexus of 
television, the home, and the family. The analysis, criticism, and appreciation 
of television, I argue, should remain alive to the contingencies and continu-
ities of everyday life and to the passing of time, thus enabling us to access the 
full range of television’s uses, meanings, and patterns of feeling. 
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