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This dissertation uses a multiperspectival approach that analyzes production, text, and 

audience consumption to explore representations of gender and ethnicity in The Home 

Box Office, Inc. (HBO) original program The Sopranos.  I first present the social, 

political, and economic factors that contributed to the continued critical and commercial 

success of the show.  The hybrid genre of the show—an intermingling of the gangster 

and soap opera genres—proves particularly significant in its representation of gender 

and ethnicity.  Both textual and audience analyses allow me to respond to the question 

central to this dissertation: Does The Sopranos reinforce or challenge hegemonic 

notions of masculinity, femininity, and ethnicity?  My textual and paratextual analysis 

identifies the embodiment of hegemonic masculinity in the male characters, including 

the ways in which that hegemonic behavior leads to male violence, as depicted in the 

narrative, and reveals the performances of emphasized femininity and pariah 

femininities, class, and Italian/Americaness at play amongst the female characters in 
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The Sopranos.  Audience analysis reveals that The Sopranos broadly appeals to many 

Italian/Americans and self-proclaimed feminists, yet the vast majority of fans, 

particularly those who create fan fiction and frequent chat rooms, are drawn to the show 

for its violence, sexist imagery, and macho male characters.  Thus, the multiperspectival 

approach of this dissertation proved particularly useful in determining that The 

Sopranos, in its entirety, ultimately repackages, but yet still reinforces hegemonic 

notions of gender and Italian/Americaness.
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Background and Justification 

The Home Box Office, Inc. (HBO) changed the landscape of television when it 

first aired its original program The Sopranos on January 10, 1999.  The show kept 

viewers entranced for six seasons right up through its final episode, which aired on June 

10, 2007.  For eighty-six episodes, creator David Chase brought viewers into the world 

of Tony Soprano, an Italian/American struggling to maintain control of both his 

domestic and organized crime families.1 The major networks passed on producing the 

show. Ultimately, they underestimated how attracted the viewers would be to this 

gangster-genre version of the male anti-hero: an overweight, overindulgent, adulterous, 

and violent criminal with a sensitive side.  Quality writing and acting drew critical 

acclaim, earning the show two Peabody Awards, twenty-one Emmys and five Golden 

Globes.2 

Viewers made The Sopranos a commercial success.  HBO subscription rates 

increased.  The Sopranos netted more than $75 million in DVD sales annually.  HBO 

made a syndication deal worth $2.5 million with the cable channel A&E.  All sorts of

                                                             
1 I will be using the slash between Italian and American, rather than the hyphen because as Anthony J. 
Tamburri points out bringing the two words physically closer together bridges the ideological gap 
between Italian and American.  This is accomplished without compromising the grammatical integrity of 
the adjectival phrase (47). 
2 Evidence of The Sopranos “status as a cultural icon” is the fact that the show’s first two seasons were 
shown in their entirety at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City as part of a retrospective of 
gangster movies, which David Chase selected (Thorburn 61). 



2 

show related merchandise flooded the market.  Best sellers in the HBO Internet shop are 

“Satriale’s Apron,” “Bada Bing Flip Flops,” “Locations Pint Glass,” and a “Bada Bing!  

Appliqué Hat.”  Internet forums devoted to the show also became popular.  Not to be 

outdone by the many other forums dedicated to The Sopranos, HBO has its own 

community that allows fans to share their thoughts on each episode.3  The Sopranos did 

not truly end each Sunday evening at ten o’clock—as the HBO Bulletin Board still 

promises, the Internet forums are “available all day, every day.”  Testament to the 

enduring popularity of the series, which draws new viewers from DVD sales, edited 

episodes on the A&E network, and repeats on HBO, fans continue, in 2010, to post 

comments in Sopranos forums on the Internet. In fact, just this past May, a Facebook 

page was created for The Sopranos that, by September, had reached 1,000,000 fans and 

counting.  Some fans also create fiction, utilizing characters from the show, and post it 

on fan fiction websites, the most popular of which is Fanfiction.net, started in 1998.  

Fanfiction.net also continues, almost two years after the series finale, to draw new 

fiction from fans of The Sopranos. 

 While never participating in any of the fandom associated with The Sopranos, I 

was an avid viewer since the first season.  The gangster genre has always appealed to 

me.  My paternal grandfather was a first-generation Italian/American with the surname 

“Caputo.”  To the dismay of his parents who had emigrated from Italy to Brooklyn, 

New York, my grandfather married a British woman he met during the war.  

Apparently, life under the microscope of her Italian/American in-laws was not easy for 

                                                             
3 I refer to The Sopranos’ audience members as the audience or viewers.  I reserve the term fans for those 
“more knowledgeable about and loyal to the text than typical viewers;” they are a subset of the audience 
(Scodari xxiv).  For more on fans, see Henry Jenkins’ Textual Poachers:  Television Fans & 
Participatory Culture.  
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my Nana and she persuaded my grandfather to leave New York and raise their family 

elsewhere.  They ended up raising their children in Fredericksburg, Virginia where the 

last name “Caputo” was quite an anomaly.  My brother and I were also raised in 

Fredericksburg.  Since our mother is not Italian/American and our grandfather died 

when we were young, our familiarity with the way of life for most families whose name 

ends in a vowel was limited. Media representations, primarily The Godfather films, 

constituted my scarce knowledge of Italian/American culture.  Clearly, others in my 

area were similarly clueless, since our peers frequently asked whether my family was 

connected to the mob.  

Who could blame them?  Italian/Americans are stereotypically associated with 

the Mafia in one of the most popular American film genres—the gangster genre.  The 

gangster genre portrays men as chauvinistic, domineering womanizers; they are the 

epitome of hegemonic masculinity, as conceptualized by R.W. Connell (Masculinities 

77-8; Gender & Power 183-8).  Their wives are child-rearing, ziti-baking homemakers, 

who cater to their husbands’ every whim while their mistresses are usually gorgeous sex 

kittens; both exhibit characteristics of Connell’s notion of “emphasized femininity” 

(Gender & Power 187-8).   

In comparison to other representative texts from the gangster genre, such as 

Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather (1972), Martin Scorsese’s Mean Streets (1973) 

and Goodfellas (1990), female characters and non-gangster Italian/Americans have far 

more screen time in The Sopranos.  However, the show still relies heavily on the 

stereotypical conventions of the gangster genre; it is a show about an adulterous, lying, 

stealing, murdering, gangster.  Therein lies the conundrum.  Many viewers, like me, 
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may have been watching for a connection to lost ethnic traditions and communities, 

pleasures afforded by a familiar genre with a few novel twists, not to mention great 

production values and acting.  Yet, the viewing experience also brings ambiguities and 

misgivings because despite The Sopranos’ charms, the show manages to repackage and 

reinforce hegemonic notions of ethnicity and gender.  Were audiences, rather like 

Tony’s female, Italian/American therapist Dr. Melfi, ultimately bamboozled by a 

sociopath?  In this dissertation, I consider the conflicting messages contained in The 

Sopranos as well as interpret the fans’ responses to the show as I seek to prove that the 

series’ complex representations of gender and Italian/Americaness ultimately provide 

no alternative to the sociopolitical status quo.  Before I build on my own argument, the 

next section is a survey of the relevant literature on cultural studies, HBO, The 

Sopranos, and genre theory.  The remainder of this first chapter also outlines the 

theoretical framework and methodology of my study. 

Review of Literature 

An analysis of The Sopranos utilizing the multiperspectival approach requires a 

review of several bodies of literature.  In regards to television, I reference:  (1) cultural 

studies and other works that exemplify the influence of television on our society; (2) 

texts that discuss the Home Box Office channel as a purveyor of The Sopranos; and (3) 

critics and scholars’ analyses of the show.  As a fourth (4) item, I review theories of 

gender, violence, and genre that are relevant to this work. 

Cultural Studies and Television 

The media have become a dominant force in our lives, and its influence is far-

reaching.  The television alone is on an average of seven hours a day in most 
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households, monopolizing time that was once spent with other diversions such as going 

to church, socializing with friends, or reading.  Our lives are now shaped, from a very 

early age, by what we watch on television, which makes it more important than ever to 

study the influence of television on the individual, on our culture, and on other media. 

The powerful effects of the media were recognized back in 1938, long before the 

media saturation that we experience today.  The radio airing of H.G. Wells’ fictional 

War of the Worlds triggered widespread mayhem throughout New Jersey and New York 

and led many theorists to believe that the media had an “all-powerful force on the 

individual” (Philo 4).  If radio listeners were duped into believing that Martians were 

invading the northeast, then that was an indication that they might believe just about 

anything they heard from the media.  This notion led to the hypodermic needle model, 

which is based on the assumption that the audience is passive and unable to resist the 

effects of the media.  Due to inconclusive research, most scholars disregarded the 

hypodermic needle model and looked to minimal-effects models, which argued that 

people selectively expose themselves to media messages that are familiar and 

selectively retain messages that confirm values and attitudes they already hold.  

Researchers who believed the audience are active participants in their media 

engagement, looked to the uses and gratifications model to determine why audiences 

use the media.  However, this model was more concerned with the function of the 

media for individuals rather than its effect on individuals.  It also failed to reconcile the 

“complexity either of what is being transmitted by the media or of the cultures within 

which the messages are being received” (Philo 6).  Cultural studies emerged as a means 

to investigate the complexities of the media, their political economy, and audience 



 6 

meaning-making.  Unlike the hypodermic needle model, cultural studies perceives 

audiences as active viewers and, unlike the uses and gratifications model, cultural 

studies looks beyond merely how the audience uses the media. 

What is cultural studies?  A reader of the same title, edited by John Storey, 

attempts to answer that very question.  It appears, based on the writings, that it is 

difficult to precisely define the school of research (Grossberg 181; Sparks 14; Nelson 

274).  Nelson expresses frustration that many college departments in the United States 

do not have “the faintest idea what cultural studies is” (275).  Cultural studies research 

combines many disciplines, such as political economy, sociology, communication, 

media theory, and film/video studies, in order to discover how a particular cultural 

mass-mediated phenomenon relates to matters of ideology, nationality, ethnicity, social 

class, and/or gender.  It represents, according to Stuart Hall, “the weakening of the 

traditional boundaries among the disciplines and of the growth of forms of 

interdisciplinary research that don’t easily fit, or can’t be contained, within the confines 

of the existing divisions of knowledge” (Race, Culture 337).  British cultural studies of 

the 1970s focused on “culture in industrial societies” (Fiske, British Cultural Studies 

115).  Its research investigated “the impact of modern mass consumption and modern 

mass society” on British culture, along with other societal concern such as the 

Americanization of British culture and the “birth of youth cultures” (Hall, Race, Culture 

337).  American cultural studies developed out of the University of Birmingham’s 

Center for Contemporary Cultural Studies, founded in 1964 by Hall and Richard 

Hoggart.4   

                                                             
4 See James W. Carey’s chapter “Overcoming resistance to cultural studies” for a thorough 
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Hall characterizes the work of cultural studies as: 

The maximum mobilization of all the knowledge, thought, critical rigor, 

and conceptual theorization one can muster, turned into an act of critical 

reflection, which is not afraid to speak truth to conventional knowledge, 

and turned on the most important, most delicate, and invisible of objects:  

the cultural forms and practices of a society, its cultural life.  (Race, 

Culture 338) 

Hall cites as an example his own work in race, culture, and communications.  He 

believes that cultural studies enable scholars to understand more fully the ways in which 

the media construct and represent race (340).  Inevitably, the way that the media 

constructs and represents race affects our culture.  Hall argues, “the reality of race in 

any society is, to coin a phrase, ‘media-meditated,’” and he adds that “the media play a 

part in the formation, in the constitution, of the things that they reflect” (340).  As I 

mentioned, the media played a large role in my own identification with 

Italian/American culture.  This dissertation is concerned with The Sopranos part in the 

viewer’s formation of notions of gender and Italian/Americanness. 

Specifically, I seek to determine whether representations of masculinity, 

femininity, and Italian/Americanness in The Sopranos are hegemonic, which draws me 

to cultural studies.  Hegemony theory plays an important role in cultural studies.  The 

term hegemony originates “from the Greek hegemon, meaning leader, prominent power 

or dominant state or person, and is widely used to denote political dominance” (Macey 

176).  Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci developed the concept of hegemony theory in 
                                                                                                                                                                                  
discussion of the similarities and differences between British cultural studies and its American 
counterpart. 
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the 1920s and 1930s and elaborated on it in his Prison Notebooks in 1971 (176).  For 

Gramsci, hegemony theory “sought to explain the widespread acceptance of, even 

enthusiasm for, fascism in Italy among those whose very freedoms fascism curtailed” 

(McKinley 34).  While Gramsci analyzed the intersection of power and class, cultural 

studies scholars have expanded his theory to include issues that concern society today, 

gender, race, meaning, and pleasure, while remaining guided by cultural analysis 

(Storey, What is Cultural Studies? 10).  Cultural studies can seek to explain the 

audience’s widespread consumption and enthusiasm for media texts that perpetuate the 

dominant ideology and to determine “whether and in what ways hegemony is achieved 

or frustrated” (Scodari xv).  

 The dominant ideology, from a Marxist perspective, is one that reflects and 

serves the interest of the dominant class.  Douglas Kellner states, “For cultural studies, 

the concept of ideology is of crucial importance, for dominant ideologies serve to 

reproduce social relations of domination and subordination” (Cultural Studies, 

Multiculturalism).  When the media persistently portrays patriarchy as normative 

behavior, it appears “natural and just” (Cultural Studies, Multiculturalism).  Ethnic 

stereotypes in the media also work to perpetuate inequalities.  Cultural studies can 

provide viewers with the tools to analyze the media and resist the dominant message 

they contain, in favor of their own meaning (Cultural Studies, Multiculturalism).  

Kellner recommends that cultural studies researchers use a three-pronged, 

multiperspectival approach, which includes analysis of political economy, the text, and 

audience reception (Cultural Studies, Multiculturalism).  This approach requires the use 

of primary and secondary data and “with a body of variously sourced, interrelated data, 
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answers to characteristic questions of hegemony and resistance” are able to develop 

“naturally” (Scodari 179).   

Meaning making occurs at all three levels—production, the text, and reception.  

Kellner states, “At its strongest, cultural studies contains a threefold project of 

analyzing the production and political economy of culture, cultural texts, and the 

audience reception of those texts and their effects” thereby avoiding thinking too 

narrowly about one “dimension of the project” (Cultural Studies, Multiculturalism).  It 

is not sufficient to say that all cultural industries seek to manipulate their audiences, just 

as not all audiences are passive and easily manipulated.  Active viewers can “work to 

co-construct, transform, and often resist dominant cultural meanings” and cultural 

studies researchers must determine whether this activity “serves to rewin … consent to 

the dominant ideology, especially the patriarchal and capitalist status quo” (McKinley 

35).  Many cultural studies scholars tend to believe that “the power to make meaning 

rests squarely with consumers who become producers in their own right as they 

interpret and use available cultural products in ways that are often both pleasurable and 

empowering” (Scodari xv).  Much of this line of research uses Stuart Hall’s 

encoding/decoding model, which is widely discussed by scholars as a method of 

interpreting the viewer’s relationship with the text (Alasuutari, Gray, Livingstone, 

McKinley, and Scodari).  

Hall’s model identifies three hypothetical positions for the reader of a text:  the 

dominant or the hegemonic position in which viewers completely accept and reproduce 

the preferred reading; the negotiated position in which viewers partly accept the 

preferred reading, but at times resist and alter it in a way that reflects their own position, 
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experiences and interests; and the oppositional position in which the viewer is in an 

oppositional relation to the dominant reading and rejects it (Hall, “Encoding, Decoding” 

101-3).  According to John Fiske, the encoding/decoding model is “often seen as a 

turning point in British cultural studies, for it introduces the idea that television 

programs do not have a single meaning, but are relatively open texts, capable of being 

read in different ways by different people” (British Cultural Studies 121).  This suits 

producers perfectly because they want the largest audience possible and, if each 

individual is reading the text differently, there is potential to reach more people.  

Producers use a number of methods to ensure marketability because “the more 

consumers any one product can reach, and the more any one product can be reproduced 

by the existing processes within the cultural factory, the greater the economic return on 

it” (Fiske, Understanding Popular Culture 28).  For instance, The Sopranos combines 

both the soap opera and the gangster genre, high and low culture, irony, intertextuality 

(reminding the viewer of its gangster roots as well as the prevalence of the media in our 

lives), and its nostalgia for the past.  Each feature contributes to the polysemic nature of 

The Sopranos.  A text “capable of producing multiple meanings and pleasures” is, 

according to Fiske, polysemic (Television Culture 15).  He believes producers create 

polysemic text because “to be popular the television text has to be read and enjoyed by 

a diversity of social groups, so its meanings must be capable of being inflected in a 

number of different ways” (66).  The Sopranos appeals to many different social groups, 

from fans of the gangster genre to psychotherapists intrigued by Dr. Melfi’s therapy 

sessions.  The polysemic characteristics that Fiske believes are necessary for a show to 

be popular, “complex and contradictory meanings about Americanness, about class, 
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gender, and family,” are all evident in The Sopranos (Understanding Popular Culture 

28).   

Cultural studies scholars like Fiske and Hall, to name just a few, have stressed 

the significance of the polysemic characteristics of a text to the ways in which 

audiences are decoding it.  It is important to mention that Celeste Michelle Condit 

believes that there are limits to “the polysemic potential of texts and decodings” (496).  

Her own audience analysis of viewers of the polysemous Cagney & Lacey5 discovered 

that while there was evidence of polysemy, which studies have found “allows receivers 

to construct a wide variety of decodings and thereby prevents simple domination of 

people by the messages they receive,” in audience responses, polyvalence better 

described the differences in viewer’s opinions of the narrative (495).  According to 

Condit, “polyvalence occurs when audience members share understandings of the 

denotations of a text but disagree about the valuation of those denotations to such a 

degree that they produce notably different interpretations” (497).  She also argues that 

finding pleasure in a text does not constitute, in itself, a form of resistance.  Instead of 

just considering the text’s influence on the audience, Condit recommends “a 

multiplicity of approaches” must be used, including the “historical moment” and the 

“public code” (in the case of the audience for this particular Cagney & Lacey episode, 

Condit questions how television programs have introduced the public to abortion), as 

well as audience readings (507).  Condit’s research is quite similar to the 

multiperspectival approach of this dissertation and The Sopranos’ audience analysis 

might discover that polysemy and polyvalence both occur.  
                                                             
5 Specifically, the episode broadcast on November 11, 1985 in which Cagney and Lacey help a 
pregnant woman enter an abortion clinic being blocked by picketers.   
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 Accessing audience response is now easier than ever.  Technological advances 

have given fans more opportunities to interact with their favorite media texts and 

scholars ample source material for audience analysis.  The “changing communication 

technologies and media texts contribute to and reflect the increasing entrenchment of 

fan consumption in the structure of our everyday life” and have resulted in increased 

scholarship in an area of study now titled ‘fandom’ (Gray, Sandvoss, and Harrington 8).  

Audience analysis is important because: 

Studies of fan audiences help us to understand and meet challenges far 

beyond the realm of popular culture because they tell us something about 

the way in which we relate to those around us, as well as the way we 

read the mediated texts that constitute an ever larger part of our horizon 

of experience.  (10) 

Probably the most cited source of scholarship on fandom is Henry Jenkin’s Textual 

Poachers:  Television Fans & Participatory Culture.  He portrays fans as part of a 

complex and diverse subcultural community that encompasses five levels of activity 

that include certain modes of reception, critical and interpretive reading practices, 

consumer activism, cultural production, and an alternative social community (280).  The 

Sopranos’ fans have participated in all five levels of activity—online message boards, 

retail sales figures, homemade videos, blogs, and fan fiction websites.   

Research into the fandom surrounding The Sopranos is very limited.  Nick 

Couldry’s article “On the Set of The Sopranos:  Inside a Fan’s Construction of 

Nearness” explores the relationship between the fictionalized show The Sopranos and 

“The Original Locations for The Sopranos” bus tours.  As both a fan of the show and a 
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visitor on the bus tour, Couldry’s analysis is “explicitly self-critical and reflexive” and 

he pays particular attention to his areas of expertise—power and space (141).  Couldry 

found the tour’s most significant stop was to the Bada Bing, the strip club in which 

much of the narrative takes place in The Sopranos.  Inside the Bada Bing, Couldry 

discovered a dance floor with one stripper and a few patrons, but the surrounding space 

had the sole purpose of commercialization.  The tourists were all there to “see” the 

fiction and maybe buy a few souvenirs, but they were actually intruding on a woman 

who was working, causing a contradiction that Couldry believes to be similar to the 

contradictions that The Sopranos narrative consistently presents between “play” and 

“life” (147).  Couldry’s analysis does not extend to issues regarding gender or ethnicity, 

but his article is relevant in the sense that it is a personal account of fandom. 

 Bus tours of shows like Sex in the City (1998-2004) and The Sopranos are cited 

as examples of paratexts in Jonathan Gray’s Show Sold Separately:  Promos, Spoilers, 

and Other Media Paratext.  Books, sound tracks, merchandise, and DVDs are also 

examples of paratexts that give film and television shows an “extended presence… 

across our lived environments” (2).6  Each “proliferation” of the text, which could also 

come in the form of an advertisement, a videogame, or an online discussion site, is an 

opportunity to either strengthen an aspect of the text or add “something new and 

different” (2).  Gray argues that “paratexts are not simply add-ons, spinoffs, and also-

rans:  they create texts, they manage them, and they fill them with many of the 

meanings that we associate with them” (6).  Gray’s article, “New Audiences, New 

Textualities:  Anti-Fans and Non-Fans” connects paratexts and the anti-fans and non-
                                                             
6 Dana Polan, in his book The Sopranos, refers to these paratexts as the “informal economy” 
surrounding the text (269). 



 14 

fans of cultural text.  Gray believes that paratexts are worthy of close textual analysis.  

He cites The Simpsons as an example of a show that has anti-fans—many of whom have 

never seen an episode of the show, but are basing their opinions on encounters with the 

show’s paratexts (New Audiences 71).  Gray states: 

If we can show that people engage in distant reading, responding to texts 

that have not been viewed, and more importantly if we can track exactly 

how the anti-fan’s text stand-in has been pieced together, we will take 

substantial steps forward in understanding textuality and in appreciating 

the strength of contextuality.  (71) 

The Sopranos has a large number of anti-fans and Gray’s theories will prove useful in 

studying their disapproval and dislike of the show.  Studying fans and anti-fans alike 

could expose how the show “and its meanings are negotiated between individuals with 

different levels of regard for, and involvement with” The Sopranos (71).   

 A number of cultural studies have sought to discover the meaning making at 

work in specific texts or genres.  One often cited study is Ien Ang’s Watching Dallas: 

Soap Opera and the Melodramatic Imagination.  First published in Dutch in 1982 and 

translated into English in 1985, it questions “how, in short, does Dallas present itself as 

pleasurable” (10)?  To find the answer, Ang placed an ad in a Dutch women’s 

magazine, Viva, which read: “I like watching the TV serial Dallas, but often get odd 

reactions to it.  Would anyone like to write and tell me why you like watching it too, or 

dislike it?  I should like to assimilate these reactions in my university thesis”  (10). 

Ang received forty-two responses ranging from just a few lines to approximately ten 

pages (10).  Her analysis of the letters centers on the relationship between pleasure and 
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ideology (11).  She finds that the “tension between the fictional and the real,” the 

“tragic structure of feeling,” the “ideology of mass culture,” and the “ideology of 

populism,” all play an important part in viewer’s response to Dallas.7  In the final 

chapter, Ang questions whether Dallas is good for women.  She argues that while it 

might seem that Dallas’ “tragic structure of feeling” is “incompatible with a feminist 

sensibility,” (123) there is the realm of fantasy, in which “one dimension of life in 

which the distance between a (pleasurable) absent and an (unpleasurable) present can be 

eradicated” (134).  Pleasure is: 

[A] dimension of subjectivity which is a source of pleasure because it 

puts ‘reality’ in parenthesis, because it constructs imaginary solutions for 

real contradictions which in their fictional simplicity and their simple 

fictionality step outside the existing social relations of dominance and 

subordination. (135)  

Dallas viewers are able to put the reality of their lives aside (“in parenthesis”) and enter 

a fantasy realm within which they are able to accept or protest the oppression they are 

experiencing in the context of the prime time soap opera.  Ang’s study is particularly 

useful not only because it combines textual analysis and ethnographic work, but also 

because its subject, Dallas, shares many similarities to The Sopranos, in terms of genre 

and narrative.    

                                                             
7 Some fans like Dallas because it is realistic (43), while others find the show terribly unrealistic (35).  
Dallas is, according to Ang, a prime-time soap opera with melodramatic characteristics and a “tragic 
structure of feeling.”  The ideology of mass culture recognizes Dallas as an American television series 
that is “a threat to one’s own, national culture and as an undermining of high-principled cultural values in 
general” (93).  The opposite “ideology of populism” takes the position that “to pass judgment on people’s 
aesthetic preferences is a priori and by definition rejected” (113).   
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Two particular cultural studies projects serve as loose models for this 

dissertation:  Christine Scodari’s Serial Monogamy:  Soap Opera, Lifespan, and the 

Gendered Politics of Fantasy (2004) and E. Graham McKinley’s Beverly Hills, 90210: 

Television, Gender, and Identity (1997).  Scodari’s multiperspectival approach makes 

her project distinct from other soap opera studies (xxiii).  She investigates the soap 

opera genre, in real time, “with an eye toward understanding the intersections of gender, 

life span, and power” (xv-1).  In Serial Monogamy:  Soap Opera, Lifespan, and the 

Gendered Politics of Fantasy, Scodari considers “generic conventions, specific 

narratives, creative decision making, meta-textual commentary, and audience 

responses,” all of which are important components of any multiperspectival project.8  In 

studying soap opera consumption, Scodari analyzed fan letters in magazines and fan 

activities and interactions on the Internet, research she calls “ethnography of cyber 

fans” (xxiv).  She makes use of Hall’s encoding/decoding model with a few additions; a 

reader can be labeled preferred, negotiated, oppositional, or resistive with the qualifier 

hegemonic or counter-hegemonic included when a reading “subverts hegemonic 

structures of power” (42).  Overall, I cannot emulate Scodari’s distinct method of 

immersing herself in the cyber world of soap opera as both a fan and scholar; 

nonetheless, I have noted many aspects of her study that provide a model for my own 

work.   

While McKinley does not describe her own work as multiperspectival, she does 

position Beverly Hills, 90210 in its “economic and cultural context” (5).  Moreover, 

                                                             
8 Note that Scodari’s audience response research took place in real time, “as the narrative unfolds” (xxiv).  
In my case, since The Sopranos has already completed its first run, I analyze the audience responses in 
hindsight. 
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although she asserts that her project is not “text-based,” she does engage with the 

narrative to address concerns regarding hegemonic notions of female identity (5).  

Because McKinley argues that hegemony theory paints a “rather bleak picture” of its 

audience, she incorporates Hall’s encoding/decoding model and Fiske’s theory of the 

polysemic text, both of which she believes allow for resistance in reader’s 

interpretations of the dominant meanings of the text.  McKinley grounds her work in 

social constructionist theory because it offers a “different way to conceptualize the 

notions of agency, pleasure, and community,” but she also combines cultural studies 

and poststructuralist feminism in her analysis of female television viewing (6). 

McKinley’s qualitative research consisted of interviewing thirty-six young women from 

ages eleven to twenty-two.  She visited their homes or dormitories and tape-recorded 

their responses to a set of questions and their spontaneous talk about Beverly Hills, 

90210.  McKinley discovered that “such talk is implicated – for better or worse – in the 

production of dominant notions of female identity” (235).  The young women were 

active and engaged, occasionally resistant, viewers yet they ultimately bought into the 

dominate message that women should be pretty and nice and focused on landing a man 

(238).  Television is a persuasive medium and it packages and presents patriarchy and 

capitalism as “common sense, naturalized, unexamined” (240).  Even moments of 

would-be triumph, strong—”aggressive” and “cocky”—female characters being 

celebrated by McKinley’s viewers, are merely a celebration of an appropriation of 

behavior that used to be attributed solely to men.  As McKinley points out, twenty years 

ago men were lauded for such disrespectful behavior (241).  Today, HBO is applauded 
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for bringing similarly aggressive and cocky (therefore strong) female characters to the 

gangster genre.     

Home Box Office, Inc. (HBO) and The Sopranos 

The following sources provide a history of the premium cable channel HBO, as 

well as critical analysis of the relationship between HBO and The Sopranos.  Without 

HBO, The Sopranos would not exist as we know it today.  In fact, HBO has played a 

formidable part in the history of television.  In this dissertation, I examine HBO as a 

purveyor of the industry economics, programming, and marketing transformation 

required for The Sopranos’ successful genre production and audience reception.  

Many scholars have analyzed the relationship between HBO and The Sopranos, 

each pointing out the advantages cable television has over the broadcast networks: 

freedom from commercials, generous funding, the ability to show nudity and use foul 

language (Auster, “HBO’s Approach” 227; Thorburn 65; Lavery and Thompson 21).  

Auster’s article “HBO’s Approach to Generic Transformation,” is one of fourteen 

articles in a genre reader Thinking Outside the Box, all of which examine television 

genre from a “critical-cultural perspective” (7).   Auster believes the advantages that 

HBO has over broadcast television are not the only reason the channel is “the most 

adventurous network on television” (244).  He credits HBO’s success to top-notch 

executives, well-calculated risks, and a willingness to provide financial support as well 

as freedom to its producers (245).9  Similarly, Gary R. Edgerton, in the introduction to 

The Essential HBO Reader, credits HBO’s success to smart programming choices, 

overseas expansion, successful marketing campaigns, embracing new technology, and 
                                                             
9 McCabe and Akass also acknowledge the importance of “authorial freedom” in HBO’s 
programming (“It’s Not TV, It’s HBO,” 87). 
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attracting top creative people in the entertainment industry.  HBO’s marketing 

campaign for The Sopranos has been widely discussed for its ability to define the show 

as quality programming (Santo, “Para-Television” 20; McCabe and Akass, “It’s Not 

TV” 83). 

HBO’s branding of The Sopranos is the focus of Deborah Jaramillo’s article 

“The Family Racket:  AOL Time Warner, HBO, The Sopranos, and the Construction of 

a Quality Brand.”  In addition to genre theory, Jaramillo bases her work in political 

economy, auteur theory, and television history (60).  Like Edgerton and Auster, she lists 

the many ways HBO differentiates itself from network programming:  HBO is less 

regulated; HBO is free of commercial interruptions; HBO can take liberty with its 

schedule; and, HBO does not have to concern itself with ratings in the same sense as the 

producers of broadcast television (62-3).  Jaramillo points out that the advertising spot 

for HBO’s original programming, claiming its product to be “refreshing, uncensored, 

groundbreaking,” is another example of how the show differentiates itself from 

broadcast television (64).  HBO wants subscribers to believe they are getting something 

that is not available on any other television channel (65).  

In fact, HBO is quite blatant about differentiating itself from broadcast 

television, using the widely critiqued tagline, “It’s Not TV, It’s HBO” (Lavery, 

“Introduction” 4-5). David Thorburn, in a short essay in The Essential HBO Reader, 

points out that while the tagline claims the channel is “not TV,” The Sopranos’ “roots in 

traditional television are at least as deep and as nourishing as its filiations with the 

gangster movie” (62).  He argues that the show is a “serial narrative” that focuses, like 
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most television dramas, on “the American family,” hence making the connection 

between The Sopranos and both the gangster genre and the soap opera genre (66).  

 A different approach to analyzing HBO’s tagline comes from Amanda Lotz 

who considers the “it” in “It’s Not TV, It’s HBO” to be the actual subscription cable 

industry, rather than the specific HBO programming.  She analyzes the “distinct 

institutional and technological strategies” inherent in the premium cable channel to 

determine how different it really is from its rival, network television, an exercise Lotz 

believes is an essential component to textual analysis (87, 100).  She outlines the 

subscription economic model, which accounts for the major differences between 

subscription and advertiser based television.  Lotz points out that removing advertisers 

from the programming equation “reduces institutional gatekeepers” and increases the 

preference power of the audience (90).  Without advertisers as gatekeepers, HBO has 

the freedom to continue airing a program without worrying that the program is not 

reaching an advertiser’s desired demographic. 

Unlike HBO, network television is a slave to the Nielsen Ratings and supplying 

advertisers with the proper demographic.  HBO can produce edgy programming that 

appeals to a narrow audience (and potentially offends a much larger audience), as long 

as its shows continue to attract a sufficient number of subscribers.  Networks have been 

known to cancel a show even after just one episode has aired.10 Another benefit for 

HBO is that if a show does not initially catch on, there is at least the comfort that 

HBO’s parent company Time Warner has multiple sources of revenue from various 

media entities (93). 
                                                             
10  After airing one episode on January 9, 2006, Heather Graham’s television series Emily's Reasons Why 
Not was cancelled by its broadcaster, ABC. 
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HBO can make up for the lack of advertising dollars by creating additional 

revenue sources from their successful programs:  DVD sales, syndication rights, and 

merchandise.  For instance, a video game, The Sopranos:  Road to Respect was released 

in 2006 for the PlayStation®2..  Janet Wasko dedicates a chapter of her book How 

Hollywood Works to the ways Hollywood is expanding in “the continual search for 

profit,” which is exemplified in HBO’s commodification of The Sopranos (155).  As 

Michael M. Epstein, Jimmie L. Reeves, and Mark C. Rogers argue, television has 

moved into the digital era and a “hit” television show requires brand equity and the 

synergy of new income streams (25).11  HBO has done both well—creating a brand and 

then profiting from it.   

The sources discussed in this section are useful in answering the question: How 

did HBO, as the producer of The Sopranos, contribute to the show’s success?  HBO’s 

ability to offer edgier commercial-free programming is an important consideration in 

terms of whether The Sopranos presents hegemonic notions of masculinity and 

femininity.  Certainly, HBO is free from the restraints of broadcast networks, but does 

the premium cable channel, at least in the production of The Sopranos, provide 

audiences with new ways of viewing masculinity, femininity, and ethnicity?  That 

question will be explored herein.  The next section considers examinations of The 

Sopranos’ text. 

The Sopranos’ Texts and Characterizations 

The Sopranos draws critical scholarship from a wide-range of disciplines, 

resulting in a vast amount of literature pertaining to many different aspects of the show.  

                                                             
11 The authors separate television into three eras:  TVI, the network era; TVII, the cable era; and TVIII, 
the digital era. 
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To best make sense of it all, this section is organized by subject matter, starting with the 

texts that deal with the show itself and then moving on to texts that are more character 

or theme specific in their analysis.  Each of the sources listed in this section contribute 

to at least one facet of the multiperspectival approach of this dissertation; each includes 

analysis of production aspects, the text itself, or The Sopranos’ audience.  Notably none 

of the sources considers all three, a gap that this dissertation seeks to fill. 

All Things The Sopranos 

Dana Polan’s The Sopranos analyzes the hit HBO series in its entirety—from 

the first episode to the final, eighty-sixth episode—setting it apart from other writing on 

the subject.  Polan touches on several of the key topics central to this dissertation—The 

Sopranos mixing of high and low art; HBO’s branding of the show as quality 

programming; the show’s treatment of gender and ethnicity; as well as HBO’s 

commodification of The Sopranos in the marketplace.  The Sopranos, according to 

Polan, mixes elements of art cinema—calmness, blank stares, shot composition, and a 

leisurely pace—with the conventions of soap opera—familial conflict and interpersonal 

interaction in the domestic sphere.  He cites well-chosen examples of disconnected 

subplots, detours in narrative progression, and comic shtick balanced with high 

seriousness.  He also draws attention to the varying pace of the show, which has 

moments of calmness and serenity intermingled with moments of intense action and 

violence.  All are used as examples to support Polan’s claim that there is an “ironic 

perspective which runs through the show and insinuates itself into all simplistic 

attitudes and interpretations” (44).  Polan’s argument points to the difficulties that arise 

in finding a preferred reading in The Sopranos.  He states, “Every time you think 
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you’ve grasped The Sopranos and either figured out its story or its ethical point of view, 

it veers off in some unexpected direction and encourages a revision of everything 

you’ve brought to the viewing experience” (9).  That is the most challenging aspect of 

analyzing the show, but even more reason why it is significant to study the audience’s 

reading. 

Polan also finds irony in The Sopranos’ exploitation in the marketplace.  He 

details how HBO has created an image of quality and distinction for its original 

programming and, along with creator David Chase, has constructed an epic narrative 

that has ultimately proven to be highly profitable across several media platforms.  Polan 

finds irony in the fact that The Sopranos is a show about a group of gangsters who try to 

make a profit from any means possible and similarly, media executives, marketers, 

actors, scholars, and even presidential candidates attempt to squeeze a profit out of the 

show.  Polan’s focus is on the many ways in which the show is a “product to be 

fashioned and refashioned according to the potentials of the market” which is important 

in terms of how gender and Italian/Americanness is “fashioned and refashioned” (174).   

While HBO played a formidable part in The Sopranos’ success, without David 

Chase, The Sopranos would not exist.  Countless journalist and scholars have 

interviewed Chase, attempting to get into the mindset of “one of the few authentic 

auteurs television has produced” (Biskind).  Rarely, are a television show’s creators 

able to have a say in the final product; however, HBO allowed Chase a significant 

amount of freedom and through “compromises and revisions,” The Sopranos became 

what it is today (Polan 179).12  Chase has confessed to his utter distaste for television, 

                                                             
12 Lavery and Thompson detail a great number of decisions and compromises that contributed to the 
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despite many years in the business (Lavery, “Introduction” 4; Biskind).  He has also 

identified the many ways The Sopranos reflects his own life.   

Chase grew up in a working-class New Jersey neighborhood in an 

Italian/American household; his mother, like Tony Soprano’s mother Livia, was “a 

passive aggressive drama queen;” and, like Tony Soprano, Chase suffered from 

depression and sought the help of a therapist (Biskind).  Chase’s “obsession with 

gangster movies” (Lavery and Thompson 20) is evident from the numerous instances of 

intertextuality weaved throughout The Sopranos, as well as from Chase’s very Scorsese 

like use of source music, which, according to Chris Neal, can be read as its own subtext 

(124).  Chase’s background and his work on The Sopranos place him squarely amongst 

the group of second and third-generation Italian/American author-directors, like 

Scorsese and Coppola—the “movie brats,” who are each, “another triumphant version 

of the American success story,” according to Pellegrino D’Acierno  (564).   In his 

article “Cinema Paradiso:  The Italian American Presence in American Cinema,” 

D’Acierno details three strategies used by Italian/American author-directors to deal with 

“their ‘doubleness’ as hyphenated-American directors” (567).  Chase borrows from all 

three strategies—Frank Capra’s position of passing, the “outsider as insider;” Coppola’s 

intermediate position, which represents ethnicity by appropriating traditional genres; 

and Scorsese’s “cinema of ‘divided consciousness’ in which the ‘cursed part’—the 

secret wound of ethnicity—is displayed” (567).  D’Acierno’s thorough analysis of “the 

contradictory and mediated ways in which ethnicity expresses itself through mainstream 

cinema and its masks of genre” will frame my discussion of The Sopranos and the 

                                                                                                                                                                                  
success of The Sopranos (20-2). 
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gangster genre, as well as my textual analysis of Italian/Americanness in The Sopranos 

(567).   

 There are several texts, by scholars and journalists alike, dedicated to analyzing 

The Sopranos, each of which provide useful insight.  Maurice Yacowar’s volume The 

Sopranos on the Couch: the Ultimate Guide provides a literary critique of each episode 

through the first half of the final season.  He, too, identifies the connection between 

Chase’s work and that of both Coppola and Scorsese.  Yacowar’s comprehensive 

discussion regarding the influence of The Godfather on The Sopranos, included in his 

text’s appendix, is particularly perceptive.  David Lavery has edited two volumes 

dedicated to the hit series, including This Thing of Ours: Investigating the Sopranos in 

2002.  For anyone not already aware of the impact that The Sopranos has had on our 

culture, Lavery, in the introduction, cites examples ranging from a reference to The 

Sopranos on National Public Radio’s Car Talk to the criticisms it draws from 

Italian/American groups.  Lavery is a Sopranos aficionado; he provides a great deal of 

background material.  His more recent publication, Reading the Sopranos: Hit TV from 

HBO, includes in the appendices a list of characters, an episode guide, and an 

“intertextual moments and allusions” reference chart (214-235).   

Similarly dense with useful information is writer David Bishop’s Bright Lights, 

Baked Ziti:  The Sopranos:  An Unofficial and Unauthorized Guide, which breaks down 

each episode of The Sopranos’ first three seasons into bits of information under the 

following headings: “Episode Number,” “Story Title,” “Writer,” “Cast,” “Storyline,” 

“Deep and Meaningful,” “Mobspeak,” “Mama Mia,” “Bright Lights,” and “Baked Ziti.”  

His references to meaningful moments in The Sopranos speak to the high culture 
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aspects of the show that I will be discussing in regards to genre.  In addition, 

“Mobspeak,” “Mama Mia,” and “Baked Ziti” are all categories that speak to the generic 

characteristics of the show, particularly the gendered aspects. 

There are a few books worth mentioning that add insight in regards to my 

analysis of the production, the text, and the audience’s response to the show.  David 

Simon, in Tony Soprano’s America: The Criminal Side of The American Dream, argues 

that the show is a metaphor for the sad state of our contemporary American lives; for 

instance, he believes individuals in our society are “disillusioned, alienated, and alone,” 

as exemplified in characters like Tony Soprano (vii).  Simon’s own conservative 

politics seem to frame his reading of the show.  In contrast to his argument, my 

audience analysis indicates that the sense of community and the importance of family 

are two reasons why many viewers enjoy the show.  Lastly, two other authors, like 

Simon, believe the show is popular because it puts a mirror to our own psyches.  

Christopher J. Vincent’s Paying Respect to The Sopranos: A Psychological Analysis 

believes The Sopranos is a “personal journey” for the audience as much as it is for Tony 

Soprano (8).  His textual analysis of The Sopranos’ mob wives contends that they have 

a significant impact on their “made men” (72).  This dissertation seeks to prove that this 

impact is not significant enough to break free from the patriarchal hold the men of The 

Sopranos have over the women.  Do audiences even want these women to break free?  

Glen O. Gabbard’s The Psychology of The Sopranos:  Love, Death, Desire, and 

Betrayal in America’s Favorite Gangster Family focuses on the portrayal of 

psychotherapy in The Sopranos and his textual analysis frequently extends to gender 

representations in the show.  He notes that audiences wrote to The Sopranos’ producers 
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asking when they were going to get Tony and Dr. Melfi together because audiences 

look for “traditional gender roles to be restored” (60).  His text, similar to the others 

discussed in this section, contributes to at least one aspect of the multiperspectival 

approach to gender and ethnicity in this dissertation; however, none of the sources 

address all three. 

The Men of The Sopranos 

 Notions of masculinity are central to several of the questions addressed in this 

dissertation.  Numerous scholars acknowledge the significance of masculinity in The 

Sopranos.  For starters, several authors mention the initial emasculation that occurs 

from naming Tony a “Soprano” (Gardaphe, “A Class Act” 65; Gilbert 22; De Stefano, 

“An Offer” 317).  Roseanne Giannini Quinn defines Tony as a “castrated/emasculated, 

therapized ‘soprano’ on Prozac” who “occupies the hysterical position so often reserved 

for women” (171).  The Psychology of The Sopranos includes a chapter titled “The Lost 

Boys” that focuses on the importance for Tony and his crew of maintaining a 

conventionally masculine image and how easily their masculinity can be called into 

question (Gabbard, M.D. 157-182). For example, Tony questions Junior’s masculinity 

when he learns through the grapevine that Junior is great at cunninglingus.  To salvage 

his reputation, Junior dumps his girlfriend.  Several scholars have noted that this 

episode, “Boca” (1.09), exemplifies how far Tony’s crew will go to maintain their 

masculine image (Walker 117; Lee 6; Vernezze 191; Gabbard, M.D. 162). 

 Joanne Lacey questions the current state of masculinity in our society.  She 

interviews ten British men to explore the ways in which they “make use of The 

Sopranos to understand their masculinity” (96).  This essay is useful because the 
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questions lend themselves to a discussion of genre classification (American TV Drama 

and Soap Opera), the negotiation of masculinity and responsibility, and the gangster 

genre as “signifier of masculine power, control, and protection” (97).  The depictions of 

“the social constructedness of femininity and masculinity, and the conflicts, 

negotiations, performances, and power imbalances” that result from the social 

constructedness, lead Katharine Hyunmi Lee to argue, “The Sopranos consistently 

demonstrates that the nature of gender is anything but natural” (2).  The male characters 

in The Sopranos struggle with maintaining an image of masculinity; the female 

characters in The Sopranos, as is the focus of the next section, also struggle with their 

own identity.  My analysis considers whether these representations challenge 

hegemonic notions of masculinity and femininity, as well as whether there is significant 

support for Lee’s argument that The Sopranos exhibits the notion that gender is not 

innate.   

The Women of The Sopranos 

Martha M. Lauzen berates the popular press for not acknowledging the 

“regressive portrayals of women” on the show.  While Lauzen believes the female 

characters on The Sopranos are one-dimensional, most critiques of the women on The 

Sopranos classify them as strong and powerful (Gardaphe, “Fresh Garbage” 101; 

Donatelli and Alward 60; Blackwood 362).  The Essential HBO Reader, for example, 

includes an article by Janet McCabe and Kim Akass:  “What Has HBO Ever Done for 

Women?”  They question whether the female characters on the various HBO programs 

are “really breaking new ground, contributing to a vibrant conversation on the state of 

contemporary feminism, changing female identities, and the dilemmas facing modern 
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womanhood in a postfeminist age” (303).  They find that characters like Carmela 

Soprano, Janice Soprano and Adriana La Cerva, to name a few, offer a wider range of 

female representation than typically seen on television.   

According to McCabe and Akass, the female characters on the show, “have 

much to tell us about the contradictions we all live with each and every day” because 

they are “fallible, inconsistent, complicated, virtuous, troublesome, and both 

emotionally strong and fragile” (312).  McCabe and Akass’ similarly titled article 

“What Has Carmela Ever Done for Feminism:  Carmela Soprano And The Post-

Feminist Dilemma” explores the contradictions that exist for a heterosexual woman.  

For example, the character of Carmela was raised as a Catholic in a world where 

“feminist thinking has no place.”  Catholicism, in particular, relies on a patriarchal 

structure and feminism and Catholicism is for many, an oxymoron.13  At the heart of the 

contradictions Carmela lives with each day is her devotion to the institution of marriage 

coupled with the realization that “the dominant narrative that promises American 

women a dashing prince, economic security and beautiful children” does not actually 

always work out that way (54).   

 Raised as an Italian/American Catholic Janice Soprano, like Carmela, is also 

saddled with expectations of being a good wife, mother, and homemaker, three 

characteristics Stuart M. Kaminsky and Jeffrey H. Mahan believe are expected in 

representations of Italian women (182-3).  She struggles with living up to this 

                                                             
13 Elaine Howard Ecklund’s article, “Catholic Women Negotiate Feminism:  A Research Note” presents 
findings based on interviews with sixteen present and past female parishioners of a Catholic Church.  She 
reveals that women have at least three different ways of negotiating the “seemingly contradictory 
identities” of being a feminist Catholic: they reinterpret feminism in light of Catholicism; they reinterpret 
Catholicism in light of feminism; or they practice an individual feminism and an individual Catholicism.   
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expectation when it is clearly not in her nature, as the narrative proves.  Utilizing 

theories of Mary Ann Doane and Judith Butler, Valerie Palmer-Mehta examines the 

ways in which Janice vacillates between a feminine masquerade and masculine 

behavior.  She begrudgingly cooks and helps care for her mother but at the same time 

“cultivates power in the same way the men around her do:  through intimidation, 

manipulation, and murder” (60-1).  Palmer-Mehta argues that in many instances 

throughout the show, Janice shows that she “lacks the ethical and mental foundation of 

her female companions;” therefore, her breaks from conventional notions of femininity 

are merely “disruptive” and “unruly,” rather than truly feminist (68).  

 For Cindy Donatelli and Sharon Alward, Janice is able to “transgress in ways 

that Carmela wouldn’t even dream of because of her continuing commitment to both 

her shapely and wifely duties” (67).  Donatelli and Alward argue that the women of The 

Sopranos are more empowered than those in The Godfather or Goodfellas, in large part 

due to the soap opera format.  After thorough analysis of the female characters in each, 

the authors conclude that even though The Sopranos’ women are more empowered than 

their 1950s and 1970s counterparts, they do not seem happy nor fulfilled (70).  Merri 

Lisa Johnson discusses the women who suffer in the third season of The Sopranos; they 

are victims of rape, physical abuse, and murder.  Johnson investigates the roots of 

violence on the show, paying particular attention to the episode “University,” which 

juxtaposes the characters of Meadow and the murdered stripper Tracee.  These two 

women provide fertile ground for Johnson and other scholars to apply the 

Madonna/Whore binary; their analysis of the episode depicts Meadow as the Madonna 

and Tracee as the whore (Barreca 36; Rotundo 63-4; Parini 80).   
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The representation of Italian/American women in The Sopranos also includes 

professional female characters, the most prominent being Dr. Melfi.  Roseanne Quinn 

argues that, as opposed to Carmela, Dr. Melfi represents an “antistereotype.”  However, 

Quinn believes both characters are the most complex Italian/American females she has 

ever seen in a popular medium (5, 6).  For Bruce Plourde, Dr. Melfi is the “intermediary 

figure” between the viewers and their relationship with Tony.  He likens Tony to Satan 

and Dr. Melfi to Eve because Tony seduces the viewers, who then look to Dr. Melfi as a 

guide on how to judge him (74).  Dr. Melfi’s life is, however, far from perfect.  As 

Sandra Gilbert points out, “highlights from the life of Dr. Melfi” would include 

“counter-transference to a Mafioso, public drunkenness, rape” (25).  The various 

readings that scholars have made in regards to the female characters in The Sopranos 

provide further evidence of the polysemic nature of the show. 

The Sopranos:  Italian/Americans and the Gangster Genre 

 The readings in this section provide a greater understanding of whether The 

Sopranos reinforces hegemonic notions of ethnicity that are often typical of the gangster 

genre.  According to Stuart M. Kaminsky and Jeffrey H. Mahan, “a case might be made 

that Italians appear more frequently in American popular film than any other ethnic 

group.  In fact, … the proportion of Italian characters in American films far exceeds 

their representation in American society” (181).  The same could be said for The 

Sopranos, which depicts a New Jersey dominated by Italian/Americans. Countless 

critics of The Sopranos, many of who are Italian/American, have voiced concern over 

the show’s representation of Italian/Americans.  However, many Italian/Americans 

appreciate the show.  One edited volume effectively represents these varying responses 
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to The Sopranos.  Italian/Americans wrote all eight essays in Regina Barreca’s A 

Sitdown with the Sopranos.  George Anastasia gives the most glowing critique of the 

show, encouraging all those who complain about ethnic stereotyping to just change the 

channel.  He believes The Sopranos is a “good, sometimes great, television show” that 

appeals to Americans because many are both fascinated by outlaws and secretly longing 

to be Italian (150).  Anastasia argues that many of the Italian/American characteristics 

represented in the show are actually quite positive: living life to its fullest, enjoying 

good food, spending time with the extended family, and showing emotions (153).14  E. 

Anthony Rotundo also emphasizes Tony’s positive attributes: “loyalty, rootedness, and 

interdependence” (74).  The disappearance of these values in the Italian/Americans of 

today is what Rotundo believes accounts for Tony’s obsession with loss (74).    

 The female characters in The Sopranos also have positive attributes, according 

to Barreca.  She admits to “identifying with almost every female character in The 

Sopranos at some point during the first three seasons” (30).  Barreca believes that David 

Chase created women who are both familiar and unpredictable, and, for that reason, 

they are unlike most of the female characters seen on television or in film. De Stefano 

believes The Sopranos is the first instance in the genre that “women are not secondary 

characters in the Mafia myth” (“An Offer” 204).  Akass and Macabe argue that, as 

opposed to most women in the gangster genre, characters like Carmela and Dr. Melfi 

take an “assured narrative position” in The Sopranos (147). Dr. Melfi is a professional; 

                                                             
14 Sara Lewis Dunne considers the importance of food as a “linguistic marker” of the gangster genre in 
The Sopranos (215). 
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Carmela dabbles (albeit unethically) in real estate; and her daughter, Meadow, is an 

aspiring doctor, turned lawyer. 

However, Gilbert, a self-described “budding feminist critic,” does not commend 

Chase on his female characterizations.  Instead, Gilbert focuses on a question posed in 

January of 2000 by George De Stefano in The Nation asking why “is Italian-American 

(and Italian) organized crime such a mainstay of American pop culture” (16)?  Gilbert, 

an Italian/American, segregates the plethora of arguments in response to the question 

from non-Italian/American journalists and academics into three categories.  The 

categories, which she defines as “emotional and intellectual defenses” in support of The 

Sopranos, are: The Sopranos R Us, The Sopranos R Art, and The Sopranos R 

Postmodern Art.  Based on her upbringing, she belies the claim that The Sopranos R Us 

(when the “us” is referring to an Italian/American) and argues that in most cases one 

should not be Italian/American in order for “The Sopranos to hit home” (21).  Gilbert 

believes Italian/Americans recognize the ways the show is based merely on stereotypes.  

However, she concedes that clearly these fictional mob characters “strike special chords 

in the hearts of the heart of our country” (21).  In this case, the “heart of our country” 

refers to non-Italian/Americans.  Gilbert acknowledges that the show does have 

postmodern characteristics, including ambiguity, intertextuality, complexity, and is thus 

a work of art, albeit a “hyperbolic theatrical fantasy of familial blood-’n-guts” (23).   

 Peter Bondanella makes the “postmodern art” claim in his book Hollywood 

Italians: Dagos, Palookas, Romeos, Wise Guys, and Sopranos.  He culminates his 

history of ‘Hollywood Italians’ with a chapter titled, “Sopranos:  The Postmodern 

Hollywood Italian Famiglia,” in which he applies Umberto Eco’s concept of 
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“postmodern impulse in contemporary culture” to The Sopranos.  Bondanella explores 

The Sopranos’ “ironic and intertextual revisitation of other movies,” and argues that this 

postmodern tendency prevalent in the show drives the viewer into an active position 

when watching The Sopranos (312-3).  The active viewer discovers intertextual 

references, attempts to predict plot lines, and may look for a personal connection to the 

text. 

 Many scholars, as Gilbert notes, consider whether “The Sopranos R Us.”  Jay 

Parini believes the show reinforces ethnic stereotypes, but admits that he personally 

identifies with Tony Soprano.  Just as the gangsters on the show act out scenes from 

The Godfather, there are Italian/American viewers who will “act out the stereotypes 

handed them so easily” because “that is how stereotypes function” (76).  Parini justifies 

it by using “The Sopranos R Art” argument: 

 These negative aspects of the series don’t stop it from being a work of art 

in itself.  For me, The Sopranos represents an intriguing and significant 

interrogation of American society as a whole, and Italian Americans 

(such as myself) will have to put up with these image-related problems 

or confront them elsewhere.  (76) 

Most significant for Parini is the balance between parody and realism—he finds the 

characters on The Sopranos quite realistic, asserting that “our great wealth as a nation is 

founded on brutality, extortion, and murder,” and Tony’s life merely “mirrors that of all 

Americans” (77).  Parini is not identifying with Tony Soprano because he is an 

Italian/American, but instead because he “has anxiety attacks, problems with his kids, 

troubles at work, and so forth” (76).  Tony and Carmela Soprano are, Parini argues, a 
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“parody of the American dream” (78).  Like the Sopranos, so many Americans live in 

excess.  Like Tony, so many Americans seek solace at the therapist, rather than at 

church.  He believes even the show’s treatment of women is merely an exaggeration of 

the current state of women in our society.  He writes, “what The Sopranos does so 

beautifully is to remind us that nothing has changed for most women in the world” (80).  

The problem is that while Parini may recognize the satiric nature of The Sopranos and 

he may be able to separate the characters’ ethnicity from their actions, other viewers 

may not be capable of doing either.  Audience analysis becomes a useful way of 

determining the audience’s interpretation and whether The Sopranos perpetuates 

hegemonic views of ethnicity.  

Studies on Gender and Violence 

In order to analyze the representation of gender and violence in The Sopranos, it 

is important to create a framework for discussing these concepts.  To that end, the 

sources in this section of the literature review are useful.  Feminist theory is an 

extension of feminism that explores the significance of gender, sexuality, and power in 

our lives.  Judith Lorber’s Paradoxes of Gender separates feminists into three groups:  

radical, Marxist, and psychoanalytical (3).  The concept of ‘patriarchy’ is central to each 

perspective, to varying degrees.  Lorber defines patriarchy as “the process, structure, 

and ideology of women’s subordination” (3).  She points out that it is “the central 

concept” of radical feminism; for Marxists, it represents the exploitation of women at 

home and “goes hand in hand with their exploitation as workers in the capitalistic 

marketplace;” and for psychoanalytic feminists, patriarchy represents “the symbolic rule 

of the father through gendered sexuality and the unconscious” (3).  Lorber’s focus is on 
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gender, which she defines as “an institution that establishes patterns of expectations for 

individuals, orders the social processes of everyday life, is built into the major social 

organizations of society, such as the economy, ideology, the family, and politics…” (1).   

Society expects men to naturally exhibit masculine behavior and women, in turn, 

feminine.  Conformity to this binary relationship and the gendered expectations that go 

along with it perpetuates the “gendered social order,” and while “peoples’ gender 

diversity and deviance challenge it,” there is still “no recognized gender status outside 

the binaries—boy/girl, man/woman” (Lorber, Gender Inequality 9).   

Gender expectations begin at birth and, according to Barbara J. Berg in her 

recent book Sexism in America:  Alive, Well, and Ruining Our Country, “it went way 

beyond simply choosing pink or blue onesies.  A whole constellation of ideas, attitudes, 

and behaviors—many handed down from generation to generation—descended upon 

the delivery room the moment the umbilical cord was cut” (34).  Berg’s text, as well as 

Stephen J. Ducat’s The Wimp Factor:  Gender Gaps, Holy Wars, & the Politics of 

Anxious Masculinity, identify the gender inequality that is still so prevalent in our 

society.  Similar to Berg, Ducat argues, “children get assigned a gender as soon as their 

anatomy is identified in the first seconds of life, and that label is reinforced by everyone 

in their world on a daily basis” (30).  This is exemplified in a Target sales flyer for toys 

dated March 10, 2010.  There are pages of girls playing with baby dolls in all pink 

rooms with captions like “play the glamorous life,” and “tickled pink with Hello Kitty.”  

Turn the page and you find boys playing in blue rooms with action figures and captions 

that read, “All-stars for your little champs,” and “build his imagination.”   It is difficult 
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to question the status quo, particularly when the media is habitually reinforcing gender 

inequality.  

Lorber argues that the only way to “dismantle the institution” is to “make it very 

visible” (10).  Throughout Paradoxes of Gender, she identifies the ways gender is 

socially constructed, repeatedly reinforcing her argument that “gender is a social 

creation, a product of human inventiveness adopted for its usefulness in allocating 

reciprocal rights and responsibilities, work tasks, and the physical and social 

reproduction of new members of any society”  (292).  This gendered social order 

“constructs not only differences but gender inequality,” thus supporting the status quo 

of male domination over women (Lorber, Gender Inequality 261).  Gender inequality is 

maintained through hegemonic masculinity (216).   

R.W. Connell has written extensively on the subject of hegemonic masculinity.  

Connell first wrote on gender construction in the early 1980s.  However, his six-page 

section on Hegemonic Masculinity and Emphasized Femininity in Gender and Power, 

written in 1987, became the most popular source for defining hegemonic masculinity.  

Connell argues, “‘Hegemonic Masculinity’ is always constructed in relation to various 

subordinated masculinities as well as in relation to women” (183).  The characteristics 

associated with hegemonic masculinity are elaborated by Sharon R. Bird, in her article 

“Welcome to the Men’s Club:  Homosociality and the Maintenance of Hegemonic 

Masculinity.”  She references the same passage to argue that “homosocial interaction, 

among heterosexual men, contributes to the maintenance of hegemonic masculinity 

norms by supporting meanings associated with identities that fit hegemonic ideals while 
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suppressing meanings associated with nonhegemonic masculinity identities” (121).  

Bird outlines three ways male homosociality perpetuates hegemonic masculinity:   

(1) emotional detachment, a meaning constructed through relationships  

 within families whereby young men detach themselves from mothers and 

develop gender identities in relation to that which they are not; (2) 

competitiveness, a meaning constructed and maintained through 

relationships with other men whereby simple individuality becomes 

competitive individuality; and (3) sexual objectification of women, a 

meaning constructed and maintained through relationships with other 

men whereby male individuality is conceptualized not only as different 

from female but as better than female.  (121) 

The gangster genre is particularly conducive to homosociality—Tony’s crew is his 

second family—and within these groups of men, there is a “collective embodiment” of 

hegemonic masculinity (Schippers 87).  However, homosocial relationships are not 

limited to the gangster genre.   

The “old boys club” still exists in boardrooms across America and these men 

“monopolize privileges, resources, and power” (Lorber Gender Inequality 217).  Thus, 

they also “control national politics, set policies, impose their view of what is valuable, 

virtuous, and moral on the rest of society, and marshal legitimacy for their views 

through the media, education, religion, and law, which they also dominate” (217).  Nick 

Trujillo identifies, using Connell’s definition as well as that of other media critics and 

scholars, five features of hegemonic masculinity in American culture:   (1) physical 

force and control, (2) occupational achievement, (3) family patriarchy, (4) 
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Frontiersman, and (5) heterosexuality (291).  Similar to the ways in which Trujillo 

identifies hegemonic masculinity in the athlete Nolan Ryan, I intend to identify the 

ways in which Tony and his crew exemplify hegemonic masculinity in The Sopranos.   

The media, according to most scholars, is responsible for perpetuating notions of 

hegemonic masculinity.  Jackson Katz, in his film Tough Guise:  Violence, Media and 

the Crisis in Masculinity, argues that our society forces men to conform to the dominant 

culture’s notion of a “real man.”  When he asked several young men the characteristics 

they believed constituted a “real man,” some of the responses he heard were physical, 

strong, independent, powerful, athletic, and tough.  Men, who do not conform, 

according to the same young men Katz interviewed, are labeled wuss, wimp, fag, and 

sissy.  James Gilligan, in his book Violence: Reflections on a National Epidemic, argues 

that it is the honoring of the ‘real man’ versus the shaming of the ‘wuss’ that creates the 

high levels of male violence (against other males and against women) that exists in our 

society today (233).  Gilligan writes: 

Men, much more than women, are taught that to want love or care from 

others is to be passive, dependent, unaggressive and unambitious or, in 

short, unmanly; and that they will be subjected to shaming, ridicule, and 

disrespect if they appear unmanly in the eyes of others.  Women, by 

contrast, have traditionally been taught that they will be honored if, and 

only if, they accept a role that restricts them to the relatively passive aim 

of arranging to be loved by men and to depend on men for their social 

and economic status, foregoing or severely limiting or disguising 

activity, ambition, independence, and initiative of their own.  (237) 
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We are trapped by our own socially constructed gender binary.  Any deviation from our 

predetermined gender roles is a potential problem.  For instance, ambitious, independent 

women are a threat to men, according to Myriam Miedzian, author of the essay “How 

Rape Is Encouraged in American Boys and What We Can Do To Stop It.”  She argues 

that some men respond to ambitious, independent women with “rage and violence, 

including rape, battering, and killing” (156).  Miedzian calls the masculinity that the 

media displays—‘the masculine mystique,’ which “centers on toughness, power, 

dominance, eagerness to fight, lack of empathy, and a callous attitude toward women” 

(155).  Similar to Gilligan, she believes that in order for us to see a reduction in male 

violence we have to redefine masculinity to “include caring, nurturance, and empathy 

along with positive “masculine” traits, such as courage, strength, initiative, and 

adventurousness” (155).  Miedzian’s book Boys Will Be Boys: Breaking the Link 

between Masculinity and Violence is an expansion of her essay and provides a thorough 

discussion of the ways our culture has perpetuated the ‘masculine mystique.’  

“Toughness, power, dominance, eagerness to fight, lack of empathy, and a callous 

attitude towards women,” as well as a predisposition to violence in the face of 

aggressive or independent women, could describe most of the male characters on The 

Sopranos. 

 The link between hegemonic masculinity and male violence is also addressed in 

Coleen Casto’s film No Safe Place: Violence against Women (1998), which explores 

the roots of male violence against women.  Casto interviews feminist author and Ms. 

magazine founder Gloria Steinem as well as biological anthropologist Michael 

Ghighlieri and Jane Caputi, among others.  PBS.org maintains a site devoted to the 
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documentary that includes interviews with many of the people involved in No Safe 

Place.  In one interview, Steinem maintains that boys are being raised differently than 

girls.  She argues that men are being taught to be ‘masculine’ and suppress any 

‘feminine’ qualities and for women it is vice versa (3).  Therefore, men are encouraged 

to be more dominant and women, in turn, more passive.  The result, according to 

Steinem, is “you have two groups of people and you say one is inferior to the other, 

which is a lie, then the only way to maintain the lie is through violence or the threat of 

violence” (5).  

There are biological arguments for the higher levels of violence committed by 

men.  Michael Ghiglieri, in an interview with PBS, points out that violence is present in 

all cultures and that around the world violence is committed more often by men (2).  

Ghighlieri does believe that testosterone affects men in such a way that it increases their 

likelihood to commit violence (3).  Jane Caputi, in her PBS interview, calls the 

biological arguments for gender differences “scientific sexism” (3).15  She also believes 

that the notion of family values and the institution of religion are both ways to maintain 

an “ideology of male supremacy,” which she believes is “the root of violence against 

women” (3).  Similar to Miedzian, Gilligan, and Steinem, Caputi believes that gender is 

culturally constructed and that masculinity is linked to force and violence (5).  Like the 

other authors, Caputi argues that we must “destroy notions of cultural masculinity and 

femininity” (5).  This would require the media to present different images, and they do 

exist (Roseanne is an example Caputi provides), but they are not always well received. 

                                                             
15 Barbara J. Berg argues that “scholars in every field, examining the teachings of biology, primatology, 
psychology, and anthropology, amassed mountains of evidence negating innate gender-difference 
theories (34). 
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Why toughness is still primarily associated with men and mainstream society is 

still uncomfortable with tough women is the focus of Sherrie A. Inness’ book Tough 

Girls:  Women, Warriors, and Wonder Women in Popular Culture (12).  Inness believes 

“the connection between toughness and male / masculinity is so strong in our society 

even today that many women are uneasy about appearing too tough” for fear of being 

pegged a lesbian (23).  Consequently, the tough girl character is risky because she must 

embody the strong, independent characteristics that empower women without appearing 

too masculine.  In Inness’ edited volume, Action Chicks:  New Images of Tough Women 

in Popular Culture, Marilyn Yaquinto analyzes female characters from gangster films 

like Godfather and Goodfellas, finding Carmela Soprano as the one who most 

“represents changing concepts of femininity” (209).  The Sopranos’ domestication of 

the gangster genre allows Carmela and the other women on the show to take a more 

active role in the narrative.  Yaquinto concludes:  “the gangster genre is being 

transformed by these new Mob women, who are having to operate in one of the most 

masculinized and misogynistic turfs in popular culture.  Finally, they brought toughness 

into the home, which is, more and more, where the action is in a gangster story” (227).  

Should we applaud Carmela for her toughness?  Or is she a regressive archetype—a 

dependent female, who is tough on the surface, but remains enthralled by her husband 

and the gangster lifestyle?   

Compliance with the subordination of hegemonic masculinity results in a 

feminine performance of emphasized femininity, which is, according to Connell, like 

hegemonic masculinity, a social construction.16  Mimi Schippers, in her article, 

                                                             
16 Judith Butler’s concept of gender performativity will frame my analysis of the female characters in The 
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“Recovering the Feminine Other: Masculinity, Femininity, and Gender Hegemony,” 

extends Connell’s definition of hegemonic masculinity and “emphasized femininity” by 

adding the additional concepts hegemonic femininity, pariah femininities, and male 

femininities (97).  Schippers defines hegemonic femininity as “The characteristics 

defined as womanly that establish and legitimate a hierarchical and complementary 

relationship to hegemonic masculinity and that, by doing so, guarantee the dominant 

position of men and the subordination of women” (94).  Pariah femininities refer to 

women who practice characteristics of hegemonic masculinity.  Women are 

“stigmatized and sanctioned” for the following behaviors:  “(1) women-desire for the 

feminine object (lesbian), (2) authority (bitch), (3) being physically violent (“badass” 

girl), (4) taking charge and not being compliant (bitch, but also “cock-teaser” and slut)”  

(95).  Similarly, according to Schippers, when a man embodies the characteristics of 

hegemonic femininity, “masculine desire, being physically weak, or being compliant,” 

he, too, “becomes the target of stigma and social sanction, much like women who 

embody features of hegemonic masculinity” (96).  Bobby Bacala, the caretaker for 

Tony Soprano’s Uncle Junior, exemplifies some characteristics of hegemonic 

femininity and suffers repercussions.  Tony often ridicules Bobby for his softer side, a 

point on which I will later elaborate.   

Genre Theory 

 Genre reveals itself in the way a text is marketed, within the text itself, and in 

the audience’s interpretation of the text.  The interaction of these three elements is a 

significant component of the multiperspectival approach of this project.  For example, 

                                                                                                                                                                                  
Sopranos.  Her influential text, Gender Trouble, will be discussed in the methodology section of this 
literature review. 
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in terms of genre, how was The Sopranos marketed?  How was genre reflected in the 

text?  How did genre influence the way audiences interpreted The Sopranos?  The 

sources included in this final section of the literature review provide a better 

understanding of genre theory and/or specifically discuss the two genres most pertinent 

to my analysis of The Sopranos:  the gangster genre and the soap opera genre.   

Genre theory is the classification and organization of film, television, and other 

media based upon the consideration of codes and conventions amongst texts. Genre is 

one of the easiest ways for film and television producers to classify and market their 

products (Stokes 82).  Audiences have grown accustomed to identifying genres based 

upon shared characteristics.  As Robert Warshow argues, a genre type becomes 

successful when “its conventions have imposed themselves upon the general 

consciousness and become the accepted vehicles of a particular set of attitudes and a 

particular aesthetic effect” (85).  Most people have generic preferences—such as a 

predilection for musicals and not for melodramas; however, it is not that 

straightforward.  Many, if not all, texts fall under several generic classifications.  The 

Internet Movie Database (imdb.com), for instance, categorizes The Sopranos’ genre as 

“crime, drama, and thriller.”  

For the producer, the more generic classifications, the better.  Rick Altman, in 

Film/Genre, asserts that because Hollywood reaches out to the largest audience 

possible, producers attempt to affiliate their product with many different generic 

categories (57).  Altman identifies how studios assure the multivalency of their products 

through excess material, multiple framing, fertile juxtaposition, and multifocalization, 

(134-6) thus allowing for “every possible chance for positive audience response” (139). 
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Genre can also be located “outside the bounds of the text” (Mittell 46) and “within the 

complex interrelations among texts, industries, audiences, and historical context” (43). 

It is easier for viewers to select what to watch based on the information they receive via 

advertisements, interviews, reviews, previews, titles, or even the cast of characters 

(Neale, “Introduction” 1). 

Genres draw audiences, according to John G. Cawelti, because they “find 

satisfaction and a basic emotional security in a familiar form” (9); however, they also 

expect a new twist on generic formulas (10).  To that end, Cawelti notes two “artistic 

skills” that writers are usually able to employ: “the ability to give new vitality to 

stereotypes and the capacity to invent new touches of plot or setting that are still within 

formulaic limits” (11).  There are two effective means of “stereotype vitalization:”  (1)  

“the stereotypical character who also embodies qualities that seem contrary to the 

stereotypical traits; and (2) “the addition of significant touches of human complexity or 

frailty to a stereotypical figure” (11-2).  When done well “it brings a new element into 

the formula, or embodies the personal vision of the creator.  If such new elements also 

became widely popular, they may in turn become widely imitated stereotypes and the 

basis of a new version of the formula or even of a new formula altogether”  (12).  My 

genre analysis of The Sopranos will use the theories discussed in this section to identify 

the multivalency that exists within the text and paratext, investigate the shows 

relationship to other texts that share similar generic conventions, determine the “artistic 

skills” Chase and his writing team used to bring originality to the series, and analyze the 

audience’s reading of the show’s genre.  
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The Gangster Genre 

According to Eugene Rosow, the story of the gangster is “as American as apple 

pie” (xiii).  What could be more American than the relentless pursuit of success, which 

is so often the driving force of the gangster?  Viewers have developed a familiarity with 

the genre and its “recurring characters, stories, themes, motifs, and iconography” (xiii).  

Scholars have also developed a deep understanding of the genre.  The sources that I will 

be discussing in this section are organized by the following themes that are prevalent in 

the literature:  the rise and fall of the gangster, the marked ethnicity of the gangster, the 

misogynistic nature of the gangster, and the genre’s ubiquitous iconography. 

The Rise and Fall of the Gangster 

The gangster genre is a suitable vehicle for displaying—and subtly critiquing—

the myth of America as the land of opportunity because it depicts an immigrant’s rise 

and, often times, fall.  Warshow, in his renowned 1948 essay “The Gangster As Tragic 

Hero,” writes that the gangster genre, from its earliest existence, has “been a consistent 

and astonishingly complete presentation of the modern sense of tragedy” (85).  Fran 

Mason writes, “the gangster is very similar to a Romantic hero who transcends the 

social order for a brief period and becomes archetypal which ultimately destroys him” 

(7).  Three classic gangster films exemplify these tensions, Little Caesar (1930), The 

Public Enemy (1931), and Scarface (1932) (Mason 8; Yaquinto, Pump ‘Em Full of Lead 

27; R. Wilson 144; Lyden 153).17  It is within these films that the mobster archetype 

emerged (De Stefano, “An Offer” 20).  All three films were popular, which Wilson 

credits to their “intertextual relationship with current events” (144).  Many of the 

                                                             
17 A number of sources provide in depth analysis of each film (Mason, Nochimson Dying to Belong, 
Rosow).     
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characters and the events in these films were taken from newspaper headlines of their 

day (144).  Scarface’s Tony Camonte, for instance, is based on the gang related activity 

of Al Capone.  The film’s plot “is a pure expression of the gangster’s rise and fall, a 

career littered with corpses of rivals or friends as well as the baubles of success” 

(Rosow 210).   

Warshow does not blame the gangster’s unlawful methods of achieving success 

on his ultimate demise.  Rather, he argues: 

In the deeper layers of the modern consciousness, all means are 

unlawful, every attempt to succeed is an act of aggression, leaving one 

alone and guilty and defenseless among enemies:  one is punished for 

success.  This is our intolerable dilemma:  that failure is a kind of death 

and success is evil and dangerous is—ultimately—impossible.  The 

effect of the gangster film is to embody this dilemma in the person of the 

gangster and resolve it by his death.  The dilemma is resolved because it 

is his death, not ours.  We are safe; for the moment, we can acquiesce in 

our failure, we can choose to fail.  (88) 

Even as the gangster genre has evolved, Warshow’s argument remains relevant; the 

gangster is always caught in a catch-22, punished for failure or for success. 

  The traits that allow a gangster to achieve success—“ambition, shrewdness, 

audacity, and cunning” are, as Yaquinto argues, the same qualities that lead to his 

demise (Pump ‘Em Full of Lead 47).  While released years later after Scarface and of an 

epic grandeur, the gangsters in The Godfather have the same “relentless drive to move 

ahead” that was seen in Scarface.  In The Godfather, Michael Corleone takes over his 
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father’s position as Don of the family.  We see him rise over the period of three films, 

only to fall in the end.  The producers of the original Scarface appeased the Hay’s Code 

by killing off Tony Camonte in a final shoot-out scene with the police, but Michael 

faces an end that could be considered by many to be far worse than death—“left alone 

after killing and alienating everyone who could care about or help him” (Yaquinto 

47).18  Even though he is not killed, Michael is still “punished for success.”19  Similarly, 

Goodfellas (1990) documents the rise and fall of Henry Hill.  Henry looks to rise up the 

ranks of his neighborhood gang, disregarding his boss’s advice to avoid dealing and 

doing drugs.  His success is short lived and he winds up in the witness protection 

program.  In the final scene of the film, walking out to pick up the newspaper in a 

suburban neighborhood, he says to the camera, “I’m an average nobody.  I get to live 

the rest of my life like a schnook.”  Again, it may be a different fall than that of Tony 

Camonte and others in the classic gangster films, but Henry is nonetheless, “punished 

for his success.”   

The Marked Ethnicity of the Gangster 

In “Genre Anxiety and Racial Representation in 1970s Cinema,” George Lipsitz 

points out that “generic codes often connect activity to identity, reserving clearly 

defined roles for distinctly gendered, classed, and raced characters” (209). Since the 

start of the genre in the 1920s (Underworld), gangsters have been portrayed mainly as 

second-generation immigrants—Irish, Jewish, or Italian characters who are usually 

                                                             
18 The Motion Picture Production Code, also known as the Hays Code, required script changes, including 
a disclaimer to alert audiences that the film is meant as an indictment of gang violence, and the subtitle 
Shame of a Nation was added to the title (Blackwood 52).  See Schatz for a thorough discussion of 
patterns of film industry censorship (96-9). 
19 A number of scholars provide in depth analysis of The Godfather trio of films.  See Rosow, Lyden, 
Yaquinto, Bondanella, and Nochimson. 
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short and have a dark complexion (Rosow 43).  This comes in stark contrast to the 

actual origins of the gangster, which, contrary to what most people believe, are tied to 

industrial America and the “feudal” behavior of some of that period’s richest and most 

powerful men, like Cornelius Vanderbilt, Jim Fisk, Jay Gould, Andrew Carnegie, John 

D. Rockefeller, and J.P. Morgan (Rosow 11).  However, by the 1920s, the most 

notorious gangsters were immigrants, men like Al Capone, Meyer Lansky, and Lucky 

Luciano.  The gangster films of that period provided a “mythic representation of 

America’s urbanization” by depicting the male immigrant striving to succeed in the big 

city—a rags to riches story (Rosow 105).  The city became a “sinful and attractive” 

place where the gangster found “money, sex, booze, gambling, style, and high living” 

(Rosow 105).  As De Stefano argues, by the 1950s, Americans had connected 

Italian/Americans and organized crime “due to the actual criminality Americans learned 

about through the media and through the fictional representations of the movies” (“An 

Offer” 42).  Thus, as the genre has evolved, the role of the gangster has primarily been 

portrayed as an Italian/American with many films distorting “a multi-ethnic 

businesslike national crime syndicate in favor of a picturesque Italian organization 

steeped in ritual and a baroque tradition,” as in The Godfather (Rosow 319).  Several 

scholars discuss the reasons for this evolution within the gangster genre.  Ben Lawton 

poses the question, “Why Italian/American is “synonymous with ‘organized crime’” 

(71).  He believes the answer is “bad timing, bad marketing, and most importantly, 

‘iella’” (77).  “Iella” is just plain bad luck.  According to Lawton, Italian/Americans 

have had a string of it.  For starters, other ethnicities, such as the Jewish/Americans, 

were also involved in organized crime, but they had enough support to keep 
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stereotypical images out of the media (85).  Lawton mentions other cases of bad luck 

from organized crime becoming a hot button topic in Washington in the late 1950s to 

Joseph Columbo, a known Don, founding the Italian/American Civil Rights League in 

1970 (88).  For Lawton, the bad luck for Italian/Americans continues right through to 

the airing of The Sopranos, giving Americans another reason to believe that all 

Italian/Americans are “somehow, connected to crime—when nothing could be further 

from the truth” (88).  Over the years, many Italian/American organizations and 

advocates have objected to stereotypical media images.  De Stefano provides a thorough 

account from both sides of the debate because “what Italian Americans find 

objectionable can vary from paisan to paisan” (“An Offer” 348). 

Unlike Lawton, some scholars believe the Italian/American representations in 

the media are moving in a positive direction.  Gardaphe’s article, “Fresh Garbage: The 

Gangster as Suburban Trickster,” divides the genre into three stages, all of which relate 

to the gangster’s marked Italian/Americaness.  The first portrays the gangster as 

minstrelsy, in which a non-Italian wears the mask of an Italian (94-5), in films like 

Little Caesar (1930) and Scarface (1931).20  The second stage includes films like The 

Godfather (1972) and Goodfellas (1990), which historicize the Italian/American 

gangster experience in the United States.  The last stage features the parody of the 

gangster in an attempt for Italian/Americans to gain control of their own stories, as seen 

in The Sopranos (94). 

                                                             
20 Constance Rourke wrote in 1931 of the archetypical figures in American society, one of which was the 
minstrel—white actors using black face paint to impersonate the Negro figure for comedic effect.  Adam 
Kirsch identifies our modern-day archetypes:  The Star, the Born-Again Sinner, and The Gangster. 
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Peter Bondanella covers each stage in his text Hollywood Italians:  Dagos, 

Palookas, Romeos, Wise Guys, and Sopranos.  His discussion, which begins with 

Italian/Americans gangsters of the silent era through to The Sopranos, is one of the 

most thorough accounts, and certainly the most celebratory, of Italian/Americans in the 

media that I have encountered.  He argues that the success that Italian/Americans have 

had in assimilating into American society should qualm any fears about 

Italian/American representations in the media (317).  Similarly, Jonathan J. Cavallero, 

in his article “Gangsters, Fessos, Tricksters, and Sopranos: The Historical Roots of 

Italian American Stereotype Anxiety,” applauds the fact that Italian/Americans are 

creating, writing, producing, directing, and acting in films and television shows, many 

of which actually “preserve and celebrate ethnic ties” (12).  The Italian/Americans high 

profile in America is, according to De Stefano, thanks to the gangster genre (“An Offer” 

392). 

The Misogynistic Nature of the Gangster 

The gangster genre, according to Yaquinto, “presents not only the male point of 

view but a brutal expose on the most misogynistic male of them all: the gangster” 

(“Pump Em’” 44).  The genre has consistently portrayed the gangster as a ruthless, 

violent, womanizer.  His presence “reinforces, even as it questions, fantasies of male 

dominance” (P. James 331).  In his chapter titled, “Act Like a Man:  Sex and Gender in 

the Mafia Myth,” De Stefano provides one of the more comprehensive accounts of 

masculinity in the gangster genre, including a history of gender roles in southern Italian 

immigrant families.  De Stefano provides examples of specific films (The Godfather, 

Mean Streets, Public Enemy, and The Sopranos) that display the genre’s tendency 
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towards male characters that are so masculine and homophobic that it almost reaches 

the point of parody of “the machismo of southern Italian culture” (“An Offer” 221).  

The Gangster’s Mother, Wife, and Moll 

In that same chapter, De Stefano historicizes the women’s role in both southern 

Italian immigrant families, as well as in the gangster genre.  According to De Stefano 

“The popular conception of women in mob dramas is of wives and mothers who stir the 

tomato sauce, raise the kids, and put up with their men’s philandering, striving to 

maintain a normal home life in the profoundly abnormal circumstances of being married 

to the mob” (186).  Mamma Corleone in The Godfather is often referred to as an 

example of the “saintly but mostly silent figure” of the mother so often depicted in 

gangster films (186).  She is the Madonna in the Madonna/Whore binary. The 

“typology of mothers, wives, and gumads” can be “too simplistic” believes De Stefano, 

who argues:  

Whatever their relationship to the gangsters in their lives, their actual 

behavior can’t be reduced to these roles.  Women in the Mafia myth can 

be victims, but also victimizers, enablers of their men’s bad behavior and 

accomplices in it.  And sometimes, they are even rebels, refusing to obey 

the rules of the aberrant society of La Cosa Nostra.  (“An Offer” 187) 

The Genre’s Ubiquitous Iconography 

One recognizable characteristic of the classic gangster genre is its urban setting 

(Schatz 85; De Stefano, “An Offer” 141).  In addition, gangsters are always eating, 

“since food—the preparation and lusty enjoyment of southern Italian cuisine—is one of 

the essential tropes of the genre” (De Stefano, “An Offer” 11).  Marlisa Santos’ article 
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“‘Leave the Gun; Take the Cannoli’:  Food and Family in the Modern American Mafia 

Film” explores the role of food in the gangster genre narrative.  Food is, according to 

Santos, an important marker of the hierarchal power structure within the family, as well 

as  “the glue that binds together the often contradictory elements of the American Mafia 

way of life—the seeming incongruities of family, tradition, and religion joined with 

murder, bloodshed, and brutality” (209).  For many assimilated Italian/Americans, 

eating Italian food is an example of symbolic ethnicity. 

The Soap Opera Genre 

The name soap opera is a contradiction in terms.  Soap refers to the origins of 

the genre when the programs aired on the radio and were sponsored by detergent 

companies; Opera refers to high art; yet, the two words together are considered low art 

(Derry 86; Allen, “Making Sense” 244; A. McCarthy 49)21.  Over the years, the soap 

opera genre has become a popular area of study.  Ellen Seiter and Mary Jeanne Wilson 

point out that while soap operas might be the lowliest of genres in the eyes of critics, 

they are the “most enduring and global of genres” (136).    

The genre spilled over into prime time television starting with Peyton Place in 

1964 (A. McCarthy 49, Wittebols 159).  James H. Wittebols argues in The Soap Opera 

Paradigm:  Television Programming and Corporate Priorities that the rise in media 

conglomerates has pushed the television industry away from its public service role to 

provide programming that “enlightens, inspires, and educates.”  Instead, the industry is 

most concerned with advertising revenue and promoting consumption (26).  

                                                             
21 Mumford points out that the year-round, 5-day a week production schedule negatively impacts the 
actors’ performances because it reduces rehearsal time, the number of takes that can be allowed each 
scene, and the amount of time that can be spent editing each episode.  In turn, the finished product is not 
as polished as shows seen in prime time, airing once a week (38).   
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Characteristics of the soap opera genre, the most distinguished of which is its seriality, 

have been incorporated in a wide-range of television programming because the genre is 

known for promoting audience loyalty (Wittebols 3; Allen, “Making Sense” 242; 

Mumford 38).   

The significant elements of the genre vary slightly depending on the scholar 

referenced.  According to Wittebols, real-time orientation, seeming intimacy, story 

exposition, and consistent themes (conflict and/or chaos, good versus evil, and middle 

class existence) are all components of the soap opera genre (3).  Robert C. Allen 

believes distinguishable characteristics of the soap opera genre are that they have an 

open narrative, the characters are interrelated, and there are an infinite number of 

personal connections (242-247).  The characteristics that John Tulloch believes are 

important are ritualized family events, melodramatic excess, and lack of narrative 

resolution (66).  Lynne Joyrich believes the prime time soap opera shares many 

characteristics of the film melodrama:  music orchestrates the exaggerated narrative 

fluctuations; ideological and social conflicts are expressed in emotional terms; most of 

the action takes place in the home or another private space that allows for intimate 

conversations; and lastly, the “intensification of the significance of mundane objects 

and locations” (47).  

Any discussion of the soap opera genre usually touches on the prevalent open 

narrative format (Allen, A. McCarthy, Wittebols, Mumford, Tulloch).  Tulloch cites the 

prime-time soap opera Dallas as an example of the open-ended narrative because it is “a 

never-ending story, without hope of a final, happy resolution” (66).  However, Laura 

Stempel Mumford points out that many story lines are resolved in some fashion for 
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closure, and then those same story lines are often later revisited (69).  Mumford’s book 

Love and Ideology in the Afternoon is very useful for its chapter on extratextuality, in 

which she argues that program producers and magazine editors utilize secondary texts 

to exert control over viewers’ soap opera consumption.  Mumford also includes a 

thorough treatment of gender in the soap opera genre.  She maintains that soap operas 

promote and maintain a patriarchal ideology, despite their seriality (136).  Whether 

viewers perceive The Sopranos as more of a soap opera or an extension of the gangster 

genre is a component of the audience analysis for this project because “different genres 

invite different viewer positions—and partly affects the viewer’s response in terms of 

involvement and interpretation” (Livingstone 23).   

Genre Analysis of The Sopranos 

Intertextuality, The Gangster Genre, and The Sopranos 

Several scholars and critics outline the ways The Sopranos is indebted to The 

Godfather films (De Stefano “An Offer” 138-141; Jacobs 147; Fields 613).  Just one 

example is the characters’ habitual references to lines and favorite scenes from The 

Godfather (De Stefano, “An Offer” 139).  Martin Scorcese’s Goodfellas is also often 

compared to The Sopranos.  For instance, Benjamin A. Plotisnky notes the similarities 

between Tony habitually lumbering down his suburban driveway to pick up the paper, 

to the final scene in Goodfellas when Henry Hill, also in his bathrobe, does the same but 

declares, “I’m an average nobody.  I get to live the rest of my life like a schnook” (5).  

Plotisnky points out that unlike Henry, Tony gets to lead the life of both gangster and 

suburbanite.  Of course, Tony is not an “average nobody” and, as the series progresses, 

Tony finds that going out to pick up the newspaper might not be a good idea when there 
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are rivals looking to kill you.  In one episode, Tony quickly draws his gun when he 

hears a car speeding up the driveway, only to find that it is his son, A.J. (S6, E17).   

Auster contends that through the many intertextual references to gangster films 

and television shows, The Sopranos puts popular culture at the forefront of the 

narrative, which is atypical of the gangster genre.  Psychoanalysis is also not typically 

associated with gangsters, although there are two recent films that feature a gangster 

seeing a psychologist, Analyze This (1999) and its sequel Analyze That (2002).  Glen 

Creeber argues that The Sopranos is self-reflexive in its critique of the 

“‘televisionization’ of the gangster genre” (125).22  Creeber positions Tony as the 

representative of the traditional gangster and Christopher Moltisanti, Tony’s nephew 

and heir apparent, as “the new breed of both gangster and genre” (127).  Creeber 

believes Tony’s anxiety is a result of his own “generic confinement” (127).  David 

Pattie takes a different approach to his discussion of genre and The Sopranos.  He 

argues that the show’s numerous intertextual references to, most notably, the modern 

gangster genre permit Tony and the other male characters in The Sopranos to find 

“meaning and justification for their lives” (137).  Cameron Golden focuses on “The 

Test Dream” (5.11) as an example of the significance of intertextuality to the narrative, 

specifically how the intertextual references in the dream sequence “connect to Tony’s 

conflicts” (97). 

Seriality, The Soap Opera Genre, and The Sopranos 

 There are several similarities, mentioned by scholars, between The Sopranos and 

the soap opera genre.  Much of the show’s narrative is set in the domestic sphere (Polan 

                                                             
22 The self-reflexive nature of television is, according to Jim Collins, “emblematic of the 
hyperconsciousness of postmodern popular culture” (335).   
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43).  The narrative focuses on familial relationships, including events with extended 

family and community members (Polan 43).  The Sopranos has a serialized format 

similar to soap operas (Quinn 171).  As I previously mentioned, Quinn finds the 

serialized format of the show, combined with its feminized main character (Tony 

Soprano), an opportunity for pleasurable female viewing, even though the show still 

harbors the violent and misogynistic characteristics typical of the gangster genre (171).  

For Polan, The Sopranos’ identity—its complexity—is derived from the intermingling 

of high and low culture (44).  Low culture, in this case, refers to the show’s soap opera 

genre tendencies and high culture to its auteurship.  As is evident, there has not been 

significant research regarding the soap opera characteristics of The Sopranos and how 

those characteristics affect gender and ethnic representations in the narrative, as well as 

the audience’s interpretation of gender and ethnicity. To date, scholars have not 

analyzed The Sopranos with a multiperspectival approach; therefore, this dissertation 

fills a gap in current research.  The next section identifies the data, as well as the 

methods of analysis that I use in this dissertation.      

Research Procedures and Methodology 

In this section, I present an overview of my research procedures and 

methodology, including:  (1) methodological approach, (2) data sources, (3) audience 

data selection, and (4) audience data analysis.  

Methodological Approach 

For the reasons I outlined in my literature review, I base my methodology in the 

field of cultural studies.  As I mentioned, strong cultural studies projects take a 

multiperspectival approach and consider production and political economy, analysis of 
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the cultural text itself, as well as the audience’s use of the text (Storey, What is Cultural 

Studies? 9; Kellner, Cultural Studies, Multiculturalism).  Studying the political 

economy of media production is important because texts are “deeply influenced by the 

system of production and distribution within which media products circulate and are 

received” (Kellner The Frankfurt School).  In production, every decision factors into the 

final product—the medium, the genre, the cast, the story line, and the marketing—and 

contributes to its success or failure.  In addition, the political economy greatly affects 

the texts and its reception.  Political economy leads to the examination of “how 

communications products move through a chain of producers … to distributors, and 

finally, to consumers in theaters or in living rooms.  It also directs us to the ways 

consumer choices, such as the websites we visit and the television shows we watch, are 

fed back into decisions that companies make about new media products” (Mosco 2).  

Producers are seeking a profit, and therefore must heed to the political economy of our 

culture in their decision-making process.   

The decisions the producers of The Sopranos made in regards to the 

representation of gender and Italian/Americaness are the focus of my textual analysis.  I 

seek to uncover the synergistic ways in which gender, class, and ethnicity intersect and 

“construct social locations that are oppressive” (Lorber 198).  Intersectional analysis, 

according to Patricia Hill Collins, one of the leading intersectional theorists, entails 

“choosing a concrete topic that is already the subject of investigation and trying to find 

the combined effects of race, class, gender, sexuality, and nation, where before only one 

or two interpretive categories were used” (qtd. in Lorber 188).  The Sopranos’ genre 

hybridity—hypermasculinized Italian/American gangsters from lower class 
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backgrounds but now conspicuous consumers in WASP-y suburban territory—makes 

the show fertile ground for intersectional analysis.    

I apply Gilligan’s theories regarding male violence to the hypermasculinized 

male characters of The Sopranos.  Gilligan’s extensive experience studying violent men 

revealed a pattern:  shame and humiliation lead to the “death of the self,” which in turn 

results in violent behavior.  The shame and humiliation can come in many forms—

taunting, teasing, ridiculing, rejecting, insulting, assaulting, and/or dishonoring (Shame, 

Guilt, and Violence 1153, 1157).  It becomes a cyclical pattern.  Violence can be a form 

of shaming, and a result of having been shamed and humiliated (1163).  Most violent 

offenders have met a set of preconditions outlined by Gilligan.  Typically, they are men, 

which Gilligan locates not in hormones or some kind of biological condition, but rather 

due to the social construction of hierarchical (with men on top) gender roles that define 

men as objects and women as sex objects, setting up very different codes regarding 

honor and shame for women and men.  Men, Gilligan argues, are vulnerable to shaming 

based on gender because hegemonic gender roles align men with dominance and define 

masculinity as having no trace of femininity.  Thus, a man can be humiliated by having 

his manhood questioned; Gilligan argues that the most efficient way for men to restore 

their masculinity is to act out violently, confirming their “manhood.”  This is 

particularly true for lower class and uneducated men who do not have wealth or other 

forms of social status to give them pride as well as access to non-violent means of 

resolving conflict.  Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity, which I outlined 

previously in this literature review, is at the core of my analysis, which will identify, 

through examples in the narrative, the ways in which the men in The Sopranos must 
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conform to these socially constructed gender roles—avoiding any signs of femininity or 

homosexuality lest they be shamed and humiliated.    

I utilize Connell’s companion concept, emphasized femininity, in my analysis of 

The Sopranos’ female characters.  This term refers to women who succumb to the 

subordination of hegemonic masculinity and a patriarchal culture seek to appeal to “the 

desires of men” and thus perform conventional understandings of femininity (Connell, 

Gender & Power 183, 188), which consist of overtly making oneself attractive, in 

appearance and dress, to the opposite sex.  Crucial to this discussion are Judith Butler’s 

theories regarding the performative nature of gender.  As Lorber points out, the ideas 

Butler presents in Gender Trouble were “almost incomprehensible” at the time it was 

published in 1990 (270).  Now, Butler’s work is considered “the classic of postmodern 

feminism” (Lorber 270).   Butler argues in Gender Trouble that gender is an act, a mere 

repetition of “corporeal signs and other discursive means” (173).  The performance 

depends on the culturally defined characteristics of masculinity and femininity.  

Through repetition, they become the standard, accepted hegemonic versions of gender.  

Butler argues that displacement is possible and she uses drag as an example.  When an 

anatomical male practices what is essentially emphasized femininity, it reveals the 

performative nature of gender (175) and thus becomes subversive, as drag is able to 

“effectively displace the meaning of the original” (176).  My analysis of the female 

characters in The Sopranos will extend Butler’s theory to include performances of 

ethnicity and class and determine to what extent these representations are subversive.   

There are a few key concepts that are relevant to my analysis of ethnicity.  

Symbolic ethnicity is a term coined by Herbert J. Gans in his influential article 
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“Symbolic Ethnicity: The Future of Ethnic Groups and Cultures in America,” which 

was written in 1979 and is still applicable today.  Symbolic ethnicity is “intended mainly 

for the purpose of being identified with a particular ethnicity, but without either 

participating in an existing organization (formal or informal) or practicing an ongoing 

ethnic culture” (Symbolic ethnicity and 578).  Symbolically ethnic activities, for 

instance cooking certain foods or celebrating certain holidays, can be used to create a 

“communal allegiance” to like-minded others (579).  “Ethnic communality” is the focus 

of Milton M. Gordon’s Assimilation in American Life:  The Role of Race, Religion, and 

National Origins (265).   

Gordon points out that the word “ethnicity” is from the Greek word “ethnos,” 

which means “people” or “nation” (24).  Not surprisingly, “early man identified himself 

as a member of a group, his “people,” with whom he shared “a common culture in 

which a principle element was a set of religious beliefs and values shared more or less 

uniformly by all members of the group, and a common racial background ensuring an 

absence of wide differences in physical type” (23).  Gordon acknowledges the benefits 

of an ethnic community, particularly in easing immigrants’ assimilation into a new 

culture by providing them with a sense of belonging.  He states, “the great majority of 

newcomers to the country will need and prefer the security of a communal life made up 

of their fellow-immigrants from the homeland” (242).  Hence, we still today have 

pockets of major urban cities that are home to ethnic communities, like the North End 

of Boston.23 

                                                             
23 I lived in the North End of Boston while in graduate school.  As a “Caputo,” I was welcomed into the 
neighborhood.  The North End is still home to many Italian/Americans, but it is changing with the influx 
of college students and recent graduates.  Most of the restaurants were Italian, but that, too, is changing 
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The assimilation process inevitably takes place.  For example, an Italian 

immigrant crosses “ethnic group lines,” and develops a relationship at his place of 

work, with individuals from other groups (56).  Assimilation, and the adoption of 

American attitudes, speech, or customs, can strain an individual’s relationship within 

his ethnic group.  Studies, for instance, have indicated that third generation immigrant 

children, due to the rapid assimilation through the mass media and the public school 

system, can grow distant from their parents (107).  Gordon also refers to the “marginal 

man,” as someone who “engages in frequent and sustained primary contacts across 

ethnic group lines, particularly racial and religious” (56).  The “marginal man,” caught 

between the two cultural worlds, does not feel as though he belongs in either.  This can 

lead to feelings of “insecurity, moodiness, hypersensitivity, excessive self-

consciousness, and nervous strain” (57).  As Gordon notes, some ethnic groups put a 

great deal of pressure on their members to remain in the community and not branch out 

(particularly through interracial marriages) or move away (263).  Gordon, whose main 

premise in his text is to identify ways in which we can reduce prejudices and 

discrimination in our society, argues that ethnic separation should not become so 

pronounced that it “threatens ethnic harmony, good group relations, and the spirit of 

basic good will which a democratic pluralistic society requires” (264).  The Sopranos 

exemplifies the ways in which maintaining ethnic separation, albeit through symbolic 

ethnicity, can threaten “ethnic harmony” and “good group relations,” across class and 

ethnic divides.   

 

                                                                                                                                                                                  
and a Dunkin Donuts, the first chain in the area, opened while I was living there. 
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Data Sources 

I analyzed HBO’s history and economics, vis-à-vis their corporate website and 

secondary sources, to ascertain the impact the premium cable channel had on the 

production, text, and reception of the show.  I discuss the social and historical context 

surrounding the release of The Sopranos because as D’Acci points out,  “the social and 

historical context is the major sphere that demarcates the ways general social events, 

movements, beliefs, and changes, produce or represent particular notions about gender 

in and for the society at-large” (385).  Social movements, dominant political ideologies, 

and religious movements (among others) have influenced the television industry in “its 

programming, and reception, and in turn further influenced the social/historical context” 

(385).   

I examined The Sopranos in its entirety.  First, as an enthusiastic fan, I viewed 

the episodes in the format they were produced and aired on HBO.  When I began my 

research, I reviewed each episode in full on DVD, taking notes on all relevant themes 

and dialogue.  I focused my textual analysis on the “gaps and spaces, the contradictions 

and differences within a text,” rather than a “latent meaning” because as Fiske suggests, 

only then does the polysemic nature of the text become evident (“Television and 

Commercial Culture” 31).  My textual analysis extends to representations of gender and 

ethnicity in the marketing and merchandising of The Sopranos.  The paratexts I 

examined are marketing materials (i.e. advertisements, commercials, DVD packaging) 

and consumer products such as The Sopranos’ Family Cookbook and The Sopranos: 

The Complete Book.   

My data sources included several online sites (some blogs, some fan fiction, and 
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some video), all of which still attract fans of The Sopranos, although with much less 

frequency than when the show was in its first-run.24  Each of these sites contributed to 

my analysis of the production aspects of The Sopranos, textual analysis and most 

significantly, the audience’s interaction with the show.  

The third source of data is the survey that I created.  I chose to survey fans of the 

show because surveys have the ability “to reveal the distribution of behaviors, attitudes, 

and attributes in a population” (Lindlof 121).  For audience analysis purposes, a survey 

on The Sopranos, containing thirty-six questions, both closed and open-ended, was 

accessible online from October of 2007 to July 2008 (see appendix A).  The first eight 

questions are demographic in nature. The remaining twenty-eight questions attempted 

to discover the participants’ viewing practices and fan-related activities, as well as their 

perception of gender and ethnicity on The Sopranos.  The Institutional Review Board 

approved the protocols of this research project, and all participants accepted the 

conditions of the consent form in order to access the survey online (see appendix B).  I 

solicited participants via email and through forum posts on fan websites devoted to The 

Sopranos.  Seventy-five surveys were completed and of those, twenty were female and 

fifty-five were male.  The majority of the respondents were middle-aged and college 

educated (43% with a graduate degree or higher) with a household income over $75,000 

                                                             
24 The online sites I visited include:  TV.com (http://www.tv.com/the-
sopranos/show/314/board/411/topics.html), HBO Online (http://www.hbo.com/sopranos/community/), 
Television Without Pity.com (http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?showforum=597), 
Buddy TV.com (http://forums.buddytv.com/sopranos.html), Coffeerooms.com 
(http://www.coffeerooms.com/forums/tv/sopranos/index.html), CrazyAboutTV.Com 
(http://www.crazyabouttv.com/TVshowtalk/viewtopic.php?t=424), Fanfiction.net 
(http://www.fanfiction.net/tv/Sopranos/), AOL Video (http://video.aol.com/video-
search/query/THe%20Sopranos/skin/television), AOL Video (http://video.aol.com/video-
detail/godfather-therapy/1361694913), The Chase Lounge.net (http://thechaselounge.net/), and The 
Soprano Land Forum (http://sopranolandforum.yuku.com/forum/view/id/2). 
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per year.  I believe these demographics are representative of HBO’s primary audience.  

Secondary sources, such as the online sites previously listed, provided additional insight 

on female spectatorship.  

Finally, I examined reviews of The Sopranos from various magazines and 

newspapers.  I researched The New York Times Online (www.nytimes.com) for material 

on The Sopranos from 1999 through 2007 and accessed not only reviews and interviews 

useful for textual analysis, but also several letters to the editor and op-ed pieces that 

contributed to my audience analysis. 

Audience Data Selection 

As mentioned previously, I solicited participants for the survey via email or 

through forum posts on fan websites devoted to The Sopranos.  In selecting data on the 

online sites, I used snowball sampling in which one data source leads to another 

because it is “a method well-suited to studying social networks, subcultures, or 

dispersed groups of people who share certain practices or attributes” (Lindlof and 

Taylor 124).  The multi-layered conversations found on fan web sites lend themselves 

to this method of sampling because you start in one thread and find yourself 

snowballing into another and another—the “‘snowball’ growing larger over time” 

(124).  I did not intervene in chat room conversations and the names of chat room 

participants are not revealed in this dissertation.     

Audience Data Analysis 

I coded and analyzed the audience data for this dissertation based loosely on 

Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss’s “constant comparative method of joint 

coding and analysis,” in terms of the process of categorization (102).  Rather than 
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allowing the categories to emerge from the data, as Glaser and Strauss recommend, I 

chose a simple set of categories that focus on issues specific to this dissertation—

gender, masculinity, femininity, violence and ethnicity.25  While my research is 

primarily qualitative with data gleaned from both primary and secondary sources, 

quantitative methods were useful to present, for instance, viewers’ favorite characters 

on The Sopranos.     

I used the research methods outlined in this section to answer the questions 

central to the multiperspectival approach of this dissertation: What are the relationships 

among the producers, the text, and the audience in the negotiation of meaning in regards 

to gender, ethnicity, and violence?  How significant are the production aspects of the 

show to the representations of gender, ethnicity, and violence?  Are said representations 

congruent with those seen in the gangster genre?  Does The Sopranos reinforce or 

challenge hegemonic notions of masculinity, femininity, and ethnicity?  Lastly, how are 

viewers reading and responding to the portrayals of gender, ethnicity, and violence in 

The Sopranos? 

Chapter Preview 

 This dissertation consists of four chapters and a conclusion.  This first chapter 

has provided the necessary background information and review of the relevant 

literature, as well as set forth the research questions and methodologies.  The second 

chapter, “The Construction of Genre,” is a genre analysis of The Sopranos.  My 

multiperspectival approach starts with analysis of production aspects such as David 

Chase’s auteurship as well as HBO’s impact on the show’s genre.  I utilize textual 

                                                             
25 I am following Lindlof’s and Taylor’s suggestion that “sometimes a simpler set of codes, designed only 
to navigate the data more easily, is the better way to proceed” (222). 
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analysis to site narrative examples of generic characteristics.  Then I explore the 

audiences’ reading of genre based on chat room dialogue and survey results.  In the 

third chapter, I frame my analysis of the male characters in The Sopranos with theories 

from Connell, Trujillo, and Gilligan.  The fourth chapter turns the reader’s attention to 

the female characters in The Sopranos.  I explore performance of emphasized 

femininity, pariah femininity, and ethnicity.  

Throughout each chapter, my textual analysis may include reference to paratexts 

such as marketing materials (advertisements, commercials, DVD packaging), as well as 

consumer products such as The Sopranos’ Family Cookbook and The Sopranos: The 

Complete Book.  All audience interpretation incorporates analysis of survey results, 

audience activity on Internet forums dedicated to The Sopranos, and fan fiction based 

on the show.  In the conclusion of this dissertation, I summarize the major arguments 

made in this paper and outline areas for further research.



68 

CHAPTER TWO 

PRODUCING A PRIME TIME GANGSTER SOAP OPERA 

In this chapter, I answer the following questions: What is the generic 

classification of The Sopranos?  How did the producers utilize genre to market the show 

and appeal to a large audience?  How much impact does The Sopranos’ medium of 

television have on the narrative?  How are audiences interpreting the genre of The 

Sopranos?  The answers to these questions will help me answer my larger research 

question:  Does The Sopranos reinforce or challenge hegemonic notions of masculinity, 

femininity, and ethnicity?  Throughout this chapter, I remain consistent with the 

multiperspectival approach of this dissertation and consider aspects of production, 

perform textual analysis, and analyze audience activity. 

Often without even realizing it, audiences base what they watch, read, or listen 

to on genre.  Avid viewers set their video recorders to capture their favorite reality show 

or drama.  There are those who refuse to watch horror films, but would not miss the 

latest romantic comedy.  As for music, the iTunes “genre” pull-down menu lists twenty 

different styles. Even book lovers have favorite genres—autobiographies, science 

fiction, self-help, etc.  Essentially, generic classification is “the way texts of all kinds 

are understood” (Neale, “Introduction” 1).  While a significant amount of research 

points to the evolution of genres, they are still salient enough that viewers are able to 

readily identify them based on commonalities (Mittell 47).  Therefore, genre is one of
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the easiest ways for film and television producers to classify and market their text 

(Stokes 82).  The first section of this chapter presents HBO’s evolution to a premium 

cable channel offering “refreshing, uncensored, groundbreaking” programming.  Next, 

The Sopranos is analyzed in terms of its gentrification.  The last section of this chapter 

is an analysis of the audience’s interpretation of the show’s genre.    

The Beginning:  HBO and The Sopranos 

HBO, developed in 1971 by Charles D. Nolan, who was a Times Inc. cable 

company owner, was the first pay cable channel launched in the United States 

(Jaramillo 61).  In 1972, HBO’s content consisted mainly of licensed films and major 

sporting events that were available at an extra fee (Jaramillo 61).  The FCC, in an 

attempt to protect the broadcast networks, barred pay cable channels from airing films 

and sports.  Since this was the channel’s primary programming, HBO took the FCC to 

court.  In the case Home Box Office v. Federal Communications Commission (567F. 2d 

[1977]), the FCC’s barring of content from pay cable channels was found 

unconstitutional (Jaramillo 61).  The lifting of the restrictions, coupled with the fact that 

in September 1975 HBO had become the first cable service to change from microwave 

to satellite delivery of its programming, allowed HBO to distribute film and sports 

simultaneously to the whole nation of cable systems (Wasko 135; Jaramillo 61).   

 The broadcast networks felt the restrictions were necessary to help even the 

playing field between them and the pay cable channels.  After the ruling, FCC 

regulations regarding obscene and indecent programming only applied to broadcast 

television (Jaramillo 61).  As Jaramillo points out, “HBO’s unique position in a less 

regulated arena has been highly conducive to product differentiation on a massive 
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scale” (62).  In an effort to gain independence from the film studios and the sporting 

events suppliers, HBO began creating its own original programming.  The idea 

originated with Michael Fuchs who took over as Chairman and CEO of HBO in 1984 

(Reeves, Epstein, and Rogers 50).  He wanted to “target affluent, educated males 

between the ages of eighteen and thirty-four, a segment of the audience that broadcast 

networks found difficult to attract,” and he believed “edgy, controversial programs” 

would be the best way.  Fuchs knew that to be successful in a fragmented television 

market, HBO would need to brand itself.  However, it was not until 1995 when Jeffrey 

Bewkes took over as CEO of HBO that the channel was able to make its original 

programming “an integral part” of its “branding strategy” (Reeves, Epstein, and Rogers 

51).   

 There are several ways that HBO’s original programming is differentiated from 

broadcast television, aside from HBO’s ability to incorporate violence, nudity, and foul 

language that the FCC prohibits on broadcast stations.  For example, HBO focuses on 

quality by spending more money on the production of fewer episodes and filling the 

prime time hours of its schedule with movies from HBO’s vast library (Jaramillo 63).  

The broadcast networks must pay for shows with advertising dollars, thereby inevitably 

giving advertisers indirect control of the station’s product.  If advertisers do not reach 

enough audience members of the right demographic, the show ends up being cancelled; 

therefore, the window for a show to become successful is very small (as little as one 

airing, as I previously mentioned).  Advertisers can also impact the final product by 

refusing to place commercials on a show in which they disapprove of the content.  

HBO’s subscription model reduces “institutional gatekeepers and passes increased 
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importance to the preferences of the audience” (Lotz 90).   

A “significant part of the channel’s allure” has been that HBO can provide 

subscribers content that they cannot find on network television (Jaramillo 65).  

Surprisingly, HBO was not the first channel to be approached with The Sopranos’ 

script.  David Chase had written The Sopranos not as a television show, but instead as 

“a little movie every week” (qtd. in Biskind). 26  He took the script to all the networks 

and each turned it down.  This precipitated a meeting with HBO’s then president of 

original programming, Chris Albrecht.  In an interview, Albrecht stated that he liked the 

script because, “this show is about a guy who’s turning 40 […] the only difference 

between him and everybody I know is he’s the don of New Jersey” (qtd. in Biskind).  

Still, it was not an easy decision for HBO to take on The Sopranos because according to 

Jeff Bewkes, then chairman and CEO of HBO, “even in its first year it was going to be 

the most expensive drama that I think anybody has ever made, $2.5 to $2.7 million per 

hour” (qtd. in Biskind).  Bewkes adds, “If it didn’t work, we were completely wiped 

out” (qtd. in Biskind).   

HBO’s gamble paid off.  Because the major networks lacked the foresight to see 

the show’s potential, HBO “emerged as the savior, rescuing television from itself” 

(Jaramillo 65).  In September of 2002, according to Nielsen Media Research, the season 

debut of The Sopranos marked the first time that a premium cable channel garnered 

higher ratings than any broadcast network during the same time period (Allen, 

“Frequently Asked” 13).  The cost per episode went up with each season to an estimated 

$10 million plus (Biskind).  Production costs of that magnitude are a rarity in network 

                                                             
26 David Chase’s birth name was David DeCesare.  An Italian/American, he grew up in Clifton New 
Jersey and in North Caldwell.   
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television; NBC’s Friends cost $10 million to produce in its final season, primarily 

because of the high salaries of its cast, but it was offsetting those costs with huge 

advertising fees (estimated $2 million per 30 second spot).   

Because Chase created a mini film each week, writers, directors, and actors who 

usually limited their work to the cinema, started contacting HBO to work on the show 

(Biskind).  This was also due in part to HBO’s marketing of the show as a quality 

program atypical of network television fare.27  While the definition of quality 

programming can vary depending on the source, there are expectations of the concept in 

regards to television.  From a demographic standpoint, the audience is usually more 

upscale, issues can be tackled in an “insightful manner,” and there is authorial style 

(Jaramillo 66-7).  Chase is considered the auteur of The Sopranos because of his role as 

producer, director, and writer (Jaramillo 67).  His “authorial freedom” very well would 

not have been possible on one of the networks, where advertisers and the FCC would 

have imposed changes in the script (McCabe and Akass, “It’s not TV” 87).28 The 

Sopranos on NBC, or any of the other broadcast networks, would have been a very 

different show indeed—probably not one that would have been so well suited for 

analysis of gender and ethnicity.  If The Sopranos had advertisers who reviewed the 

scripts, as many do in network television, it is highly unlikely that Chase’s vision would 

have remained intact.  For one, the FCC would have forced Chase to relocate Tony’s 

office, which is in the back of The Bada Bing!, a strip-club owned by Tony’s 
                                                             
27 Polan argues, “if The Sopranos is an example of what has been called “quality TV,” it allows quality to 
include a great deal that is sleazy, decadent, disgusting even” (The Sopranos 69).  He bases this claim on 
the fact that the show is “intent on showing bodies that turn ill, that decompose, that lack control and 
grotesquely expel the substances of the interior (blood and brains, vomit, urine, and feces) into the world, 
that buckle under pressure, that give into bloated excess, and so on” (The Sopranos 65). 
28 It should be noted that although The Sopranos has a large team of writers and directors, Chase 
participates in the editing of every episode and does final revisions on most. 
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consigliere Silvio Dante.  The show’s violence and its foul language would have been 

two other points of contention for the FCC.29   

HBO had no qualms about broadcasting its freedom from the FCC.  Its original 

programming advertising tagline, “refreshing, uncensored, groundbreaking” reinforced 

the notion that subscribers were getting programming not available anywhere else on 

television (Jaramillo 65).  Even more blatant is the slogan the premium cable channel 

adopted in 1996: “It’s Not TV, It’s HBO.”  However, these differences are not always 

advantageous for HBO.  Chris Albrecht, head of HBO’s original programming from 

1995 to 2007, is quoted in a New York Times interview in 2002:  “We always hear about 

how HBO has got the perfect economic model, but here we have a hit, and we don’t 

have an easy way to directly monetize it.  A network would take these ratings, go to the 

advertisers, up their rates and monetize it right away” (Carter, “Calibrating Next Step”).  

It has been estimated that if The Sopranos were to have sold advertising, it would have 

been worth $6.8 million per show (McCarthy).30 Furthermore, the fact that networks 

have longer seasons—twenty-two episodes to HBO’s twelve to eighteen—allows a 

show to go into syndication sooner, assuming it is successful enough to stockpile an 

ideal number of 100 episodes.  For example, “a hit on the magnitude of Seinfeld can 

churn out hundreds of millions of dollars in “back-end” profits after its network run has 

ended” (Carman).  This just meant that HBO had to be a bit more creative when it came 

to profiting from The Sopranos.  

Even with its so-called disadvantages, HBO managed to monetize The 

                                                             
29 All three aspects of the show are significant to its representation of hegemonic masculinity and will be 
discussed in depth in the next chapter. 
30 A&E, in its rebroadcasting of The Sopranos, reportedly sold advertising at 20% more than typical rates, 
as well as sponsorship packages for up to $50 million (Schneider). 
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Sopranos.  John Carman, in a 2001 article, questioned the validity of The Sopranos 

afterlife because the show contained so much violence, foul language, and nudity (all 

aspects of its gangster roots).  Albrecht is quoted as claiming that he was uncertain 

about the future of the show; however, it was later learned that all along HBO had been 

simultaneously filming a “clean” version with the goal of selling it into syndication.  

HBO’s 2005 deal to syndicate The Sopranos over five years to A&E is said to have 

been worth $2.5 million per episode (Epstein, Reeves, and Rogers 20).  The DVD 

format being introduced at the same time as the show premiered also opened up a 

means for additional profits.  HBO had already earned, as of September 2004, $300 

million in profits from DVD sales (Epstein, Reeves, and Rogers 21).  In addition, 

distribution in foreign markets was expected to bring in $75 million in profits (21).  

Merchandising of film and television shows has “accelerated dramatically” in 

the past few decades (Wasco 161).  The Sopranos has countless ancillary products, like 

video games, t-shirts, glasses, and books that were not only profitable, but also, along 

with the HBO website for The Sopranos, managed to keep the show in the minds of 

viewers during the long hiatuses between seasons (Epstein, Reeves, and Rogers 53-4).  

It worked—viewers kept coming back.  Jicha contends, “even though HBO is available 

in less than a third of the nation’s 100-plus million homes, it routinely beats most, 

sometimes all, of its competition on the universally distributed broadcast networks.  The 

pinnacle was opening night of the fourth season in 2002, when an estimated 13.4 

million viewers tuned in.”31  The number went down in subsequent years, but that could 

                                                             
31 HBO, similar to any network, is only as good as its current hit; therefore, once The Sopranos and a few 
of the other hit television shows like Sex in the City and Six Feet Under ended their runs on the cable 
channel, HBO was desperate to find their next big hit.  When that did not happen in a timely fashion, 
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be a result of the multiple viewings available throughout the week on HBO, which 

offers eight channels, and Video on Demand capabilities (Jicha)32.   

The Gangster Genre and The Sopranos 

In the review of literature on the gangster genre, I outlined several of the genre’s 

prevalent themes, each of which I will now address in regards to The Sopranos.  

Whether the show exemplifies the tragic motif—the rise and fall of the gangster—is 

widely contested.  The series finale left many viewers unclear as to whether Tony 

Soprano actually “falls.”  The last moments of the final episode, find Tony, Carmela, 

and A.J. eating at Holsten’s, while Meadow is outside attempting to parallel park her 

car.  This scene is very similar to the final scene of the first season (S1, E13).  A.J. even 

reminds his Dad of the toast he made years earlier to remember the good times.  The 

difference in this final episode is that in the last moments, as we hear the door jingle and 

Meadow run in and the music on the jukebox plays the words “Don’t Stop” from 

Journey’s “Can’t Stop Believing,” the screen goes completely black.33   

During the moments the screen remained black, many viewers wondered if their 

cable had gone out.  Once the ending sunk in, the Internet chatter began.  Did the black 

                                                                                                                                                                                  
there were shake-ups within the organization.  Notably, is the removal of Chris Albrecht as the network’s 
chairman and CEO in May 2007 and then in the following March 2008, the removal of Carolyn Strauss as 
president of entertainment.  Strauss had been with the channel for twenty-one years, and gave the green 
light and developed most of HBO’s hit programming (Becker). 
32 According to the Nielsen Ratings printed by the Associated Press, The Sopranos finale, airing on HBO 
to about 30 million paid subscribers, was watched by 11.9 million viewers—more than all but one show 
on the broadcast networks, which are available to 111 million homes at no extra charge (that one show, 
by the way, was NBC’s America’s Got Talent with 13 million viewers).  This 11.9 million figure does not 
take into account the viewers who will watch one of the multiple showings, see it on DVD, or on-demand 
services. 
33 The fade to black was a tactic used repeatedly at the end of Knots Landing.  According to Seiter, “On 
Knots Landing, a CBS prime-time soap opera that has cultivated an image as a ‘quality program,’ each 
segment ends with a fade to black that lasts several beats longer than in most programs.  This ‘fade to 
black’ is part of the tone of Knots Landing; it is used for the connotation of ‘serious drama’ or ‘high-class 
show’ (“Semiotics, Structuralism” 40). 
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screen symbolize Tony’s death?  Just like so many storylines in the show, the much 

anticipated series finale lacked closure and left the viewer with many unanswered 

questions.  For television critic Hal Boedeker, The Sopranos was “regarded as a classic 

gangster saga … until the baffling final moments” (qtd. in Vasquez).  However, Polan 

argues that Chase intentionally avoided repeating the endings of the other classics 

because the “self-conscious awareness of the generic tradition it had come out of made 

it less probable that it would or could opt for any ending similar to the ones gangster 

narratives had enacted before” (6).  Viewers were privy to Tony’s rise in the ranks of 

the mafia, but, unlike so many gangsters before him, they did not witness his fall.     

The marked ethnicity of the characters in The Sopranos is abundantly clear. 

Viewers have grown to expect a “familiar social community,” a “network of characters, 

actions, values, and attitudes,” within the confines of the gangster genre and they get 

just that in The Sopranos (Schatz 21).   Not only are the characters in The Sopranos 

primarily Italian/American, but the cast is as well.  Bondanella breaks down the 

ethnicity of the characters in the first fifty-two episodes: 

The Sopranos contains ninety-eight “continuing” or principal players and 

six hundred and fifty-two “featured” players, characters that are in every 

episode.  Of the continuing characters, seventy-four are Italian 

Americans and only twenty-four are non-Italian, and of these continuing 

characters, fifty-seven are played by actors of Italian American origin.  

Of the featured characters, at least two hundred and fifteen are Italian 

American characters, many of whom are actors of Italian American 

origin. (300) 
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The saturation of Italian/American characters in The Sopranos exceeds that of other 

classic gangster films, although The Godfather trilogy does come close (300).  The 

variety of Italian/Americans, in terms of “professions, economic classes, and interests,” 

is far greater in The Sopranos than in any of its predecessors (300).  In the show, there 

are not only Italian/American gangsters, but also Italian/American priests, psychiatrists, 

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) agents, police officers, physicians, entrepreneurs, 

and many more (300).  

 The Sopranos representation of Italian/Americans, according to De Stefano, 

“outdoes the Godfather films, as well as those of Martin Scorsese, in the depth and 

variety of its italianita” (De Stefano, “An Offer” 173).  Because the majority of the 

characters on the show are Italian/American, played by Italian/Americans, Bondanella 

argues, “The Sopranos is a fictional universe in which Italian Americans become the 

norm by which everything is measured” (299).  The fictional universe includes a wide 

variety of Italian/Americans ranging from a gangster like Tony Soprano to a 

professional like Dr. Melfi and even non-Italians “with extremely clear ethnic 

markings” (Nochimson, “Waddaya Looking” 191).34 The Italian/American markings 

identified in the narrative are the significance of family, the importance of loyalty, the 

abundance of food, and the devotion to Catholicism.   

The Importance of Loyalty 

Family loyalty and the belief that Italian/Americans should stick together is the 

thread that keeps this family together.  While Meadow is quick to criticize her parents 

                                                             
34 Yacowar also defends Chase against protests of anti-Italian stereotyping.  She believes The Sopranos 
“provides a complete moral spectrum among the Italian characters—as among the Jewish, black, and 
“white bread” characters” (“Sopranos and the American”). 
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and boldly point out that her father is a mafia hypocrite, she is also quick to defend him 

when an outsider attempts to accuse him of organized crime.  Meadow says to Jackie 

Jr.’s sister, who is accusing Tony of killing Jackie, Jr.:  

Wait this is way beyond.  Our Dads are in the garbage business. And it’s 

always good for a laugh and yeah they brush up against organized crime, 

but you think they control every slime ball and illegal gun in like 100 

communities.  That fact that you would even say this in front of an 

outsider is amazing to me.  Jesus Christ.  Some loyalty. (S3, E12) 

Meadow also tells her therapist, “There’s no such thing as the mafia.  I said Jackie’s 

Dad was a lone shark” (S4, E2).  Yet, she will later say to Tony, “Wow, listen to Mr. 

Mob Boss” (S4, E2).  While these conversations are an example of Meadow’s loyalty to 

her father, they are also representative of the contradictions built into The Sopranos 

narrative.   

 Even Carmela shows her loyalty to Tony during their separation.  Tony joins 

them all at a birthday barbeque for Carmela’s father, Hugh De Angelis’s.  Hugh insisted 

that Tony be at the party, particularly since it was being held at Tony’s home.  

Carmela’s mother ends up being embarrassed in front of what she considers her 

“cultured” Italian/American friends.  When Carmela overhears her mother apologize to 

the Fegoris, she questions the need for an apology and the following conversation takes 

place: 

Mary 

The off-color jokes, the sausage twirling... 

Carmela 
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Tony. 

Mary 

These are cultured Italians. Russ is a success—a diplomat. This was a shock for them. 

Carmela 

And he’s such a diplomat he insults his host?  You heard what he said to Tony.  He’s a 

pompous man.  He always was. 

Mary 

Let’s talk about this another time. 

Carmela 

That’s why you didn’t want Tony here.  It had nothing to do with the marital situation.  

All along, it was so that your cultured Italian friends, who were born and raised on 

Arthur Avenue I might add, wouldn’t meet your gavone son-in-law. 

Mary 

He made us all look like gavones. 

Carmela 

Whatever we are, I am proud of it, unlike you obviously. 

Mary 

I have always been proud of my heritage. 

Carmela 

Oh bullshit.  I remember you telling Aunt Rose you were glad “DeAngelis” didn’t end 

in a vowel. 

Mary 

I never said that. 
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Carmela 

And when Meadow came out—”Oh my God, she’s so dark.” 

Mary 

You’re drunk.  I’m going home. 

Carmela 

There are Italians all around with their closet self-loathing.  I just never wanted to 

believe my mother was one of ‘em.  And now what the fuck are you crying about?  

Your secret is out. (S5, E8) 

 
The Sopranos depicts, through this exchange, and others that take place between Dr. 

Melfi and her ex-husband, how many Italian/Americans have found it necessary to 

disassociate themselves with their ethnicity in order to ease their assimilation into 

mainstream society.  Carmela, in defending Tony, paves the way for their 

reconciliation.  They make love in the pool that night and then before the season ends, 

he moves back into their home. 

Whereas Mary is quick to want to assimilate, The Sopranos family is big on 

sticking to their own kind.  Tony chose Dr. Melfi as his therapist because she is 

Italian/American.  Then when he confesses to her that he started dating one of her 

patients, they have the following discussion: 

Tony 

Look, I gotta be honest.  I been seeing somebody, a patient of yours, Gloria Trillo. 

Dr. Melfi 

Why Gloria? 

Tony 
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Why not?  She’s smart, she’s sexy, she’s Italian. 

Dr. Melfi 

Italian? 

Tony 

Stick to your own kind, you know.  (S3, E11) 

 
She should know because in a session with her own therapist she confesses to an initial 

attraction to Tony, to which she chalks up to not only the typical bad boy characteristics 

(“sexy, dangerous, alpha male”), but also “just the Italian thing” (S5, E1).35   

Tony hopes his children will also marry Italian/Americans.  He is not pleased 

when Meadow brings a biracial college boyfriend home.  Noah Tonambom is very 

chatty discussing movies and his classes with Tony.  Tony interrogates Noah about his 

background.  When Noah says, “My Dad is Jewish and my Mom is African American,” 

Tony asks him “What did you check (referring to his college application)?  Tony goes 

on to tell Noah: 

Your little friend up there.  She didn’t do you any favors bringing you 

into this house. I don’t know what the fuck she was thinking but we’ll 

get to that later.  You see I’ve got business associates who are black and 

they don’t want my son with their daughters and I don’t want their son 

with mine.  (S3, E2)  

Noah’s response is, “Fuck you,” to which Tony says, “You see that’s the kind of thing 

I’m hoping to avoid.  So when my little girl comes down the stairs you’re going to say 

                                                             
35 It should be noted that unlike the other characters drawn to Tony’s dark side, namely Carmela and 
Adrianna, Dr. Melfi never acts on her attraction, which she chalks up to the fact that she heard so much 
“ugliness” in their sessions.  
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how nice it was to meet me and then you’re going to drop her off at school and you’re 

going to say goodbye” (S3, E2).  Carmela warns Tony that “playing the race card” will 

just “drive her right into his arms” (S3, E2).  It does, but inevitably, Noah breaks it off 

with Meadow, blaming her “underlying cynicism” (S3, E6).  At the end of the series, 

Meadow is remaining loyal to her roots and dating lawyer Patrick Parisi, the son of one 

of her father’s underlings.   

The Abundance of Food 

As De Stefano asserts, “Every mafia movie fan knows that food, its preparation 

and consumption in massive quantities, is a convention of the genre, from The 

Godfather to Goodfellas to The Sopranos” (“An Offer” 218).  According to imdb.com, 

sixty-one scenes include food in The Godfather.  In the Godfather films, food was 

“integral to the duality of violence and familial bonds” (Santos 210).  Whereas, food in 

Goodfellas signifies “less about codes of tradition, honor, and loyalty and more about 

opulence, power, and what it means to be “civilized”” (215).  Due to the soap opera 

characteristics of The Sopranos, food is even more prominent than in previous gangster 

films.  

There are many scenes inside the Soprano home and they almost all include 

eating.  Bright Lights, Baked Ziti: The Sopranos Unofficial and Unauthorised Guide36 

actually lists every reference to food, in every episode from seasons one through three.  

Tony opens that refrigerator countless times looking for gabagool.  They all also eat out 

often, primarily at Artie’s restaurant, Vesuvio’s, but occasionally they venture to other 

non-Italian restaurants as well like when Carmela and Tony reconnected in the fifth 

                                                             
36 Yes, the title is spelled incorrectly on the front cover of the book. 
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season over several meals of sushi.  Baked ziti was the star of the show right from the 

beginning.  At the top of most memorable quote lists from the show is A.J.’s response 

to learning his grandmother is not coming over for a potluck dinner, “So what, no 

fuckin’ ziti now? (S1, E1).  In another scene, Father Phil tells Carmela, “I have a jones 

for your baked ziti” (S1, E5).  Baked ziti even ends up being the means through which 

Bobby is able to put his wife Karen behind him and move on to a life with Janice.  

Karen had one baked ziti left in the freezer and every time Janice offered to heat it, he 

refused, until he was finally ready to symbolically “ingest the tangible remains of 

Karen’s memory” (Palmer-Mehta 66).  This one scene alone demonstrates the 

importance of food in these character’s lives. 

The characters do eat often and much of the foods they eat marks them as 

Italian/Americans, if only symbolically.  Their assimilation into American culture is 

evident in the other foods they consume, products typical of any American’s diet:  

Coke, cheese pizzas, Popeye’s fried chicken, Denny’s breakfast, Captain Crunch, Coco 

Puffs, Cheerio, and Aunt Jemima syrup (Dunne 225).  They even visit coffee shops, 

although that becomes a lesson in frustration: 

Paulie 

Fucking Italian people – how did we miss out on this? 

Big Pussy 

What? 

Paulie 

 Fucking espresso, cappuccino… we invented this shit and all these other cocksuckers 

are getting rich off it. 
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Big Pussy 

  Yeah, isn’t it amazing. 

Paulie 

  And it’s not just the money, it’s a pride thing.  Our food:  pizza, calzone, buffalo 

mozzarella, olive oil.  These fucks have nothing.  They ate puzzi before we gave them 

the gift of our cuisine.  But this – this is the worst.  Espresso shit.  (S1, E2) 

 
This is an example of racism and discrimination that can result from ethnic separation.  

Paulie clearly sees himself as “other” to those enjoying their espresso in the coffee 

shop.  In an interview, Chase responds to a question regarding the prevalence of food in 

The Sopranos; he states, “I don’t believe it’s a stereotype to say that food is very 

important to Italians.  They’ve developed one of the world’s great cuisines because of 

it” (“The Sopranos: The Complete Book” 82).37  However, it is the move into suburbia 

and the soap opera characteristics of the show that allow Chase to provide a fuller 

representation of the importance of food in the Italian/American characters’ lives.   

 For instance, food is not as significant to the younger generation of 

Italian/Americans represented on The Sopranos.  At one point, Chris says to Tony, 

“Enough. I’m so sick and tired of you people talking about food, food, food.  That’s all 

anyone talks about is prosciutto, cheese, and fucking fava beans.”  Tony tells him, 

“When you’re married you’ll understand the importance of fresh produce” (S2, E7).  

When Carmela suggests to a depressed A.J. that food might make him feel better, he 

replies, “I know this is hard for you to believe, but food may not be the answer to every 

                                                             
37 When asked in the survey to list examples of ethnicity in The Sopranos, “food” was the most popular 
response.   
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problem” (S6, E17).  In one episode, A.J. comes down for breakfast and surveying his 

choices, remarks, “That’s all there is for breakfast—fat and carbs?” (S4, E12).  

Seemingly as a sign of their own assimilation, both A.J. and his sister are fairly 

ambivalent about food. 

In contrast, food, in many ways, defines Carmela; her prowess in the kitchen 

gives her power.  For example, she unabashedly brings a pineapple ricotta pie to a 

friend’s sister with contacts at Georgetown to persuade her, through a thinly veiled 

threat, to write her daughter a recommendation to the college (it worked) (S2, E8).  That 

recipe is just one of many of Carmela’s signature dishes found in the well-received 

cookbook titled Entertaining with The Sopranos, which was released just prior to the 

sixth season of the show.   

Dunne summarizes the significance of food in The Sopranos well: 

Sometimes the food of The Sopranos bespeaks “otherness” and 

underscores the difference between the characters’ lifestyles and culture 

and that of most of the viewers.  At other times the show’s food bespeaks 

“us-ness,” showing how much the crime family members are like us, the 

viewers.  At still other times food bespeaks violence, betrayal, and sexual 

victimization.  And, sometimes, the food they eat makes us envy their 

powerful and often glamorous lifestyle.  Once in a while, food means 

what sentimental advertisers want it to mean:  love, affection, family 

bonding, but those times are rare. (216) 

“Otherness” is connected to the quintessential Italian/American foods like gabagool, 

whereas “us-ness” is depicted in foods like Denny’s Grand Slam breakfast and a Coke.  
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Violence is connected to food because the meat cutter in the back office at Satriale’s 

Pork Store is used to dispose of bodies, Richie Aprile’s for one.  The power and 

glamour are on display during fancy meals, with multiple courses and the most 

expensive wines (these generally take place with just the men or the men and their 

goomahs, mafia slang for a mistress or what one might call an alternative wife).  The 

family bonding over meals may be rare, but in The Sopranos those moments are the 

most prominent; as previously mentioned, the first season and the series ending both 

take place over a shared family meal.   

The Devotion to Catholicism   

Catholicism has been a sign of Italian/American ethnicity in a great number of 

films and its presence “provides a sense of tradition” (Pestana 134). The Godfather 

trilogy implicated “the Church as a financial dependent of the Corleones” and similarly 

The Sopranos depicts the Church as financially corrupt and “beholden to the mob;” 

however, unlike The Godfather, The Sopranos also positions the church as a “source of 

values” (Nochimson, “Waddaya Lookin” 197).  Scorsese’s films have by far the deepest 

roots in religious themes, which include “not just intimate close-ups of holy statues, but 

also … lively color shots of church festival; public rituals of community are as 

sacramental for Scorsese as traditional church icons” (Lourdeaux 228).38   

The Sopranos family represents many Catholics today—a devout mother, a 

lapsed father and two children who could not care less (A.J. gets high in the garage on 

his confirmation and Carmela yells “Be a good Catholic for 15 fucking minutes.  Is that 

too much to ask”) (S2, E7).  Tony attends Mass only for family occasions; however, he 

                                                             
38 See Casillo’s “Catholicism and Violence in The Films of Martin Scorsese” for a thorough discussion of 
Scorsese’s treatment of religion in his films. 
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claims to be a  “strict Catholic” as justification for his own homophobia (S6, E6).  

Carmela is active in the church and seems to believe that through prayer, she might 

convince her husband to return to the church and begin leading an honest life.  If 

nothing else, she might at least absolve herself of the guilt she carries for condoning and 

profiting from her husband’s lifestyle.  

Pestana argues that The Sopranos “treats Catholicism with a degree of respect 

that is surprising,” but that does not erase the difficulty most feminists probably have 

getting past Carmela’s reliance on religion as a method for making decisions in her life.  

Chase, in his typical fashion of incorporating multiple positions on an issue, provides 

dissent.  One comes from a therapist Carmela visits for the first time.  She asks him if 

he is Jewish – she tells him “Us Catholics.  We place a great deal of stock in the sanctity 

of family.”  The therapist happens to have been married 31 years and refuses to take her 

money but tells her that she must leave Tony.  She tells the therapist that her Priest said 

to try to work with him to be a better man, to which he replies, “How’s that going?”  

(S3, E7).  You can almost hear him chuckling inside. 

The church repeatedly convinces Carmela to stay with Tony, well aware of his 

crimes and infidelities.  When she confesses that, during their separation, she had sex 

with a man and “something in me has been reawakened” the priest tells her, “I can’t 

absolve you of a sin you’re going to continue to commit.”  He tells her, “Carmela, you 

took a vow.  You both did.  For your penance, I want you to do something kind for 

Tony” (S5, E6).  When she shares her guilt with the intellectual with whom she has 

experienced this “reawakening,” he smirks at the thought of her obeying the church (S5, 

E6).  Both these scenes depict Carmela’s devotion to the Catholic church as archaic and 
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even laughable.  

Although Chase offers a wide-array of Italian/American characters in the show, 

most of the male characters still exemplify the misogynist nature of the gangster.  While 

gender representations are the focus of the next chapter, lest it be clear now, in many 

ways The Sopranos stays true to the gangster genre’s treatment of women.  Throughout 

the series, men use, abuse, rape, and kill women.  Yet, Tony Sopranos’ mother, wife, 

and molls are a marked deviation from other female representations in the gangster 

genre.  Tony’s mother, Livia, is far from a “saintly but most silent figure” ala Mama 

Corleone (De Stefano, “An Offer” 186).  She is manipulative and even goes so far as to 

order her own son killed, and when things go awry she feigns that she “has been 

forgetting things lately” (S1, E12).  His wife, Carmela, sets the tone for their 

relationship in the very first episode when she tells him as he is getting ready for an 

MRI, “You’re going to hell when you die” (S1, E1).  There is a wider array of molls 

than is typical of the gangster genre—a one-legged Russian nurse, a suicidal car sales 

person, a real estate agent, to name a few.    

In regards to the ubiquitous iconography one expects of the gangster genre, The 

Sopranos stays fairly true to the generic formulas with a few “new twists” (Cawelti 10). 

Gangster films are usually in an urban setting and they explore weighty themes such as 

corporate capitalism, politics, religion, patriarchy, racism, morality, as well as the 

disintegration of the family.  Many gangsters replace their own family by a “false” 

one—their mafia family, as often seen in the work of Scorsese (Shadoian 8).  Tony 

Soprano finds himself caught between the two—his mafia family and his blood family.  

It is within his mafia family that he often seeks solace from his tumultuous relationship 
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with his mother; Livia, his rocky marriage with Carmela; his conniving sister, Janice; 

and his two teenage children, Meadow and Anthony, Jr.  Suburban life replaces the 

urban setting, but this in no way hinders the show from tackling the weighty themes 

typical of the gangster genre.  At the start of each episode, it is as if the viewer is 

physically taken from the city into suburbia.  The opening sequence features Tony, 

alone in his luxury SUV, driving from Manhattan into suburban New Jersey to his mini 

mansion.  Nochimson describes the significance of the main title sequence, arguing that 

it:  

achieves a level of true cinematic brilliance unparalleled in American 

television, with a captivating range of textures, camera angles, and 

editing rhythms […].  Showing the New York/New Jersey corridor in 

flashes through a speeding car, reflected in Tony’s hubcaps and his rear 

view mirror, juxtaposed with shots of his very phallically imposing cigar 

through the car’s front and side windows, the images jostled by the 

vibrations of a car in motion as Tony drives home, the sequence is a 

highly dramatic evocation of Tony’s world and his relationship to it. 

(“Tony’s Options”) 

Stately suburban homes on large beautifully landscaped lots are a sign of success and 

assimilation into American culture (Gardaphe, “Wiseguys to Wisemen” 155-6).  Thus, 

the suburban setting is ideal because it opens up the narrative to a wealth of material 

that can act as a metaphor for contemporary American lives (Simon vii).  Just within the 

context of Tony raising his daughter and son, the show is able to tackle capitalism (an 

ongoing story line involves A.J. questioning consumerism), religion (A.J. gets high at 
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his confirmation party), patriarchy (Meadow questions her mother for putting up with 

Tony all these years), racism (Tony tries to intimidate Meadow’s new mixed-race 

African American boyfriend Noah into staying away from her), morality (Meadow 

loves her father, but not what he does for a living), and the disintegration of family (the 

kids watch their family split apart; although, in the end, they come back together).  

 To tackle issues that normal Americans face every day, The Sopranos depicts a 

seemingly realistic portrayal of a gangster attempting to juggle his family at home and 

his family at work.  Tony and his wife Carmela deal with many of the same issues that 

Americans face every day.  In one episode, Carmela, concerned about the economy, 

urged Tony to start putting money into stocks.  His response was, “We don’t have those 

Enron-type connections.  The money’s staying where it is, with what’s going on in the 

world today.”  She retorts, “Everything comes to an end” (S4, E1).  Her comment 

foreshadowed many “endings”—the end of the strong economy, the end of life without 

fear of terrorism, and the end of a marriage.  Chase, in an interview, pointed out that 

The Sopranos “has always been a show set in the now, contemporary America, so Sept. 

11 can’t be ignored.  Tony and Carmela live 20 miles from New York.  Their daughter’s 

in school in Manhattan.  The guys in his crew couldn’t be immune to what happened.  

Certainly the writers couldn’t pretend like it never happened” (qtd. in Salamon).   

 The realism in the show extends to its depiction of gangsters.  In an interview 

with Bill Carter of the New York Times, David Chase confirmed that in terms of The 

Sopranos realistically portraying gangsters they had received indirect approval from 

real-life mobsters with one qualification—Dons do not wear shorts, referring to the 

episode in which Tony is wearing shorts at a barbeque (“The Last Aria”).  In the scene, 
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Tony’s crew chastises him for wearing them (S5, E8).  The realistic nature of the show 

was definitely a strong point for many viewers.  James Harold argues:  

Virtually every element, including the psychoanalysis, the New Jersey  

settings, the language used by the characters, Tony and Carmela’s family  

dynamics, the FBI surveillance techniques, and the mob structure and  

organization is very close to what is found in the real world.  The show is 

set in our own time and many of the phenomena that the characters deal  

with—for example, Prozac, 9/11, Attention Deficit Disorder, coaches  

sexually assaulting student athletes, the competitiveness of college  

acceptance, teen drug use—are phenomena that we deal with as well. 

(142)   

Even Tony’s children are more realistic than the youth typically seen on commercial 

television (as in Dawson’s Creek or The OC).  Meadow vacillates between hating her 

father for being in the mafia, to supporting and defending her father, to denying his 

connections to the mob.  She chastises her mother for being beholden to a husband, but 

seems determined to find herself one.  A.J. lacks the intelligence of his sister and the 

street sense of his father.  He vacillates between questioning humanity’s very existence 

and denouncing capitalism to embracing his father’s lifestyle and its material benefits.     

 This sense of realism extends to the intertextuality that exists in The Sopranos 

and ties the show to the gangster genre.  The theory of intertextuality, according to 

Fiske, “proposes that any one text is necessarily read in relationship to others and that a 

range of textual knowledge is brought to bear upon it” (“Television Culture” 108).  

There are two dimensions to intertextuality:  horizontal and vertical.  Horizontal 
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intertextuality occurs when primary texts are linked by way of genre, character, or 

content (108).  Vertical intertextuality is an explicit relationship between the primary 

text and secondary texts, such as studio publicity, reviews, scholarship, and letters to the 

press (108).   

In terms of horizontal intertextuality, The Sopranos contains both blatant and 

veiled intertextual references (Jaramillo 68).  The blatant references (the veiled will be 

discussed in the section on audience) include several actors that have been seen in 

previous gangster films. In a well-known scene from Goodfellas, Tommy DeVito, 

played by Joe Pesci, shoots Michael, Michael Imperioli as a low level gangster, in the 

foot.  In turn, Imperioli, as Christopher Motisanti in The Sopranos, gets to shoot 

someone in the foot (S1, E8).  Similarly, Frank Vincent’s character in The Sopranos, 

Phil Leotardo kills Angelo Garepe in the trunk of his car, while Angelo is begging for 

mercy.  In Goodfellas, Vincent’s character was killed in the same manner (S6, E21).  

Yacowar’s reading of these scenes is that the gangsters “worship The Godfather but live 

Scorsese’s meaner streets” (“The Sopranos” 55).  Twenty-seven actors in total appeared 

in both Goodfellas and The Sopranos, including Lorraine Bracco, Tony Sirico, Vincent 

Pastore, Joseph Gannascoli, and Frank Vincent.  To top it all off, Martin Scorsese, in a 

cameo as himself, bypasses the line where Chris and a friend are waiting to get into a 

bar (S1, E2).  Clearly, this was a nod to the significant impact that Scorsese’s work had 

on Chase. 

 The Sopranos shares several characters with the The Godfather trilogy as well, 

most notably Dominic Chianese who plays Tony’s uncle, Junior Soprano.  Tony and his 

crew are also clearly fond of the show.  Silvio Dante often quotes Michael Corleone’s 
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line from The Godfather: “Just when I thought I was out… they pull me back in” (S1, 

E2).  They watch scenes from the movie, discussing their favorites.  For Tony, it is 

when Vito returns to Italy and he watches that scene before his own return to the 

homeland (S2, E4).  The characters on The Sopranos are “intensely aware of the 

popular culture around them and have made it an essential part of the fabric of their 

every day existence” and use the media as a reference point in their lives (Polan, The 

Sopranos 102).  Examples of this include Christopher calling upon the final scene in 

Scarface to deal with Jackie Aprile’s death of intestinal cancer, as well as Tony always 

comparing the men of today to his hero, Gary Cooper.  

By recognizing the impact of the media on society, The Sopranos is also self-

reflexive regarding its treatment of ethnicity.  Dr. Melfi’s fully assimilated 

Italian/American ex-husband Richard is often the voice of opposition against gangsters 

and their fictional counterparts.  To Dr. Melfi and their son Jason, Richard says of 

Tony, “People like him are the reason Italian/Americans have such a bad image” (S1, 

E8).  He continues his rant: 

Ask any American to describe an Italian American in this country and 

they are invariably going to reference The Godfather, Goodfellas… the 

rest are going to mention pizza.  Italians against discrimination did a 

study and at its height the mafia in this country have less than 5,000 

members and yet that tiny insignificant fraction cast such a dark shadow 

over 20 million hard working Americans.  (S1, E8)  

Richard and Dr. Melfi’s son Jason point out “at this point in our cultural history mob 

movies are classic American cinema.  Like westerns.” (S1, E8).  The Sopranos 
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frequently presents conflicting viewpoints regarding the representation of 

Italian/Americans in the media. 

In another example, a guest speaker comes to a church luncheon and reiterates 

Richard’s claims.  She tells the ladies, including Carmela and her friends Ro and Angie: 

Our grandmothers may have been dressed in black, but we are in 

Morschino and Armani… If they say John Gotti, you tell them Rudolph 

Guiliani… A Princeton study showed that 74% of Americans associated 

Italian Americans with organized crime.  Why would they do this?  

Because of the way the media depict us.  It is our job to make sure the 

people know the other side of Italian American culture.  The educated 

wage earning law abiding side because isn’t that who we truly are. (S4, 

E3) 

After the presentation, Carmela’s friend Angie berates the priest for bringing in this 

guest speaker and tells him to remember who keeps the parish alive (S4, E3). 

 Not only is it unprecedented for these arguments to be presented within the 

narrative of a gangster text, but The Sopranos takes it a step further and also exemplifies 

Richard’s and the guest speaker’s claims in the narrative.  A gangster rapper says to 

Chris and Adriana: “You people are alright.  Godfather, I’ve seen that movie 200 times.  

Godfather II was definitely the shit.  The third one, a lot of people didn’t like it, but I 

think it was just misunderstood” (S1, E10).  In another scene, Dr. Melfi goes to a dinner 

party at the Cusamano’s house next door to Tony, and the guests are all quoting lines 

from gangster films (S1, E10).  On the golf course, Dr. Cusamano and his friends ask 

Tony, “how real was The Godfather” (S1, E10)?  In yet another scene, a therapist 



 95 

refuses to see Tony as a patient because he has seen Analyze This, to which Tony 

replies, “come on, that’s a fucking comedy” (S2, E1).  Tony, his son, and his crew often 

sit around watching gangster movies, discussing their favorite scenes, and reciting their 

favorite lines  (S2, E4).  There are countless examples like these within The Sopranos 

narrative that exemplify the impact that the media have on our lives, particularly in 

shaping one’s identity and one’s perception of ethnicity. 

 The show sets itself apart from the gangster genre by more than just its reliance 

on popular culture references, which is why Alessandra Stanley of The New York Times 

calls the series “the most unusual and realistic family drama in television history” 

(“This Thing”). Tony Soprano is an Italian/American adulterous, violent criminal who 

eventually takes over the New Jersey mafia family from his Uncle Junior, placing the 

show squarely in the gangster genre.  But, The Sopranos is also, as noted by Stanley, a 

“family drama.”   The gangster genre has notoriously focused on familial relations, 

most notably in The Godfather; however, The Sopranos is able, due to its seriality, to 

place even more emphasis on the family, particularly the women.  Neale believes the 

gangster genre has sustained because television shows in the genre have “become a 

form of soap opera with a concomitant appeal to women and with a … focus on female 

characters” (35).  By combining characteristics of the gangster genre with those of the 

soap opera genre, as discussed in the next section, The Sopranos was able to broaden its 

audience, as well as tackle topics that on the surface appear to be counterhegemonic.  

The Soap Opera Genre and The Sopranos  

Some would argue that the fact that Italian/Americans have assimilated into 

society should have reduced the number of mafia films, but Gardaphe believes it is this 
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assimilation “after more than 100 years of living in this country” that has allowed 

Italian/Americans “to capture enough prestige to warrant a prime-time cable soap 

opera” (“A Class Act” 64).  In terms of high culture and low culture, “soap operas 

remain the lowliest of genres among popular culture critics and television 

professionals,” although “they hold a significant place as one of the most enduring and 

global of genres” (Seiter and Wilson 136).  So “enduring” that Wittebols believes “the 

soap opera, or more largely, serial storytelling, has emerged as the dominant guide by 

which stories are told on television” (2). Peyton Place is considered by many to be the 

first prime-time soap opera; however, the most culturally significant might be Dallas, 

which debuted in 1978 (Wittebols 160).  Many scholars have made comparisons 

between Dallas and The Sopranos, noting how both share commonalities with the 

prime-time soap opera genre (Donatelli and Alward 64)39.  Basic characteristics of the 

genre are “Traditionally, soaps place narrative emphasis on the domestic and emotional 

lives of characters.  A narrative openness, a rejection of anticipated endings or closure 

characterizes the action, which takes place in a localized setting”  (Lacey 101).  Much 

of the narrative in The Sopranos is domestic in nature.  Tony struggles with his aging, 

bitter mother, and putting her in a retirement home against her will.  His son is an 

underachiever who smokes marijuana in the garage on his confirmation day.  Tony has 

difficulty accepting his daughter’s choices in boyfriends.  The show interweaves these 

and many more familial experiences that Americans face on a day-to-day basis with the 

                                                             
39 In an article for The New York Times, Gina Bellafante discusses the soap opera aspects of the show 
Brothers & Sisters.  She points out that “the term “soap opera” has been used for a while now to refer to 
nearly any series that charts its story line over multiple episodes from “NYPD Blue” to “The Sopranos.”  
She argues that, “soap operas are defined by a commitment to insularity – atmospheric, relational, with 
circular narratives.” 
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typical criminal activity and violence that one expects from gangsters.  

The soap opera genre allows The Sopranos to temper its gangster stories of 

violence and mayhem by drawing attention to the domestic sphere, “to family and 

familial conflict and affirmation, to interpersonal interaction that occurs as much in the 

realm of the unsaid as the said (hence, the use of pregnant pauses, blank stares, …)” 

(Polan, The Sopranos 42-3). The show’s themes are similar to those in Dallas, which 

was:  

structured around two major themes. […] The first theme is that of 

morality, closely related to the unifying symbol of the family (implying 

loyalty, honesty, and durability).  The second theme is the morally 

corrupting power of organizations, business, money, which dictate that 

the individual can only survive in the collective.  (Livingstone 115)  

 In The Sopranos, morality is an omnipresent theme.  Tony, at times, seems to truly 

want to do the right thing.  Unfortunately, one lesson that he learns is that doing the 

right thing does not bode well in his line of work.  For instance, when he controls his 

anger, he does not get the results he needs.  He makes his choices then, instead, on what 

is right for his profession.40 Dr. Melfi, on the other hand, makes her decisions, 

primarily, based on what is right and wrong.  She chooses not to tell Tony that she was 

raped, even though law enforcement released her attacker, and Tony would be her only 

means of revenge.   In addition, the theme of family loyalty—amongst both blood and 

mafia—is very prevalent in The Sopranos.  Meadow may question her parents, but if 

                                                             
40  De Stefano argues, “The Sopranos has consistently portrayed both Tony’s racism and his business 
practices as morally repellent” (“An Offer” 154). 
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anyone else questions them, she defends them fervently, as when her boyfriend Finn 

criticizes the environment in which Meadow was raised (S5, E9).  At the end of the first 

season, Tony, Carmela, Meadow, and A.J are eating as a family toasting the good times.  

In the final episode of the series, they are all again eating together and reminding each 

other how important it is to focus on the good times.  Ending the first season and the 

final season in the same way, with the family sharing a meal together, signifies the 

prominence of family to the series’ narrative.  

Another theme in the soap opera genre that is prevalent in The Sopranos is the 

construction of community (Mumford 40).  According to Mumford, in the soap opera 

world “everything is everyone’s business” (49).  Even what happens between the sheets 

in Boca Raton, makes its way back to Tony and the crew in New Jersey.  Uncle Junior 

turns out to be an expert at oral sex and he tells his girlfriend Roberta “Just keep it to 

yourself okay Roberta?”  (S1, E9)  Roberta lets it slip to Carmela, who then tells Tony, 

who in turn cracks a few jokes at Junior’s expense.  Ultimately, Junior smashes a pie 

into Roberta’s face, and there are no more trips down to Boca (S1, E9).  Tony ends up 

in a war with Junior; at the end of season one, Tony states, “cunninglingus and 

psychiatry brought us to this” (S1, E11).  I address the ways in which this story line 

exemplifies notions of hegemonic masculinity in the next chapter.  For this section, the 

interwoven narrative serves as one of many examples that signify in The Sopranos 

‘everything is everyone’s business.’ 

Interweaving narratives involving multiple characters is a mainstay on The 

Sopranos and to an extent unprecedented in the gangster genre.  The seriality of 

television, and in particular a prime time soap opera, allows characters to develop more 
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thoroughly than in the cinema—characters on television can evolve season-by-season 

“to reveal what has been under the surface of their original identities and relationships” 

(Nochimson, “Tony’s Options”).  The gangster genre historically tended to focus on one 

protagonist, but the seriality of The Sopranos allows the show to delve into subplots and 

dig into the psyche of other characters.  Nochimson points out that we get to “see Tony 

from a variety of perspectives, each of which as a truth equal to his, granting the viewer 

a prismatic, inconclusive view of all the characters” (“Tony’s Options”).  The backbone 

of the gangster film is the “metamorphosis of the gangster character” and viewers 

expect that “he will rise spectacularly and then fall horrendously until he’s finally 

destroyed” (Yaquinto, “Pump Em” xii).  His downfall may be physical, as in Scarface, 

or mental, as in The Godfather, “or he’s redeemed and transformed into something 

more virtuous than a gangster” (xii).  The seriality of The Sopranos allows for more of a 

roller coaster ride alongside Tony, with its lows and its highs.  The soap opera genre 

and its lack of closure allow Tony to avoid “the fall;” the viewer can assume he will 

continue his search for an anxiety free, fulfilled life, while continuing in his anxiety-

ridden line of work.  To that end, Kaminsky and Mahan comment:  “certainly an irony 

of soap opera is that the characters spend so much of their time chasing after fulfillment 

with so little success” (104).  Tony’s time in therapy never actually changes him.  Dr. 

Melfi eventually realizes this and stops their sessions.  Christopher hopes that making a 

movie will give him fulfillment, but he continues to seek pleasure through drugs, right 

up until his death, when Tony murders him.  Each of the characters on The Sopranos is 

‘chasing after fulfillment.’ 

The female characters’ lives on The Sopranos are particularly angst-ridden.  
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Their lives are consistent with the nature of the soap opera genre in that “life is 

presented as inherently problematic” (Ang 122).  As Ang argues, “women in soap opera 

can never be simply happy with the positions they occupy” (122).  Carmela’s lifestyle, 

for many, represents the feminine ideal, in the sense that she is an attractive, fit mother 

and wife.  However, her marriage is “subject to continual conflict” and raising two 

children is a lesson in “constant care and worry” (123).  The feminine ideal is a norm 

perpetuated by the mass media and McCabe argues, “so imbibed are we in this image of 

the feminine ideal that to critique that script is almost impossible.”  Through Janice’s 

character, we witness the struggle to achieve and maintain the feminine ideal.  She 

jumps from one man to another seeking marriage and a family.  When she finally does 

implant herself into Bobby’s ready-made family, filling the shoes of his previous wife 

who represented the feminine ideal, it presents many challenges.  In the end, Bobby is 

one of the casualties of war between New Jersey and New York, and it appears Janice 

will continue, “chasing after fulfillment with so little success.”  These are just two 

examples of the problematic lives of The Sopranos female characters.    

Marketing The Sopranos 

The Sopranos was, without question, a success, and for many reasons.  Some 

believe its success was due to “strong production values,” a “well written” narrative, 

and “strong acting performances” (Rogers, Epstein, and Reeves 53-4).  Those strengths 

were well rewarded by Emmy voters.  In 2004, after multiple nominations, The 

Sopranos became the first cable show to win an Emmy as “TV’s best dramatic series” 

(Jicha, “Out With”).  An aggressive marketing campaign, at an estimated cost of $10 

million per year (M. McCarthy), touting its quality programming, and a plethora of 
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awards to back it up made HBO “like PBS, television that “high-minded” audiences 

admit to watching” (Lotz 86).  However, a critical success does not always ensure 

popularity with the mass audience.  The Sopranos managed to do both, partly because, 

as HBO Vice President of Program Planning Dave Baldwin points out, The Sopranos’ 

audience was vast, reaching “many, many different demos” (qtd. in Moss).   

The Sopranos reaches many diverse demographics because of its multivalent 

appeal.  Producers recognize that viewers gravitate towards particular genres and 

therefore, in an attempt to reach the largest audience possible, they try to affiliate their 

product with more than one generic category (Altman 57).  As noted in the literature 

review, Altman identifies how studios assure the multivalency of their products through 

excess material, multiple framing, fertile juxtaposition, and multifocalization, thus 

allowing for multiple generic readings (134-6).  The Sopranos utilizes excess material 

in that it features numerous story lines within each episode, some of which relate to the 

gangster lifestyle and others that deal with the day-to-day trials and tribulations of 

marriage and raising a family.  Multiple framing is a device in which “by virtue of the 

context in which it is presented, any given event appears to be ‘framed’ by more than 

one narrative series, thus calling into question the sameness of the object across 

multiple photographs” (Altman 135).  For instance, Tony’s sessions with Dr. Melfi fit 

into both the soap opera and the gangster genres—sometimes they revolve around his 

relationship with his family and they are quite thoughtful sessions, other times they are 

violent and angry sessions focused on his life as a gangster.  The textual strategy fertile 

juxtaposition is “a careful interlacing of multiple characters, plots and themes” and is 

prevalent throughout The Sopranos.  The Sopranos:  The Complete Book lists more than 
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one hundred characters on the show, which, in the book’s appendices, are organized by 

blood family, New Jersey family, New York family, the FBI, and friends and foes.  The 

last feature of The Sopranos that ensures multiple generic characterizations is 

multifocalization, which is, according to Altman, the “multiplication of points of view 

and identification possibilities” (136).  In The Sopranos, for instance, the viewer can 

identify with Tony Soprano, but the viewer can also see his character through the eyes 

of his therapist, Dr. Jennifer Melfi.41 Excess material, multiple framing, fertile 

juxtaposition, and multifocalization all enable The Sopranos to interlace characteristics 

of both the gangster and the soap opera genre, “assuring a multi-generic reading” of the 

television show (Altman 137). 

Just as the text, with its intermingling of soap opera and gangster genre 

characteristics, exemplifies the hybrid nature of the show, the paratexts also signify the 

The Sopranos’ genre.  As Allen points out, “we never come to a particular television 

program viewing experience as a “naïve” viewer.  That moment of viewing is always 

conditioned by our experiences with and knowledge of other television texts and is 

often preceded by promotions for the show, interviews with the show’s actors, 

advertisements in newspapers, and so on” (“Audience-Oriented Criticism” 132). The 

logo is the first sign of The Sopranos genre.  In the show’s logo (see fig. 1), a gun has 

replaced the letter r in The Sopranos.  

                                                             
41 The multivalent text, according to Jane Feuer, is more prevalent in television.  She cites Hill Street 
Blues as an example of a show that viewers could describe as a crime show, soap opera, or documentary 
(158). 
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Fig. 1. The Sopranos logo. Source: http://halfninja.wordpress. 

com/2007/06/11/the-sopranos-season-7/ 

 

This logo immediately lets viewers know that this is not a show about opera singers 

(although I know that is the first thing that came to the minds of some people who heard 

the name).  The logo is primarily black and red and one could argue that the red 

represents blood and the black symbolizes death; thus, viewers can expect violence will 

ensue.  A marketing campaign for the show coupled the logo with an arm hanging out 

of the back of a taxicab (see fig. 2).  The black cuff linked shirt and the pinky ring help 

to further strengthen the connection between the show, the gangster genre, and violence 

(albeit with a slight touch of humor).42  

 

                                                             
42 Several websites applaud this campaign for its creativity; see http://weburbanist.com/2008/08/27/15-
amazing-dramatic-guerrilla-marketing-campaigns/ or 
http://uaddit.com/discussions/showthread.php?t=642.   
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Fig. 2.  The Sopranos marketing campaign. Source: 

http://net.typepad.com/net/2007/04/great_ideas_for.html 

 

No one has been interviewed more to promote the show than creator Chase.  He 

often pledges his allegiance to Scorsese and his desire to offer the viewer more than just 

“wackings.”  Chase states in an interview with The Star-Ledger’s Alan Sepinwall: 

I’m the Number One fan of gangster movies… Martin Scorsese has no 

greater devotee than me.  Like everyone else, I get off partly on the 

betrayals, the retributions, the swift justice.  But what you come to 

realize when you do a series is you could be killing straw men all day 

long. Those murders only have any meaning when you’ve invested story 

in them. Otherwise, you might as well watch ‘Cleaver.’  

One could hypothesize that without the soap opera characteristics of the show, it would 

not have garnered near the critical acclaim, nor would it have drawn such a loyal 

audience base.   
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Book covers, magazine exposés, reviews—these all contribute to, as I 

previously mentioned, the meaning that viewer’s associate with a text (Gray 6).  The 

reviews of The Sopranos reinforce the hybridity of its genre, Chase’s auteurship, and 

the show’s “groundbreaking” status.  Many critics refer to The Sopranos as a work of 

art (Menon, Nochimson).  Allesandra Stanley, who wrote countless articles on the show 

for The New York Times, believes The Sopranos “changed television, mostly for the 

better” (“This Thing of Ours”).  She argues that while “the series lowered the bar on 

permissible violence, sex and profanity,” it did elevate “viewers’ taste, cultivating an 

appetite for complexity, wit and cinematic stylishness” (“This Thing of Ours”).  The 

show’s paratexts repeatedly remind audiences that The Sopranos is more than just a 

product of the gangster genre and that it is different—presumably better—than the 

programming one would find on broadcast television. 

HBO has authorized several books, including The Sopranos:  A Family History, 

which had several editions, and The Sopranos:  The Book, which was updated after the 

final episode and titled, The Sopranos:  The Complete Book, Collector’s Edition.  

Numerous exposés in magazines also featured the cast on the front page.  The headline 

on the Rolling Stone magazine article proclaims, “Sopranos III Shocking Family 

Secrets.”  This image (see fig. 3) and its headline scream prime time soap opera.  It is 

only when you open up the fold, that it is evident this is not your typical family drama 

(see fig. 4).  Similarly, the TV Guide cover lacks signs that the show is about gangsters.  

This image (see fig. 5) tells viewers the show is about a husband and wife who even 

appear to be on equal ground and quite happy.  The covers of two coffee table books, on 

the other hand, speak more to the gangster genre aspects of the show and target viewers 
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who are already fans.  The cover of The Sopranos: A Family History (see fig. 6) again 

reinforces the familial aspects of the show.  However, the actors look more sinister and 

the logo is displayed.  This cover exemplifies the hybrid nature of the show.  In 

addition, the hair, the style of clothes, the wine, and the cigarettes all signify the 

gangster genre.  The Complete Book (see fig. 7) has a simple cover that utilizes all that 

the logo signifies as its means for reaching its audience.  

This section has outlined the commonalities that The Sopranos shares with the 

gangster and soap opera genres in both text and paratexts.  The hybrid nature of the 

show allows for stronger character development and far more focus on female 

characters than is typical of the gangster genre.  These two characteristics, along with a 

marketing campaign that reached out to diverse audiences by capitalizing on the show’s 

hybridity, may largely account for The Sopranos popularity with audiences.  The next 

section considers readings by the audience of the show’s genre. 
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Fig. 3.  Rolling Stone cover, March 29, 2001 

 
 

 

Fig. 4.  Rolling Stone inside front cover, March 29, 2001 
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Fig. 5.  TV Guide cover, July 19, 2007 
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Fig. 6.  The Sopranos:  A Family History  

book cover.  Rucker, Allen. The Sopranos:  

A Family History (Updated for the 4th Season). 

New York: New American Library, 2003. Print. 
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Fig. 7  The Sopranos:  The Complete Book  

book cover.  Martin, Brett. The Sopranos: The  

Complete Book. New York: Time, Inc. Home  

Entertainment, 2007. Print 
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Audience Analysis:  Genre 

One may wonder why it is important to consider the reception of a text, 

particularly for a show that viewers find as entertaining as The Sopranos.  However, as 

Allen argues: 

Examining the pleasures and meanings of the television we watch “for 

fun” might shed some light on other aspects of our everyday lives:  how 

narratives work, how our notions of masculinity and femininity are 

constructed, how and why different cultural products appeal to different 

groups of people, and, most generally and most importantly, how we 

make meaningful and pleasurable the numerous and enormously diverse 

symbol systems we encounter every day. (“Frequently Asked” 4)   

Television is particularly important to study because it dominates the lives of so many 

Americans.  The television is the focal point of our living rooms, the topic of many of 

our conversations, a babysitter for our children, and the way we discover so much about 

our world and the people in it (Livingstone 4).  In short, “television has come to 

dominate what we think, how we think, and what we think about” (Livingstone 4). 

 As technology has advanced, the media’s power has increased (Kellner “Media 

Culture” 16).  Cable and satellite television, digital video recorders like TIVO, luxury 

home entertainment systems, and high speed wireless Internet make it even easier to 

allow the media to dominate our lives.  In addition, a switch from an “era of 

broadcasting to one of narrowcasting” has allowed the media to target specific 

audiences and the once ridiculed fan is “now wooed and championed by cultural 

industries” (Gray, Sandvoss, and Harrington 4).  No longer confined to conferences and 
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labeled “social misfits who have become so obsessed with the show that it forecloses 

other types of social experience,” fans now populate the Internet (Jenkins 10; Gray, 

Sandvoss, and Harrington 8; C. Harris “Introduction” 7).43  They flock to show’s 

websites, fan discussion groups, and sites for genre fandom like Television without Pity 

and TV Frog (Gray, Sandvoss, and Harrington 7).  Now, the time spent dedicated to 

enjoying a television show has expanded to include time that can easily be spent in 

fandom related activities. 

 For fans of The Sopranos, there are many opportunities online to practice 

fandom—the-sopranos.com, sopranoland.com, thesopranos.com, fanpop.com, 

sopranossuessitings, hbo.com, and thechaselounge.com—to name just a few of the 

popular sites.  The intertextuality of The Sopranos puts “the attentive viewer into a very 

active position when watching” (Bondanella 313).  The “covert references” to gangster 

films and other popular culture “lead to deconstruction” that often takes place in the 

various online forums (Jaramillo 68).  Like the 90210 fans studied by McKinley, fans of 

other shows and in particular The Sopranos, find immense pleasure predicting what is 

going to happen in upcoming episodes; in doing so, the viewer blends “knowledge of 

the genre with intertextual information such as print and televised interviews with 

actors, televised previews, and TV Guide summaries” (McKinley 233).  The Internet has 

taken ‘water cooler talk’ to the virtual realm because fans from all over the world are 

able to meet virtually and chat about their favorite media.  The chat forums for The 

Sopranos continue, years after the airing of series finale, to receive new posts.   

                                                             
43 Make no mistake—fan conventions are as popular as ever.  The recent Comic-Con at the San Diego 
Convention Center July 23-26 drew thousands of fans and celebrities like James Cameron, Peter Jackson, 
and Robert Downey, Jr.  Actors and directors promote their films at Comic-Con and feed off the passion 
of the “superfans” (Kristin Bell qtd. in Cohen).   
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For purposes of this dissertation, I surveyed seventy-five participants regarding 

their fandom in relation to The Sopranos.  Water cooler talk remains the fan activity of 

choice for survey participants, with 91.4% talking with family or friends about the show 

(see fig. 8).  In the customer review section for the book The Psychology of the 

Sopranos, one reader wrote, “Like most Sopranos fans, I don’t start Monday morning at 

work until my colleagues and I have thoroughly analyzed the episode of the night 

before” (www.amazon.com).44  Just 22.9% chatted about the show in online forums.  

This discrepancy is expected, as only the most passionate viewers are likely to 

participate in fan-related activities. 

 

Fig. 8. Survey Results Regarding Sopranos Related Fan Activity 

                                                             
44 Throughout this dissertation, I leave fan postings intact, refraining from correcting their misspellings 
and grammar errors. 
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Of those surveyed, 14.3% have toured areas of New Jersey where the show was 

filmed.45  On Location Tours in New York offers a 4-hour tour of 15 sites where the 

show is filmed.  HBO is not involved in the tours, but they have not tried to stop them, 

according to owner Georgette Blau.46  The most popular stops are Satin Dolls and a 

storefront in Kearny, N.J., which doubles as Satriale’s once they put the plastic pig on 

the roof.  Locations like Holsten’s Brookdale confectionery, the restaurant where the 

Soprano family dines in the series finale, have become a hotspot for fans.  Sales of 

onion rings, which Tony refers to as, “the best in the state,” have doubled since the 

airing (S6, E21) (Caldwell).  Holsten’s laminated menus started disappearing and 

showing up on eBay for sale.  The owners started making paper menus instead, but 

those also landed on eBay, with someone bidding $121 for a paper menu (the laminated 

one went for as high as $4,150) (Caldwell). Holsten’s sells t-shirts with their logo and 

the words “The Final Episode.”  One woman purchased eighty for a wedding 

(Caldwell).  

There are many opportunities for fans to purchase Sopranos related products.  

Of the survey participants, 32.9% have bought at least one of the wide-range of items 

for sale—DVDs, cups, clothes, hats, books, ash trays, etc.  Tony Soprano turns out to be 

                                                             
45 Touring the production sites of films and television shows is popular among fans and entrepreneurs 
have started to cash in on the viewer’s desire to become immersed in the text.  Recently, Skyscanner.com, 
a Scotland-based travel-search website, provided Harry Potter fans with a list of sites throughout England 
and Scotland that have ties to the movies and author J.K. Rowling.   
46 HBO capitalized on the audience’s fascination with locations in their own way. They hired Deep Focus 
Marketing Agency to create a campaign to get audiences excited, after a long hiatus, about the sixth 
season. They decided to create “Crime. Organized”—Google maps accessible on the HBO website that 
blended “the plot, events, characters and locations” of The Sopranos.  Since the show is shot on location, 
the sites found on the map are real locations in and around New Jersey and New York (Schafer qtd. in 
Brownell). Deep Focus’ Ian Schafer states, “Fictional content resonates even more when it’s something 
audiences can relate to.  The “fictional” in this case is the world of The Sopranos, but it certainly has  
foundations in reality (e.g. mob and family drama, actual locations in New Jersey) (Brownell). 
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as good as Oprah Winfrey at selling books.  Oxford University Press promoted a 

Father’s Day offer you can’t refuse:  Tony Soprano’s strategy guide, The Art of War, 

written by Chinese general, Sun Tzu, in the 4th century B.C. Tony’s mention of the book 

in the show, along with its promotion, sent it to No. 6 on the USA TODAY Money 

Best-seller list” (McCarthy, “Sopranos Mania”).  A modern day strategy guide a la 

Tony Soprano comes in the form of Anthony Schneider’s book, Tony Soprano on 

Management: Leadership Lessons Inspired by America’s Favorite Mobster.  It includes 

chapters like, ‘Busting Balls and Building Teams.’  Forty-five customers reviewed the 

book on Amazon.com and one reader wrote, “I just got a promotion, and this book has 

been invaluable in helping me make it work.  I keep it in my desk and refer to it just 

about every day.”  Another claimed, after applying the management principles from the 

book, “It’s incredible just how much respect I get now.”  This book would not have 

been appealing to readers if Tony were perceived as just a regular guy.  Its appeal is 

based on the gangster genre aspects of the show and Tony’s status as Don.   

Consider Ducat’s argument that President George W. Bush was, at many points 

during his presidency (which coincided with the airing of The Sopranos) “the principal 

iconic figure of resurrected American manhood” (245).  To many people, he was a 

rugged, Marlboro-man type who knew how to use force to get things done.  Not 

surprisingly, given the prominence of hegemonic masculinity, Americans seem to want 

their presidents to be “macho” (8).  George W. Bush’s father had to work hard to 

change his own image from a “pampered patrician” to a man’s man (7).  It was a female 

speechwriter, Peggy Noonan, who “resuscitated his manhood with massive infusions of 

rhetorical steroids in a convention speech bulging with combat metaphors, which 
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significantly boosted his support among men” (8).  President Bill Clinton, who was the 

sitting President at the time The Sopranos debuted, was largely criticized early in his 

presidency for “feminine attributions” (153).  According to Ducat, his masculinity was 

not restored until the Monica Lewinsky scandal.  Ducat writes, “Ironically it took the 

worst scandal of his political career to restore his phallic credentials” (160-1).  Given 

these facts, it is not surprising that viewers, particularly men, are drawn to Tony 

Soprano, and believe that his methods would be effective.  Tony exhibits the same 

hyper-masculinity that our culture expects of our men and it is easily showcased within 

the context of the gangster genre. 

In the survey, I asked participants which genre they felt best described the show.  

As shown in figure 9, 55.4% chose the gangster genre.  21.6% selected prime time soap 

opera, whereas 20.3% thought family drama was more appropriate.  Finally, 2.7% 

actually consider the show a comedy.  The Sopranos does have a humorous side that 

resonates with viewers like Bondanella who writes, “humor lurks everywhere in the 

midst of murder, mayhem, corruption, and dirty dealing” (304).47  One Chase Lounge 

chat room participant responding to the thread “When Did you Realize That The 

Sopranos Was Going To Be Special?” points to the humor in the show, writing, “when 

Tony throws the pizza on the floor and storms out of the house, and then comes back 

and takes it with him, it was one of the funniest moments I’d ever seen on a show that 

serious.”  Several YouTube videos have been created that pay homage to the jokes on 

The Sopranos.  Quackerson’s five-minute video titled Sopranos Joke Book stands out; it 

                                                             
47 Stokes provides a working example of genre analysis in which she argues that The Sopranos has more 
in common with the situation comedy than the gangster genre, although the conventions she uses for the 
situation comedy (i.e. city setting, located in the home and workplace, everyday clothes, social events, 
and open-ended plots) could all be applied to the prime time soap opera as well. (87-88). 
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is a compilation of all the jokes that characters have told each other on the show. 

 

Fig. 9.  Survey Results Regarding Audience Interpretation of Genre 

 

Considering the fact that soap operas, though watched by a wide range of 

demographics, are still considered a “women’s genre,” one might expect that the female 

survey respondents would be more inclined to select prime time soap opera as The 

Sopranos’ genre (McCarthy 48).  However, fifteen of the seventeen who selected Prime 

Time Soap opera were men and fourteen of the sixteen who selected Drama were also 

men.  The soap opera is not just a women’s genre anymore as men are just as likely to 

get deeply involved in a story line.  For instance, Lacey interviewed ten British men to 

gain an understanding of how men used The Sopranos to understand their masculinity.  

She found that those she interviewed viewed the show like a soap opera, in that they 

were “intensely involved” on a week-to-week basis with the characters in the show and 
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engaged in conversation about The Sopranos with other men at work or in the pub 

(101).  Lacey discovered that the men related to the day-to-day stresses that life brings 

to the characters on the show (102-3).  

Men are the primary viewers of The Sopranos and, although screen names are 

not always indicative, most of the fan activity appears to be from men.  As figure 10 

indicates, of the viewers who participated in my survey, 73.3% were male and 26.7% 

were female.  This is consistent with a poll by Farleigh Dickinson University’s 

PublicMind that found, of those polled in the United States, 40% of men and 26% of 

women had watched the show.  Other demographic details from my survey are relevant.  

Only 4.1% claimed their highest level of education was high school.  Even more telling 

is that 55.4% of viewers who participated have a household income level of over 

$75,000.  Considering HBO is a premium channel that requires a monthly fee, it is not 

surprising that its audience is more affluent.  This is particularly important considering 

“television as it is currently organized gears its specific textuality and viewer/text 

engagement toward a goal quite consonant with capitalist patriarchy—the 

encouragement of consumption” (Joyrich 40).   

Chase claims that The Sopranos is different in regard to capitalistic 

consumption.  He has frequently proclaimed his dislike of television as a medium, as in 

the following quote from an interview: “I considered network TV to be propaganda for 

the corporate state – the programming not only the commercials.  I’m not a Marxist and 

I never was very radical, but that’s what I considered it to be” (Lavery and Thompson 

19-20).  His intentions may be well and good, but “soaps reflect the contemporary 

material value system and trends in fashion and consumption and generally help 
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promote the projection of self through material consumption” (39).  As noted, The 

Sopranos has encouraged consumption—be it DVDs, clothes, home plans (yes, you too 

can have a home like Tony and Carmela), vehicles, books, wine, or Artie Bucco’s 

marinara sauce.  

 

 

Fig. 10.  Demographic Results of Survey 

 

The Sopranos appeals to its fan base for varying reasons.  Sepinwall separates 

the fandom in relation to The Sopranos into two categories—those who watch for the 

violence and crude humor and those who watch for the sessions with Dr. Melfi and the 

“art-house storytelling.”  It just so happens that the episodes with the most complaints 

have the least amount of violence.  For instance, the dream sequence that started the 

first episode of season six sparked mixed reviews in online fan sites.  One fan decided 

he was going to write his own script for the show and that it would not include any 
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dream sequences, “no teacher conferences at Anthony’s school, and not so much of 

Carmela either,” adding, “The public don’t care about that junk.  They want to see mob 

business, not Tony arguing with Carmela about how she cannot afford to keep the pool 

filter running” (qtd. in Salamon).  Some viewers followed the signs to a gangster 

genre—like “juicyju” who, in the Chase Lounge, wrote that he realized The Sopranos 

was going to be special “When I saw the gun in the title.”  The focus on relationships 

can be disappointing for those looking for violence.  When asked what they liked least 

about the show, one survey respondent wrote, “a little less “talk” and a lot more 

“action.”  Another wrote “Too Artistic in the later episodes.  People who watch are not 

looking for creativity and art.  They like the shoot’em up and mob aspect.”  As one 

member of the Chase Lounge complained, “The Sopranos is being morphed into a chick 

show.” 

However, the “chick show” aspects are those more common to the soap opera 

genre and appeal to many viewers.  The therapy story line is popular with fans, 

particularly therapists.  There are also a number of books and articles in the marketplace 

filled with interpretations of Dr. Melfi’s methods and effectiveness.  Many of The 

Chase Lounge forum participants mentioned the sessions with Dr. Melfi as one of the 

highlights of the show.  Billymac writes, “…I tuned in and was hooked when Tony 

confided to Melfi that he felt like he was coming in on the tail end of the Business.  

Wow… what a great angle for a mob-life story!”  Wizdog, also drawn in by the 

sessions, writes, “When I saw Loraine Bracco listening to Tony… I immediately got the 

picture, and got hooked from then on.” 

 The multivalency of the text and the hybridity of the genre have given The 
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Sopranos multiple opportunities “for positive audience response” (Altman 139).  Chase, 

along with HBO, created and marketed a show that draws a range of viewers, which 

inevitably ensured its success.  They took the gangster genre, which is familiar to 

audiences, and “gave new vitality to stereotypes,” by providing a wider representation 

of Italian/Americans as well as giving female characters more prominence in the 

narrative, and they invented “new touches of plot” and of setting by incorporating the 

therapy story line and moving the gangsters into suburbia (Cawelti 11).  In addition, The 

Sopranos includes characteristics from the soap opera genre, such as real-time 

orientation, an open narrative, interrelated characters, and ritualized family events.  

This chapter has focused on genre production and the political economy of 

culture surrounding The Sopranos’ initial broadcast.  What I discovered is that the late 

1990s was an ideal time for HBO to market and release a prime time, premium cable, 

serial program about a hyper-masculine gangster with female troubles.  The Sopranos 

premiered just a year after the 1998 President Clinton and Monica Lewinsky sex 

scandal.  Our country then ushered in the Marlboro Man as President of the United 

States.  President Bush’s “muscle-flexing America of the new millennium exalted 

dominance aggression, and control” (Berg 100).  After 9/11, our country became even 

more infatuated with macho men—seeing them as our saviors.  Berg writes, “In the 

haunting shadow of catastrophe, masculinity became the embodiment of a new 

America” (102).  Who better to exemplify machismo than an Italian/American?  The 

violent, adulterous Tony Soprano came around just at the right time.   
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The combination of the masculine, predominantly Italian/American, gangster 

genre and the primarily WASP-y, feminine soap opera genre provides fertile ground for 

analyzing the show’s representation of gender and ethnicity.  Chase intertwines, and 

updates, strategies used by other Italian/American auteurs.  He shows the gangster 

attempting to assimilate in the suburbs—the “outsider as insider;” he uses 

characteristics of the traditional gangster genres, often through intertextuality; and he 

frequently displays the “secret wound of ethnicity” by contrasting the wide range of 

male and female Italian/Americans represented in the show (D’Acierno 50).  The fact 

that The Sopranos is a one-hour television show with eighty-six episodes, as opposed to 

the typical three-hour gangster movie, allows the audiences to have a more vested 

relationship with the text, as indicated by my audience analysis.  This, along with the 

Sopranos’ success with both critics and the public, makes it even more important to 

unpack the dominant meanings embedded in the text.  The show itself, with its frequent 

references to gangster films, speaks to the effects the media have on our culture.  What 

effect does The Sopranos have on our culture?  In the next chapter, I analyze the 

intersection of hegemonic masculinity and violence in the show’s narrative, and, with 

the help of audience analysis, determine The Sopranos’ contribution to our cultural 

landscape. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE INTERSECTION OF HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY & VIOLENCE 

Building on chapter two findings, I apply critical textual analysis in this chapter 

to unpack the full range of meanings regarding masculinity embedded in The Sopranos’ 

text and paratexts.  I frame my analysis of the ways in which male characters in The 

Sopranos exhibit hegemonic masculinity primarily using Trujillo’s distinctive 

characteristics (291).  Since there are so many characters in the show, I cannot possibly 

analyze them all.  I primarily focus my analysis on Tony Soprano, A.J. Soprano, 

Christopher Moltisanti, Furio Giunta, Vito Spatafore, and Ralphie Cifaretto.  I provide 

narrative and paratextual examples to determine whether, given the hybridity of the 

genre, which allows the audience a fuller understanding of each character’s 

complexities, the men in The Sopranos fully exhibit hegemonic masculinity.  Then, to 

analyze the male violence in The Sopranos, I provide narrative examples of characters 

that are disrespected, shamed and/or humiliated, which, in addition to hegemonic 

masculinity, are preconditions to extreme violence in men, as outlined by Gilligan.  

Throughout this chapter, I consider ethnicity as a factor in defining expectations of 

masculinity.  I conclude with audience analysis to “illuminate the full dimensions” of 

The Sopranos’ meaning and effects (Kellner “The Frankfurt School”). Based on my 

own reading of the text, I analyze the ways in which The Sopranos’ viewers are 

decoding the text.  Are they adopting a dominant or hegemonic position, in which they
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completely accept and reproduce the preferred reading; a negotiated position, in which 

they partly accept the preferred reading, but at times resists and alters it in a way that 

reflects their own position, experiences and interests; or an oppositional position, in 

which the viewer rejects the dominant reading (Hall, “Encoding, Decoding” 101-3)?   

The Violent, Italian/American Men of The Sopranos 

In reviewing The Sopranos, I noticed that we learn a great deal about Tony 

Soprano’s character in the very first episode of the series.  Tony and his family live in 

an upscale neighborhood in the wealthy suburban town of North Caldwell.  He has a 

soft spot for animals, as first indicated by the fact that he wades happily in his 

swimming pool, enjoying a family of ducks that have taken up residence.  But when the 

ducks leave his pool, Tony has a panic attack that forces him to address his anxiety 

issues and seek the help of a therapist.  His therapy sessions with Dr. Jennifer Melfi 

(Lorraine Bracco) are central to the show’s plot and allow the viewer more insight into 

the character’s mindset.  His family provides ample material for their sessions.  He is 

struggling with his decision to place his manipulative and monstrous mother Livia 

(Nancy Marchand) in a retirement community, against her will.  Her miserable 

disposition and unhappiness with life is initially evident as she has ostracized just about 

everyone in her life.  Her two daughters moved away as soon as they could and Tony 

appears to be driven by mere guilt.  He has no recollection of tender moments with his 

mother and in fact, later in the series recounts how she threatened to poke his eyes out 

with a fork.  A good deal of Tony’s therapy is spent discussing his hostile relationship 

with his mother.  His wife, Carmela (Edie Falco), is far more maternal than Livia, and 

for the most part, content with being a mob-wife.  However, Carmela has no qualms 
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about speaking up for herself; having had it with his adulterous ways, she tells him, as 

he heads into an MRI: “you’re going to hell when you die” (S1, E1).  Tony is 

surprisingly more involved in the raising of their two high-maintenance children, 

Meadow (Jamie-Lynn Sigler) and Anthony, Jr. (Robert Iler), than one would expect; 

however, without question, Carmela is the homemaker and Tony is the patriarch.  

In season two, Tony’s unconventional and disruptive sister Janice (Aida 

Turturro) appears, increasing his stress levels with her manipulative ways (like mother, 

like daughter).  Everyone, including Livia, seems to believe that the only reason Janice 

is back in town is to get dibs on her mother’s home.  A stressful family life, a turn to 

therapy—this could describe any number of American men.  However, Tony Soprano is 

not your average American, and he has a second family giving him stress.  At the start 

of the series, it is evident that this Italian/American man is on his way to taking over as 

the Don of the New Jersey crime “family.”  His crew includes Paulie “Walnuts” 

Gualtieri (Tony Sirico), consigliere and Bada Bing strip joint manager Silvio Dante 

(Steven Van Zandt), “Big Pussy” Bonpensiero (Vincent Pastore), and Tony’s nephew 

Christopher Moltisanti (Michael Imperioli).  Tony is competing with his Uncle Junior 

(Dominic Chianese) to succeed the cancer-stricken boss Jackie Aprile (Michael 

Rispoli).  We are privy to Tony’s attempts to balance his two families, which makes it 

easier to relate to his character.  However, domesticated he may appear at times, Tony 

(the ultimate anti-hero), along with the rest of his crew, works hard to maintain a 

patriarchal culture, as well the archetypical hypermasculinized Italian/American image 

that dominates the media of “a gun-toting Mediterranean man bossing around his wife 
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and carrying on with his mistresses” (De Stefano 216).48  They live in excess (food, 

alcohol, and women) and use whatever means necessary to get what they want.  

Through these male characters, The Sopranos reproduces the “five distinguishing 

features of hegemonic masculinity” designated by Trujillo, which I describe as tough 

guys, made men, the family patriarch, the Italian/American cowboy, and the ‘normal’ 

heterosexual.  Each of these characteristics is addressed in the following paragraphs, 

along with supporting narrative and paratexts examples. 

Tough Guys 

Tony and his crew regularly resort to physical force as a means of controlling 

and dominating others, which is one distinguishing characteristic of hegemonically 

masculine men (Trujillo 291).  The violence begins in the first episode, when Tony sees 

a man who owes him money.  Tony uses his car to run down the man, clipping him and 

throwing him about thirty feet before getting out of the car and proceeding to beat him 

up in broad daylight (S1, E1).  Also in the first episode, during a coke sale, Christopher 

uses a Glock 9mm to shoot a potential male buyer in the back of the head, and then 

shoots him three more times for good measure (S1, E1).  During this scene, George 

Thorogood & The Destroyers’ song “Bad to the Bone” is playing, reinforcing 

Christopher’s hypermasculinized tough-guy persona.  Similarly, the first episode closes 

with Johnny Cash’s song “Beast in Me.”  The lyrics “… and in the twinkling of an eye 

might have to be restrained” sum up the behavior of the men of The Sopranos 

                                                             
48 Paste Magazine believes Tony Soprano is the ninth best television anti-hero of all time (See 
http://www.pastemagazine.com/articles/2010/03/the-10-greatest-anti-heroes-9-tony-soprano.html).  Tony 
is often credited with ushering in the current plethora of anti-heroes we see on television (see Goodman, 
Christian). 
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throughout the entire series.49   

For Tony and his crew “the male body comes to represent power, and power 

itself is masculinized as physical strength, force, speed, control, toughness, and 

domination” (Trujillo 291).  Dr. Melfi, who is so often the voice of reason on the show, 

calls Tony out for his hypermasculinized behavior.50  When she rebuffs Tony’s 

advances, he asks her to explain why.  She reluctantly replies, “You’re not respectful of 

women, you’re not respectful of people, you take what you want from them by force” 

(S5, E1).  Even while on a college tour with his daughter, Tony manages to forcefully 

seek revenge.  After seeing a familiar face at a gas station, Tony gets some free time to 

kill “Fred Peters,” otherwise known as Febby Petrullo, a notorious “rat” (police 

informant).  Peters begs for his life, reminding Tony that he, too, is a father, but Tony is 

unfazed (see fig. 11). 

 

Fig. 11. Tony Killing A Rat While On a College Tour with  

Meadow (S1, E5) 

                                                             
49 It is worth noting that, as Neal points out, “when we hear classical music, it is typically connected with 
Tony’s vulnerabilities” (126).  The rock music seems to signify masculinity and the higher culture 
classical musical signifies a loss of masculinity.  
50 Several authors have analyzed the relationship between Dr. Melfi and the audience finding her a useful 
mediator; see Plourde or Baldanzi. 
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Often throughout the series, Dr. Melfi recommends behavior therapy to Tony to control 

his “anger triggers” but he recognizes that without demonstrable anger, he is unable to 

get people to do what he wants.51  Jason Jacobs argues, “Tony understands that the 

clinical insights of therapy do little to solve the problems he is faced with day by day” 

(154).  In The Sopranos, these guys are more effective at getting things done when they 

play it tough and aggressive.  They shoot people, run them over with cars, and slam 

guitars over their heads—whatever it takes to get their way. 

Within the mob family, there is a need to use physical force to maintain 

hierarchal power.  In season six of the series, after coming out of a coma, Tony 

immediately wants to put his crew on notice that his stint in the hospital did not weaken 

him.  He insecurely eyes his new driver Perri’s muscles.  Later, while hanging out with 

the rest of the crew at the Bada Bing, Tony attempts to restore the balance of power.  He 

decides to pick a fight with Perri, the most muscular guy in the room.  Tony succeeds in 

proving to the crew that he is still fully capable of taking care of business, but 

afterwards he ends up in the bathroom, alone and vomiting (S6, E5).  It took every 

ounce of him—physically and mentally—to take down Perry, but it was only through 

this performance, a violent display of physical force, that Tony was able to exude the 

hegemonic masculinity required to remain at the top.  Tony needed to prove that he was 

still physically capable of leading his crew.  Any sign of weakness would have 

jeopardized his leadership role and his success as a gangster.  Chase allows the audience 

                                                             
51 Another HBO show, Entourage, had a similar story line in which Hollywood agent Ari Gold (Jeremy 
Piven) also seeks therapy to control his temper only to find that a nice Ari is far less successful.  His 
therapist believes Ari is a better person when he is in control of his anger, whereas Ari thinks it is more 
important that he is better at his job (S3, E8).  Entourage is in its sixth season on HBO.  Jeremy Piven has 
won one Emmy Award for his role as Ari Gold, a popular character with critics and viewers. 
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to see moments of weakness in his male characters and to identify the performative 

nature of hegemonic masculinity, which is stereotypically tied to Italian/American men.  

However, it is when they are performing hegemonic masculinity, exuding strength and 

force, that they are triumphant. 

Made Men 

 Trujillo argues that one of the distinguishing features of hegemonic masculinity 

is “occupational achievement in an industrial capitalistic society” (291).  We are privy, 

as the series progresses, to Tony achieving the ultimate success as a gangster; when 

Junior is arrested on racketeering charges at the end of season one, Tony becomes the 

official boss (S1, E13).  Conflict often arises amongst the rest of his crew as they each 

attempt to improve their pecking order, always resorting to violent means in an attempt 

to improve their stature.  

If you are not willing to fight for your position, you are nothing in this crew.  

Junior’s caretaker Bobby Baccalieri is the perfect example.  Tony bosses him around, 

ridicules, and demeans him throughout the series.  For instance, even though Tony 

himself is overweight, he says to Bobby, “Get off my car before you flip it over you fat 

fuck” (S2, E2).  Bobby can only respond after Tony drives away, spitting out “Fat fuck.  

Why don’t you look in the mirror sometime you insensitive cocksucker” (S2, E2).  

Bobby’s role as a caretaker, coupled with his non-violent nature and faitg136 

hful devotion to his wife, ensures that he will never gain the respect of Tony or 

rise in the ranks of their organization.  Christopher, on the other hand, is an unrestrained 

gangster, playing up every stereotype he has seen in the movies.  He even makes his 

own gangster movie and as Creeber observes, Christopher “seems unable to disconnect 
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movies from his real life, frequently reacting self-reflexively to volatile situations” 

(128).  Parini, too, states, “Christopher, as it were, represents naked aggression, having 

a thin grip on reality” (84). Christopher is also unfaithful and abusive, both physically 

and verbally.  For instance, when his long-time girlfriend Adriana La Cerva (Drea de 

Matteo) becomes upset that he left the gas burner on in their apartment and insinuates, 

in front of a few of Christopher’s friends, that it was due to his state of mind (referring 

to his additions), he tells her “shut up about that.”  She responds, “Why?  They’re still 

going to kiss your ass.  They don’t care if you’re a junkie.”  Christopher slaps her and 

she slaps him back.  He calls her a whore, and as she walks away, he says, “Yeah, that’s 

it.  Go home and get my dinner ready” (S2, E1).  Christopher’s hypermasculinized 

persona is on full display in this scene.  

In his “naked aggression,” Christopher is quick to resort to violence; he thinks 

nothing of shooting a man in the foot at the bakery just to exert his dominance (S1, E8).  

He is the epitome of the modern day gangster (drug addictions and all) and Tony 

rewards Christopher for his “occupational achievement” (Trujillo 296).  In the third 

season of The Sopranos, Christopher finally becomes a “made man” (S3, E3).  He is the 

hegemonically masculine male who has been promoted for his “earning power” (297), 

and he does what all good capitalists do—announces his promotion vis-à-vis his 

purchase of a new Range Rover and upgraded wardrobe.  In The Sopranos, exhibiting 

hegemonically masculine behavior is repeatedly linked to “occupational achievement.”   

The Family Patriarch 

In addition to being characteristically violent and ambitious, hegemonically 

masculine men wield their power in the home.  In both text and paratexts, Tony 
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Soprano is represented as the family patriarch, which according to Trujillo defines the 

man as the “breadwinner” and the “protector” and the woman as “housewife” and 

“sexual object” (291-2).  This dynamic is seen in most of the promotional photo shoots 

that the cast has done over the years.  Over the course of the series, The Sopranos was  

featured at least four times on the cover of Entertainment Weekly.  I found it very 

interesting that the first cover photo (see fig. 12) features Carmela in front and Tony in 

back, both smiling at the camera.  The last three covers, however, are strikingly 

different (see fig. 13-15).52  While the headline in the first cover speaks to the gangster 

genre, the image itself looks like a couple from a sitcom or soap opera.  The sheer 

placement of Tony behind Carmela gives the impression that she has as much or more 

prominence in the narrative.  Possibly, in response to audience feedback, which I 

discuss at the end of this section, the subsequent cover photos project an entirely 

different meaning.  In these images, Tony is not smiling, and he looks very tough.  In 

fact, on the September 6, 2002 cover, he appears ready to punch someone. 

                                                             
52 It should be noted, Entertainment Weekly is owned by HBO’s parent company Time-Warner, 
Inc. 
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Fig. 12. Entertainment Weekly Cover,  

January 7, 2000 

 

Fig. 13.  Entertainment Weekly Cover,  

September 6, 2002 
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Fig. 14.  Entertainment Weekly Cover,  

May 10, 2006 

 

Fig. 15.  Entertainment Weekly Cover,  

April 13, 2007 
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On both the May 10, 2006 and the April 13, 2007 covers, Tony is positioned in the front 

of the family, looking quite sinister and every bit the patriarch.  In all but the first 

covers, James Gandolfini, as Tony Soprano, is not smiling, which, in contrast with the 

first cover photo, could certainly be distinguished as a more masculine expression.53 

The latter Entertainment Weekly covers do a better job of representing the 

patriarchy—the father as the breadwinner and the protector of his wife and children—

that exists in The Sopranos. 54  Carmela may put up a fight, but, throughout the series, 

she has ultimately resigned herself to the patriarchal constraints of her marriage.  

Carmela confides in her friend Rosalie Aprile (Sharon Angela) that she doesn’t know 

where the money comes from and how much there is and that she gets “resistance” from 

Tony whenever she attempts to discuss their finances (S4, E8).  Carmela complains to 

Rosalie, “Doesn’t anything ever change?  Women are supposed to be partners 

nowadays.  I’m not a feminist, I’m not saying 50/50, but Jesus” (S4, E8).  Tony does 

not see it that way.  When his accountant tells him to let Carmela delve into the stock 

market, something that was piquing her interest, Tony replies, “I’m supposed to make 

the money and she takes care of the house.  That’s the way it should be” (S4, E5).  To 

gain any control over her finances, Carmela has to secretly take some of the money 

from Tony’s hiding place (S4, E8).  While we can applaud Carmela for taking matters 

                                                             
53 Kawmura, Komori and Miyamoto conducted research measuring perceived masculinity and femininity 
as judged by thirty-six observers viewing images of some smiling and some neutral facial expressions of 
forty-eight men and forty-eight women.  The scholars discovered that smiling “significantly reduced the 
perceived masculinity of men’s faces” (1637).   
54 Barbara Ehrenreich uses the concept “breadwinner ethic” often in her book The Hearts of Men:  
American Dreams and the Flight From Commitment.  She is referring to the expectation of men to get a 
reliable job, get married, and support their family. She argues that adult masculinity is linked to the 
breadwinner role (20).  She references the recent film Revolutionary Road based on Richard Yates’ book.  
The theme of that book and much of the literature of the 1950s and 1960s directed at men was 
“conformity destroys not only men’s souls, but their very manhood” (31-2).   
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into her own hands, she is still under Tony’s control.  She has merely used manipulative 

ways to get a small sense of independence rather than changing the dynamics of their 

relationship.   

Ultimately, Tony controls all aspects of Carmela’s life.  Carmela, having 

accepted Tony’s goomahs, makes a few attempts at embarking on her own adulterous 

relationships.  Tony inevitably sabotages her attempts without even realizing it.  In 

season two, Carmela shares a kiss with Victor Musto, the man who does her wallpaper; 

however, as soon as he finds out her husband is Tony Soprano, he never comes around 

again (S3, E8-12).  Then in season four, Carmela shares an undeniable mutual attraction 

with one of Tony’s men, Furio Giunta, who is on loan from a crime family in Italy.  In 

episode twelve, Furio, knowing that the only way he will ever have Carmela is to kill 

Tony, almost pushes Tony into a helicopter blade.  But he changes his mind and then 

returns to Italy without so much as a goodbye to Carmela.  When Carmela receives a 

phone call from one of Tony’s goomahs at the end of season four, a phone call that one 

of her children could have answered or overheard, it finally pushes her over the edge.  

By allowing his affairs to seep into their home, he had crossed the line.  She throws him 

out of the house telling him that he has had a good time on her watch (S4, E13).  Even 

her own daughter asks her, “How could you eat shit from him for all those years” (S4, 

E13)?  

 Throughout their separation, Tony still controls Carmela.  She gladly accepts 

his money and protection (from a bear that is enjoying their backyard).  However, she 

does not appreciate her inability to secure a decent divorce lawyer because Tony 

“contaminated” all of them (S5, E9).  Inevitably, Carmela offers to call off the divorce 
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with the stipulation that Tony helps her secure land to build a spec home, because as she 

tells him, “I need something else in my life” (S5, E11).  He happily returns to being the 

man of the house, enjoying Carmela’s talents as a housewife and willingness to satisfy 

his every need.  Even with their fresh start (Tony assures her that he will be faithful) 

and her new venture, Carmela remains fully dependent on her husband.  When Tony 

believes that Carmela has slacked off in her housewife duties while tending to her spec 

home, he ignores her requests to use his contacts with the building inspector to help her 

(S6, E11).  She is relying on him to pull strings with the building inspector (through 

unethical means), and he is using his power to control her.  Tony Soprano is the poster-

boy for patriarchy.   

The Italian/American Cowboy 

While I am extending the concept a bit, I believe that Tony also represents, or at 

least wants to represent, Trujillo’s characteristic of the frontiersman—the cowboy of 

our “frontier past” who represents “commitment to several mainstream values of rural 

America” (Trujillo 291-2).  Trujillo’s frontiersman is usually a White “American hero 

who embodies the values of our frontier past” (299-300).  Even though Tony’s identity 

as an Italian/American is repeatedly reinforced, as Kocela argues, “Tony Soprano 

himself has come to stand in contemporary American culture as a prominent and 

conflicted image of strength, silence, and whiteness” (“From Columbus” 117).  There 

are several indications that Tony considers himself a White Italian/American man.  

When trying to cheer up his son after a break-up, he tells A.J., “You’re handsome, and 

smart, and a hard worker, and - let’s be honest - white.  That’s a huge plus nowadays” 

(S6, E17).  When Tony uses the word white to A.J., he means Caucasian; in a 
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conversation with Dr. Melfi, Tony again uses the word white, but in this instance as a 

reference to a Merigan (the opposite of an Italian/American).  He has the following 

conversation with Dr. Melfi:  

Tony Soprano 

My wife thinks I need to meet new people. 

Dr. Jennifer Melfi 

So? 

Tony Soprano 

C’mon, you’re Italian, you understand. Guys like me we’re brought up to think that 

Merigan are fuckin’ bores. The truth is the average white man is no more boring than 

the millionth conversation over who should have won, Marciano or Ali. 

Dr. Jennifer Melfi 

So am I to understand that you don’t consider yourself white? 

Tony Soprano 

I don’t mean white like Caucasian. I mean a white man like our friend Cusamano. Now 

he’s Italian, but he’s Merigan. It’s what my old man would have called a Wonder Bread 

wop. He eats his Sunday gravy out of a jar (S1, E10). 

 
Of course, if it was not for Carmela, Tony might also be eating his Sunday gravy out of 

a jar (he relies completely on cereal and take-out during their separation).  What this 

truly comes down to, however, is assimilation.  The gangster has conquered the city and 

moved into the suburbs.  Now the Sopranos are surrounded by wealthy Merigans.  Tony 

tries to make friends.  His neighbor, Dr. Cusomano, invites Tony to the private club to 

play golf, but it is apparent that Dr. Cusomano and his friends are only interested in 
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hearing juicy details about life as a gangster.  They ask Tony, “Did you ever meet John 

Gotti?” (S1, E10).  They are visibly disappointed when Tony merely shares a story 

about being outbid by Gotti on a bungalow bar (S1, E10).  Likewise, Tony realizes that 

he was brought along merely for entertainment’s sake.  He sticks to what he knows and 

plays up the gangster stereotypes by leaving a box full of sand with Dr. Cusomano, 

scaring Cusomano into thinking it is a gun, and telling him to “hold on to it for a while” 

(S1, E10).  Tony is such a contradiction—appearing to want to live a more legitimate 

assimilated life, while at the same time being nostalgic for the past.   

Tony often reminds his children of their Italian ancestors and how they helped 

build America.  Tony and Meadow walk into a church and he informs her, “Your great 

grandfather and his brother Frank—they built this place”  (S1, E1).  He tells her that 

stone and marble workers came over from Italy and although they did not design it, they 

knew how to build it.  He says to Meadow, “Find me now two guys who can put decent 

grout around your bath tub” (S1, E1) and later tells A.J. a similar story (S4, E7).  Tony 

is applauding the work of his Italian/American ancestors, but more so, he is criticizing 

the current work ethic of men of all ethnicities.  Tony wishes that men today were more 

like Gary Cooper, as he so often tells Dr. Melfi.  In his first session, he tells her, 

“Whatever happened to Gary Cooper, the strong, silent type?  That was an American.  

He wasn’t in touch with his feelings.  He just did what he had to do” (S1, E1).   As 

Katherine Hyunmi Lee argues, “Tony’s rant reveals much about his conceptions of 

masculinity: He reveres the stoic, autonomous, and assuredly heterosexual male ideal 

embodied by Gary Cooper, and associates the disappearance of the masculine ideal with 

a decline in national values.”  It is telling that Tony admires a cowboy—albeit one who 
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is fictional—and an American.  According to Warshow, the cowboy is “not a murderer 

but (most of the time) a man of virtue, and since he is always prepared for defeat, he 

retains his inner invulnerability and his story need not end with his death (and usually 

does not)” (96).  So I conclude that Tony, even though a gangster, conceptualizes 

himself as an individualistic, manly cowboy, hence his infatuation with the likes of 

Gary Cooper. 

The ‘Normal’ Heterosexual  

 Trujillo argues that “masculinity is hegemonic when heterosexuality is defined” 

(293).   The dominant sexuality is usually defined as “‘good,’ ‘normal,’ and ‘natural,’” 

and “heterosexual” (Rubin qtd. in Trujillo 293).  The images presented in the media 

reinforce Tony’s presumably ‘normal’ heterosexuality.  A Vanity Fair image features 

what appears in the print version to be a naked woman on Gandolfini’s lap, while he is 

fully dressed.  This is hegemonic on several levels; it implies his dominance over this 

woman, his occupational success based on his clothing and cigar, and his 

hypermasculinity based on his demeanor (see fig. 16).  While Tony’s heterosexuality is 

continually reinforced throughout the series, ‘normal’ heterosexuality, or for that matter 

heterosexuality, is no longer a given even in the world of gangsters, as The Sopranos 

narrative indicates.  Tony has a few guys in his crew whose sexuality come into 

question and this is a problem because as Brian Gibson argues, “being able to define a 

male’s sexuality is key to maintaining the patriarchal tradition and loyalty in his 

business, where phallic masculinity is one’s only acceptable self-identity” (201).    

There are two narratives in The Sopranos that force Tony to confront one of his crew’s 

sexuality.  In a ploy to convince Tony she is available, Ralphie Cifaretto’s (Joe 
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Pantoliano) goomah Valentina La Paz (Leslie Bega), tells Tony about Ralphie’s sexual 

inadequacies and fetishes.  Tony decides to investigate Valentina’s claims.  Since 

Ralphie also dated Tony’s sister Janice, Tony goes to her and she confirms Ralphie’s 

“non-masculine sexual habits,” which included Janice putting a dildo in him from 

behind and saying things like “momma’s little tramp… pimp you out bitch” and calling 

him a “cunt” (S4, E3).  When Janice asks Tony why he cares, he says, “You know, like 

the army, it’s got policies about this shit, on account of combat” (S4, E8).  Tony retains 

a clear conscience about seeing Valentina.  However, he inevitably disposes of Ralphie, 

primarily because he killed Tony’s beloved horse Pie-Oh-My.  Nonetheless, the 

groundwork for his demise had already been laid; in Tony’s world “un-

masculinity/homosexuality means secrecy and treachery” (Gibson 201).  

 

Fig. 16.  Annie Liebovitz photo for Vanity Fair, 

March 2007 Cover 
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To Tony’s dismay, one of his biggest moneymakers, Vito Spatafore (Joseph 

Gannascoli), kept his sexuality a secret for some time.  In the fifth season, Meadow’s 

boyfriend Finn, arriving on the job site for work early, sees Vito performing oral sex on 

another man in a truck in the parking lot.  Word does not get out until the sixth season, 

when some of the Sopranos crew are doing collections in a gay bar and spot Vito.  Vito 

leaves his wife, who happens to be New York gangster Phil Leotardo’s (Frank Vincent) 

cousin, and children to hide out for a while.  Tony discusses the situation with Dr. 

Melfi, telling her that where he comes from there are not a lot of gays.  He confesses 

that he finds homosexuality disgusting and that it annoys him how every television  

show now rubs your nose in it (S6, E6). 55  

It is unclear whether it was his talk with Dr. Melfi or just his greed since Vito is 

his biggest earner, but Tony ends up defending Vito to his underlings.  Tony clearly 

contradicts his earlier conversation with Janice and tells Silvio, “It’s 2006.  There’s 

pillow biters in the special forces” (S6, E6).  He ends up meeting with Vito, who offers 

Tony $200,000 to allow him to come back to work.  Tony seriously considers his 

options, but faces enormous pressure from both his own crew and John Sacrimoni’s 

New York crew, which includes Phil.  They all want Vito killed; however, no one more 

                                                             
55 Tony does confide that the lesbian thing with Jennifer Biels is “not too bad,” adding, “Although don’t 
forget—I’m a strict Catholic” (S6, E6). This line may elicit laughs, but it is an example of the double 
standard that exists when it comes to two women in a sexual relationship, as opposed to two men.  
According to Jenefsky and Miller, “the history of girl-girl sex as a source of titillation for heterosexual 
men is documented at least as far back as the 16th century” (375).  While gay men are seen to challenge 
hegemonic masculinity, lesbians are fetishized to reinforce it. Jenefsky and Miller studied girl-girl sex 
pictorials in Penthouse magazine from 1988 to 1994 in an attempt to understand the relationship between 
these images and the “institution of heterosexuality” to which its consumers belong.  They found that 
lesbian sex in these pictorials is displayed as a performance, a convenience or excursion, as imitation, or 
as deviant.  They conclude that “The strategic tension between voyeurism and exhibitionism provides the 
ultimate reinforcement of heterosexual dominance:  what women do when they are alone together is 
rehearse, reenact, imitate, or otherwise invoke heterosexuality, all the while longing for penile 
penetration” (383).   
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than Phil.  He takes it upon himself to have Vito beaten and sodomized with pool sticks.  

Phil watches from up close, telling Vito, “You’re a fucking disgrace” (S6, E11).56  The 

Soprano crew commends Phil for taking care of business; Carlo Gervasi (Arthur 

Nascarella) states, “you kind of have to admire the guy, it’s not all talk with him” (S6, 

E11).  They exalt Phil for his use of physical force to combat a threat to the cohesive 

hegemonic masculinity of their crew.  In both narratives, supposed deviant sexual 

behavior inevitably led, or at least contributed, to the character’s demise, thus 

reinforcing the idea of masculinity within a heterosexual framework. 

Maintaining Hegemonic Masculinity 

In furtherance of Trujillo’s five characteristics, The Sopranos men must 

maintain hegemonic masculinity in an extremely patriarchal culture:  if not, life can be 

difficult.  In fact, Tony makes no effort to hide his disappointment in his son’s 

masculinity and his belief that A.J. could never assume Tony’s role.  Tony tells Dr. 

Melfi, “In my business, forget it.  He’d never make it” (S3, E12).  He wants A.J. to go 

to military school to toughen him up and teach him discipline; Tony tells Carmela “he 

thinks the world runs on his feelings” (SE3, E12).  Ironically, A.J. is not able to attend 

military school because, like his father, he suffers panic attacks; one comes while he is 

trying on the uniform (S3, E12).  After A.J. botches a suicide attempt (the rope he hung 

from the diving board was a bit long and his Dad came home and pulled him out of the 

pool), Tony tells Dr. Melfi that the heart of the problem is that A.J. is a “Momma’s 

boy” (S6, E19).   

                                                             
56 George De Stefano, at the conference The Sopranos: A Wake, presented an insightful paper “A Finook 
in the Crew: Vito Spatafore, The Sopranos, and the Queering of the Mafia Genre” that analyzes the 
character Vito as “a subversive threat to the status quo.”  
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In another session, he tells Dr. Melfi, “I hate my son” and alludes to the fact that 

his own father would have laughed at the son he produced (S6, E11).  Dr. Melfi asks 

him, “You mean because Anthony doesn’t conform to your father’s idea of what a man 

should be?”  Tony replies, “His, mine, or anybody’s,” adding “if Carmela let me kick 

A.J.’s ass like my father kicked my ass, he might have grown up with some balls” (S6, 

E11).   This father-son relationship is emblematic of the difficulty raising children in a 

society with culturally accepted notions of masculinity or femininity. Tony’s line of 

work and his Italian/American ethnicity may place a greater emphasis on hegemonic 

masculinity, but all “boys and young men learn early on that being a so called real man 

means you have to take on” a tough guise (Katz).  Tony does love his son.  He tells him 

so on numerous occasions, and he commends him for being a “nice guy” (S6, E8).  

However, Tony also puts pressure on both himself and A.J. to conform to what the 

“dominant culture has defined as manly” (Katz).   

Manly men are tough; they hide their emotions (Katz).  When they do not hide 

their emotions, their masculinity is called into question.  We see this also in one scene 

where John Sacramoni breaks down in tears after the authorities forced him to leave his 

daughter’s wedding and return to custody: 

PHIL 

I’m not ashamed to say it - my estimation of John Sacramoni as a man just plummeted. 

TONY 

Give him a break.  It’s an emotional day. 

PHIL 

To cry like a woman, that’s a fucking disgrace. 
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PAULIE 

His fucking coach turned into a pumpkin. 

PHIL 

Even Cinderella didn’t cry. 

TONY 

When it comes to daughters, all bets are off.  I’ve seen tougher guys than John cry at 

weddings. 

PHIL 

Well let me ask you this.  If they can make him cry and if he’s that weak, what the fuck 

else can they make him do? 

CHRIS 

I gotta agree with Phil, Ton. (S6, E5). 

 
Obviously, John’s outward display of emotion signifies weakness to his peers.  They 

now question his ability to keep from cracking under pressure.  As the viewer, we have 

been privy to Tony privately crying on several occasions so it does not come as a 

surprise that Tony attempts to justify John’s tears.  While he expects his own son to 

toughen up, throughout the series Tony is often the voice of reason in his crew.  He 

attempts to persuade them all to be more accepting, whether it is of emotional outbursts, 

homosexuality, or ethnic stereotypes.  This appears to be quite hypocritical considering 

the way that he treats his own son, his daughter’s boyfriends (scaring off anyone who is 

not Italian/American), and his wife (controlling her and cheating on her).  He was even 

the first one to start teasing his Uncle Junior when he heard about his proficiency giving 

oral sex to women. 
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 A man who gives oral sex is in many ways servicing the woman, providing her 

with pleasure.  Hence, to those of a patriarchal persuasion, this is a sign of weakness, as 

indicated in The Sopranos episode “Boca” (S1, E9).  Homophobia also rears its head.  

Junior warns his girlfriend Roberta, while on a get-away in Boca Raton:  what happens 

between the sheets must stay there.  They have the following exchange: 

Roberta 

What’s so terrible about pleasing a woman? 

Junior 

It’s complicated. 

Roberta 

Because they think, if you’ll suck pussy, you’ll suck anything. 

Junior 

It’s a sign of weakness and possibly a sign that you’re a fannoch.” 

Roberta 

A fag that’s ridiculous.  How would the two even translate? 

Junior 

What are you going to do? I don’t make the rules. (S1, E9) 

 
Critics and scholars have analyzed the episode “Boca” at length.  Walker believes the 

act of cunnilingus is a “privileging of the feminine, a muffling of the male,” adding that 

it is “one example of the hysteria continually suffered by the masculine characters at the 

possibility of any form of emasculation, a possibility continually raised and continually 

denied by their own discourse” (117).  These men are all enforcers of the rules, yet they 

consistently break them behind closed doors.  In fact, Carmela calls Tony out as a 
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hypocrite for laughing at his Uncle, but that does not stop Tony from harassing Junior.  

What unfolds one afternoon on a golf course is a pissing contest of sorts in which Tony 

and Junior attack each other’s manhood; Tony asks Junior, “What are you doin’ eatin’ 

Sushi?” and Junior retaliates, in reference to Tony’s therapy, “At least I can deal with 

my own problems” (S1, E9).57  The result is a whole lot of violence—Junior attempts to 

have Tony assassinated and Tony orders a hit on Junior’s consigliere.  All this violence 

can be traced to the shame and humiliation that both men felt when their manhood was 

questioned. 

“The Death of the Self”:  A Pattern of Shame and Violence 

 Having established examples in the text and paratexts of the ways in which the 

men in The Sopranos exemplify Trujillo’s five distinctive characteristics of hegemonic 

masculinity, I now turn to Gilligan’s theories regarding male violence.  Throughout the 

series, The Sopranos offers several narrative examples of the ways in which an 

overwhelming degree of shaming and humiliation, in combination with several other 

preconditions outlined by Gilligan, lead to male violence.  Tony, Richie, and other male 

characters in The Sopranos reflect Gilligan’s argument that “to suffer the loss of love 

from others, by being rejected or abandoned, assaulted or insulted, slighted or 

demeaned, humiliated or ridiculed, dishonored or disrespected, is to be shamed by 

them” (Violence 48).  This shaming and humiliation leads to the “death of the self.”  

Many of the violent men that Gilligan studied argued that before they started killing 

others they had long since lost any feeling in themselves—“they themselves had died” 

                                                             
57 Lee’s “The Ghost of Gary Cooper:  Masculinity, Homosocial Bonding, and The Sopranos” is an 
insightful article that uses the episode “Boca” as an example of the show’s ability to reveal the 
ambiguities that exist in the masculine/feminine binary. 
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(Shame, Guilt 1152).  According to Gilligan, “a soul empty of love fills with hate 

instead” (Violence 53).  Only someone who had lost all feeling could commit the 

violence exacted by The Sopranos men; someone with a soul filled with hate. 

It is evident that Tony has suffered “the loss of love from others.”  In the first 

episode, his wife tells him that he is going to go to hell when he dies, and then, later in 

the first season, he finds out that his Uncle Junior and his mother Livia plotted to kill 

him (S1, E13).  Carroll, in pointing to the reasons why viewers sympathize with Tony, 

argues, “no one deserves a mother as manipulative and poisonous as Livia” (131).  

Tony’s father, whom viewers know only through flashbacks, is credited with exposing 

Tony to violence as a child and paving the way for Tony to ascend to the status of Don.  

This is one of the patterns that Gilligan found in violent adults; they were either 

exposed to or victims of physical violence as children (Violence 49).  During one of his 

sessions with Dr. Melfi, Tony shares memories of his father’s violence.  He tells her 

that he saw his Dad chop off a man’s pinky in the same store that gave his mother 

“free” meat each week.  Gilligan argues that there are “statistical studies showing that 

acts of actual and extreme violence, such as beatings and attempted murders, are regular 

experiences in the childhoods of those who grow up to become violent” (49).  Tony 

learned from a very young age that violence was the way to solve all his problems.  He 

tells Dr. Melfi, “You are born to this shit.  You are what you are” (S1, E7).   

Tony’s violence is primarily business-related throughout the series—someone 

owes him money, someone became a snitch, etc.—but one killing in particular stands 

out from the rest.  In the final season, Christopher and Tony are in the car together and 

they get into an accident.  Christopher tells Tony that he has to get him out of the 
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driver’s seat because he will never pass the drug test and will lose his license.  As 

Christopher is coughing up blood, Tony reaches for the phone to dial 911.  He changes 

his mind, sets the phone down, and holds Christopher’s breath, killing him.  It looks 

purely like an accident (S6, E18).  What preceded this murder was the premier of a film 

that Christopher had been working on for quite some time and that Tony had helped 

finance.  “Cleaver” is a gangster/slasher film and features a mafia boss who makes 

advances on his underling’s fiancé.  The underling ends up killing the boss at the end of 

the film with a cleaver to his head.  During the premier, Carmela looks at Tony and says 

that the film was about him—clearly a “revenge fantasy” (S6, E14).  Tony and Carmela 

confront Christopher, but he vehemently denies any connection.   

Tony discusses the movie with Dr. Melfi and tells her how disappointed he is 

that he was unable to pass on to Christopher “the respect and the love” (S6, E14).  He 

tells her that he thinks Christopher “fucking despises me.  It’s pretty obvious.  He wants 

to see me dead” (S6, E14).  Instead of love, Tony’s heart fills with hate because with 

“Cleaver” Christopher has shown his true feelings; he has disrespected and humiliated 

Tony.  When given the opportunity, Tony hesitates only briefly before killing him.  In 

his next session with Dr. Melfi, she asks him how he is handling Christopher’s death.  

He tells her, the “worst part is I gotta sit there with people who are hurt bad and I gotta 

have the long face and the sighing” (S6, E18).  Tony is concerned only with the fact that 

he is inconvenienced, not that he has killed one of his own.   

The most disturbing use of physical force, and certainly the most controversial, 

occurs in the episode “University” (S3, E6).  Ralphie, one of the most volatile and 

dangerous members of Tony’s New Jersey crew, gets Tracee, a dancer at the Bada 
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Bing, pregnant.  She naïvely believes that Ralphie will be a good father and they will 

settle down together.  When she does not show up for work, Ralphie physically drags 

her in himself.  When she finishes her shift, she passes him chatting it up with his 

friends.  They have the following exchange: 

Ralphie 

What not even a hello? 

Tracee 

“Fuck you asshole” (everyone laughs) 

Ralphie 

Oh, that’s nice.  Very nice.  That’s how you talk to a man in front of his friends? 

Tracee 

Yeah, right what man? (more laughter as Tracee walks outside) (S3, E6) 

 
Ralphie follows Tracee and acts genuinely concerned as to why she is upset.  He tells 

her that he is just working a lot so that he can care for her and the baby and that he 

wants to buy them a house.  They express their love for each other, and Ralphie tells her 

that if she has a boy, he will be named after him; and if they have a girl, she will be 

named after her and then she can grow up to be a “cock sucking slob just like her 

mother.”  Tracee spits on him and punches him, and he punches her back hard.  Tracee 

asks him, “Does that make you feel good?  You feel like a man?”  He ends up beating 

her to death.   

Tracee insulted, demeaned, and disrespected Ralphie—in front of his crew.  She 

sets off a violent response that is particularly tough to watch, but exemplifies Gilligan’s 
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argument as to why male violence is so prevalent in our society.58 Most importantly, 

Ralphie is insecure in both his masculinity and his status; thus, “Ralphie brutalizes 

Tracee because she undermines his masculinity in front of his peers (Johnson 277).59  

As Connell points out, masculinities “are far from settled.  From bodybuilders in the 

gym, to managers in the boardroom, to boys in the elementary school playground, a 

great deal of effort goes into the making of conventional masculinities” (Studying Men).  

As I previously mentioned, it is in the third episode of season four, that we discover that 

Ralphie likes “kinky” sex. 60  Janice satisfies him with a dildo, while referring to him as 

“momma’s little tramp” (S4, E3).  Ralphie is also unhappy with his “occupational 

achievement;” he is not promoted to captain until after Tracee’s murder and even then, 

he knows it is solely because Tony did not have a choice.61  Johnson ties Ralphie’s 

“vulnerable class status” with his brutalization of Tracee when “she undermines his 

masculinity in front of his peers” (“The Stripper” 6).  Tracee shames Ralphie, in terms 

of his gender, and he, in turn, acts out hegemonic masculinity and restores his 

“manhood” with brutal violence.  He sought to shame her, as she had done to him.  

As Gilligan argues, “the most powerful way to shame anyone is by means of 

violence, just as the most powerful way to provoke anyone into committing violence is 

by shaming him” (Shame, Guilt 1163).  Ralphie’s killing of Tracee is the most extreme 

                                                             
58 Ralphie’s murder is fictional.  Consider the real-life response that fifteen year old Wayne Treacy had to 
what he considered a disrespectful email; on March 17, 2010, Treacy biked from his high school to 
Deerfield Beach Middle School and in a murderous rage almost beat fifteen year old Josie Lou Ratley to 
death outside her school.  
59 Johnson’s article “Gangster Feminism:  The Feminist Cultural Work of HBO’s “The Sopranos” 
identifies the intersectionality at play in this episode of the show, paying particular attention to the “richly 
textured portraits of Tracee and Ralphie.”  Johnson finds that the violence in “University” can be read as 
both a “reiteration of sexism and prime-time feminist challenges to sexism” (283).   
60 One of Ralphie’s girls, Valentina, tells Tony, in an attempt to convince Tony the two of them should 
sleep together, that Ralphie doesn’t really have normal sex, that it is all kinky stuff (S4, E8).   
61 Tony had broken the rules, stepping out of line and punching Ralphie, a made guy, for killing Tracee.   
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example in The Sopranos of Gilligan’s argument, but there are numerous cases of 

violence that is meant to shame, as well as violence in response to some form of 

shaming.  For instance, Ralphie’s killing of Tony’s favorite horse was certainly a means 

of violent retaliation for Tony sleeping with Ralphie’s ex-girlfriend Valentina (the 

insurance money was just a bonus) (S4, E9).  In these characters’ narratives, it is 

evident that there are “intersecting oppressions,” challenges experienced based on 

ethnicity, class, gender, and sexuality.  This concept is drawn from the work of Collins 

in Black Feminist Thought:  Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of 

Empowerment (18).  Collins argues that intersecting oppressions are organized through 

a “matrix of domination,” which includes “structural, disciplinary, hegemonic, and 

interpersonal domains of power” (18).  In the structural domain, social institutions 

organize oppression by controlling the economic and political resources.  The 

disciplinary domain includes “techniques of surveillance” (280).  The hegemonic 

domain justifies the practices of the structural and disciplinary domains by 

“manipulating ideology and culture” (284).  The hegemonic domain shapes 

“consciousness via the manipulation of ideas, images, symbols, and ideologies” (285).  

The interpersonal domain includes “people who are actively engaged in changing the 

terms of their everyday relationships with one another” (288).  Resistance can take 

place in a myriad of ways in the interpersonal domain. 

Ethnicity, class, gender, and sexuality intersect and shape the manhood on 

display in The Sopranos.  The series portrays the mafia as a highly structured, hierarchal 

organization comprised of Italian/American men, each struggling to improve their 

status.  Class operates on several levels in The Sopranos.  Tony may have a high status 
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within the mafia and amongst his peers; however, within his community, his status 

diminishes, hence why he is not welcome to join the local country club.  While the 

mafia’s structure “organizes oppression,” its disciplinary domain “manages it,” often 

through violent measures (Collins 276).  Hegemonic masculinity is persistent in the 

mafia because it is entrenched in their Italian/American culture and “so pervasive that it 

is difficult to conceptualize alternatives” (284).  Deviations from the norm, such as 

homosexuality, are punishable offenses.  In displaying the intersecting oppressions that 

exist in a patriarchal culture, as well as the potentially violent ramifications, The 

Sopranos opens up a space where hegemonic masculinity can be contested.  There is 

potential for a reconceptualization of “social relations of domination and resistance” 

(229).  However, the question remains as to whether fans of the series were able to 

identify the counter-hegemonic discourse and resist the hegemonic ideologies on 

display in The Sopranos.   

Audience Analysis:  Hegemonic Masculinity & Violence 

In the following paragraphs, I consider the audience’s response to the 

hegemonic masculinity on display and the violence that is linked to it in The Sopranos.  

My survey asked viewers to describe masculinity in three words.  Congruent with the 

definition of hegemonic masculinity presented in this dissertation, respondents 

overwhelmingly chose the word “strong” or, in a few cases, some variation of it, such as 

“strength,” “muscles,” or “tough,” reinforcing the preconceived notions of male gender 

that exist in our society today.  Not surprisingly, based on responses to my survey and 

chat room conversations, these are also the characteristics embodied by viewers’ 

favorite characters in The Sopranos.  Tony is the unanimous favorite, and many viewers 
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claim it is because he is “the boss” and an “alpha male.” These audience members are 

identifying with the dominant, hegemonic characteristics of Tony’s character.  Others 

recognize complexities that exist, but still identify with the hegemonic characteristics, 

offering a negotiated reading.  For instance, one fan, identifying herself as a mom, 

writes in the HBO community message boards: “Just want to weigh in on TS sex 

appeal.  I know it [is] wrong, but he is H-O-T hot!  It IS the power, plus he is ultra 

masculine.  Oh how I will miss his character... Once you put aside the murdering, 

degenerate gambling, lying, cheating, sociopathic narcissistic behavior, he’s quite a 

catch!” Likewise, another fan chimes in, “Ok, I have to admit that I’ve had this weird 

crush on him the whole time too.  Like Melfi always said about the alpha-male thing - 

it’s a huge turn-on.  And at the beginning when he was still capable of feeling guilty 

about things he was the most loveable lying, cheating, [and] narcissistic asshole ever.”    

Dr. Melfi does confess to her own psychiatrist Dr. Elliot Kupferberg (Peter 

Bogdonavich) that she finds Tony “a little sexy” because he is a “dangerous, alpha-

male” (S5, E1).  As Plourde argues, “Melfi experiences the same morbid fascination we 

do, curious about a lifestyle that both disturbs and entices” (75).  For Plourde, Dr. Melfi 

softens Tony and increases his appeal; thus, Chase cannot stop their sessions because 

without Dr. Melfi, Tony “is simply another snake in the grass” (76).  Nevertheless, Dr. 

Melfi does inevitably cut her ties with Tony.  After Dr. Kupferberg provides her with 

research that sociopaths are actually helped to become better criminals through therapy, 

in the next to last episode in the series, Dr. Melfi tells Tony that she can no longer help 

him (S6, E20).  Dr. Melfi was not going to be bamboozled any longer.  She recognized 

that she was attracted to his “bad boy” behavior, and the report diminished any hope 
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that she had of changing him; she finally cut all ties with Tony.  As Caputi argues: 

the appeal of the “bad boy” for many women is a heady combination of 

the standardized dynamism of eroticized domination and submission and 

the opportunity to stage her own grandiose fantasy:  In her narcissistic 

illusion, she is so “special” and so unique that the irascible bad boy will 

fall helplessly in love with her and change all his egregious behaviors. 

(Goddesses 47)    

Most women are not able to walk away like Dr. Melfi.  Many fans, much like Carmela, 

stuck by Tony right through to the fade to black. 

One group of women who frequent chat rooms to profess their adoration of 

Tony call themselves ‘The Fandolfinis.’  They exchange Italian recipes; President 

Veronica Scurti makes up t-shirts and arranges location visits.  Veronica calls James 

Gandolfini a “babe,” adding that she likes “big men.”  Another Fandolfini proclaims, 

“He’s the ultimate Alpha Male.”  Tony appeals to this subset of women and many men 

as well, because he encapsulates the characteristics of a “real man” as presented by 

Katz:  strength, power, and toughness.  As Miedzian points out, “by their definition, 

Mafia members who are without scruples, but are tough and determined in their pursuit 

of money, are prime examples of ‘real men’” (38).  These fans are not recognizing the 

complexities of the characters, at least not based on their conversations, nor the 

ramifications of the hegemonic masculinity on display.  They are instead drawn to Tony 

as a hegemonically masculine male, a “real man.” 

Viewers find a plethora of “real men” on The Sopranos.  There is an impressive 

following for another character Italian gangster Furio Giunta (Federico Castelluccio).  
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While the Soprano crew is in Italy, Tony strikes a deal with Furio’s boss to bring Furio 

to New Jersey to work for Tony.  Furio impresses Tony with his ruthlessness; if 

necessary, Furio is willing to beat up children (S2, E4) and women (S2, E5).  However, 

Furio also impresses Carmela.  Maybe it is his silk shirts and pony-tailed hair, but once 

again, Carmela chooses the bad boy, “the dark brooding phallic hero that has long 

populated cultural myths and visual arts” (McCabe and Akass, “What Has Carmela 

Ever Done” 49).  Furio and Carmela share longing gazes and a romantic, albeit brief, 

dance, but before things can heat up, and to the utter dismay of his fans, Furio 

voluntarily returns to his homeland of Italy for good.   

There is a significant amount of fan videos, or “fanvids,” dedicated to Furio on 

Youtube.  “Vidding” is a popular fan practice.  It is the setting of film clips to music 

(Busse and Hellekson 31).  “Vidding” allows fans to “literally, appropriate program 

images and popular songs as the material basis for their own creations.  The pleasure of 

the form centers on the fascination in watching familiar images wrenched free from 

their previous contexts and assigned alternative meanings” (Jenkins 227).  In the case of 

The Sopranos, “fanvids” are largely tributes to favorite characters, scenes, or aspects of 

the show.  Furio was one of the most violent characters on the show and “fanvids” 

about him are a tribute to “Furio’s Fury,” as one video is aptly named.  YouTube allows 

for video commentary and these are some of the responses to several of the videos 

posted of Furio in a particularly gruesome scene in which he is “taking care of 

business”: 

“If he’ll put [the] smack down like that he can BOINK Carmela all he 

wants!”  
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 “Badass Motherfucker.” 

 “Furio was awesome.” 

 “Furio is the fucking balls, he gets shit done man!” 

 “Furio is the shit!” 

 
These fans applaud Furio’s performance of hegemonic masculinity and his obvious 

display of “strength.”  Even scholars McCabe and Akass argue that although, as fans, 

they are privy, unlike Carmela, to Furio’s violent side, they “too get caught up in 

Carmela’s longing for Furio,” and begin “to see him in an entirely different, more 

romantic light” (“What has Carmela Ever Done” 49).  In response to a fanvid of Furio 

and Carmela dancing, one person writes, “he would treat her like a queen he is a 

gentleman can kick ass sensitive and sentimental I actually wish that they made [the] 

whole series about Furio’s mafia…” When a chat room participant tries to remind 

everyone that Furio is a “sociopath,” the response is basically “so what?” and “he is 

awesome.”  Ironically, Furio’s fans are drawn to him, based on their posts, because he is 

what Tony wants to be—the strong, silent type.   

Notable is the fact that Furio drew so many fans in such a short period.  His time 

on The Sopranos was brief, but unlike other characters that leave the show, he was not 

in a body bag.  One fan wrote three fan fiction stories that focus on Furio’s time in the 

United States.  Fans/writers “appropriate popular texts and reread them in a fashion that 

serves different interests,” thereby becoming “active producers and manipulators of 

meaning” (Jenkins 23).  One fan fiction author portrays him in much the same light as 

on the show, honing in on his more masculine tendencies.  Early in the story “Mistaken 

Identity,” Furio, in the presence of Paulie and others in Tony’s crew, is “not intimidated 
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by any of them.”  Furio is left to take care of a woman who has been kidnapped and 

brutalized by Paulie.  The woman becomes “immediately calm under his touch” and 

feels safe with Furio.  In the end, he becomes her protector, taking her to Italy and 

marrying her.  He makes love to her and calls out “Mine! … with a longing and 

possessiveness that surprised them both.”  Given the opportunity to write any story with 

the character Furio, this fanfic author chose to perpetuate notions of patriarchy and 

hegemonic masculinity.  This is consistent with the postings in chat rooms from other 

fans of Furio.  There are countless postings asking that he be brought back on the show 

or predicting that he will be the one to return in the finale and kill Tony.  Many fans 

expected Furio, as the night in shining armor, to save Carmela from her adulterous 

husband.  A brutal killer would be her savior, and all that matters is that he is the 

quintessential hegemonically masculine man—strong, violent, intimidating, and sexy.  

For some fans, he trumps Tony as the ultimate “alpha-male.”  

 Unlike Tony and Furio, several male characters on The Sopranos do not 

conform to hegemonic masculinity.  Survey respondents, when asked to name the least 

masculine characters on the show, overwhelmingly chose A.J. and Vito.  Consistent 

with Katz’s findings, these two men, who do not conform to society’s idea of a “real 

man,” were labeled by survey respondents as “weak,” “a wuss,” “a fag,” “wimpy,” “a 

pussy,” “whiny,” “spoiled,” “soft,” “feminine,” and a “cry baby.”  Vito’s story line was 

a low point in the series for some fans.  Thejuniorbacon writes, “I don’t find Vito’s 

gayness being the least bit exciting.  I wish it was over with.  I have no desire to watch 

him make out with some guy.”  Skinnyginny adds, “the Vito thing is taking up to much 

time, who cares about him always wanted a shovel head and kissing some firefighter on 
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a hill side.”  These chat room participants deny any homophobia with the claim, “we 

just don’t believe this show out to be femanized thats all.”  The Vito story line was 

counterhegemonic; however, these fans were completely oppositional to it.  Similarly, 

A.J. consistently tops Internet message board lists as the least favorite character on The 

Sopranos.  One fan of the show writes, “Who agrees that A.J. isn’t just his family’s 

cross to bear-he’s ours, too.  The fewer lines he has, the more I enjoy the episode.”  

Another fan posted a fanvid titled “A.J.’s greatest scene” that includes the episode in 

which A.J., out of revenge, tries to kill his Uncle Junior, albeit unsuccessfully.  A 

comment on this fanvid states, “That is the lamest ass kid I’ve ever seen even for a 

gansters son. He’s pathetic. Absolutely pathetic. He cant do shit right. I bet he can’t 

even wipe his ass right.” A.J. does not exhibit hegemonic masculinity and therefore, in 

the eyes of many fans of the show, he is “pathetic.”   

 With The Sopranos, Chase may have been attempting to break down 

Italian/American stereotypes, particularly the image of the hyper-masculine men.  In 

self-reflexively revealing the power the media have over one’s identity, it truly begs the 

question:  What is The Sopranos conveying to its audience about masculinity and 

violence?  By showing the audience the violent repercussions of hegemonic 

masculinity, The Sopranos has resistive potential.  However, Tony and his crew are 

most successful, both professionally and personally, when they exhibit hegemonic 

masculinity and as audience analysis indicates, viewers are not only drawn to the 

characters, like Tony and Furio, who display hypermasculinized behavior, they often 

celebrate the violence that is associated with that behavior.  Fans, like many of the 

characters in The Sopranos, admonish behavior that is not hegemonic; hence, A.J. and 
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Vito are the least favorite characters on the show.  While some fans may negotiate with 

the text, identifying complexities, I was unable to find any fans opposed to the 

hegemony, and an ally of the counter-hegemonic spaces within the narrative. 

Ultimately, Chase provides no alternative to hegemonic masculinity. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE WOMEN OF THE SOPRANOS:  AN ETHNIC AND GENDER 

PERFORMANCE 

Hegemonic femininity does not exist per se, but as Connell points out, in our 

society “forms of femininity are defined clearly enough” (Gender & Power 183).  

Hegemonic masculinity presumes the subordination of women; and if women comply 

with this subordination they are essentially “accommodating the interests and desires of 

men,” and practicing what Connell defines as emphasized femininity (183).   It is a 

performance, one that is “performed especially for men” (184).  Who provides the script 

for this performance?  Butler argues, “The cultural matrix through which gender 

identity has become intelligible requires that certain kinds of ‘identities’ cannot 

‘exist’—that is, those in which gender does not follow from sex and those in which the 

practices of desire do not ‘follow’ from either sex or gender” (24).  The “cultural 

matrix” refers to the social and cultural assumptions that bind individuals to their sex—

a predetermined sexuality and gender based on genitalia.  Thus, gender is, according to 

Butler, merely “the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a 

highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of 

substance, of a natural sort of being” (44).  If the performance is repeated over and over 

again, it appears “natural.” 
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In this chapter, I use the work of Connell and Butler to frame my analysis of the 

performativity that is on display amongst The Sopranos’ female characters.  I question 

whether performance in The Sopranos can be read as counter-hegemonic by providing a 

parody “of the very notion of an original” and therefore, destabilizing any notions of a 

fixed gender binary (Gender Trouble 175).  The answer relies heavily on the audience’s 

reading of the female characters in The Sopranos, which I will present at the end of this 

chapter.          

Feminine Performance:  Emphasized Femininity and Pariah Femininities 

 In the last chapter, I outlined the ways in which the men in an Italian/American 

patriarchal culture, as portrayed in The Sopranos, are expected to conform to hegemonic 

masculinity.  As I have already discussed, Katz believes all men in our society must put 

up a “tough guise” or risk having their masculinity questioned.  Femininity, on the other 

hand, is “constructed in the context of the overall subordination of women to men” 

(Connell Gender & Power 186).  Compliance to this subordination generally involves 

playing up stereotypically feminine characteristics or gender roles, and thus performing 

Connell’s concept of emphasized femininity, which is “promoted in the mass media and 

marketing with an insistence and on a scale far beyond that found for any form of 

masculinity” (187).  It starts with Disney movies of fairy-tale romances and continues 

through to soap operas, sitcoms, romantic movies, and probably the worst-offender—

magazines.  Everywhere women turn, they are being told that they must find a man and 

do whatever it takes to hold on to him.  This involves, for many women, the practice of 

performing emphasized femininity.
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 However, “multiple configurations of femininity” do exist (Schippers 86).  

Schippers agrees with Butler and Connell that there are “symbolic meanings for gender 

difference;” however, she places the most hegemonic significance on the “idealized 

quality content of the categories ‘man’ and ‘woman,’” which refer to men being 

“physically strong and authoritative” and women being “physically vulnerable and 

compliant” (90).  Schippers defines hegemonic femininity as:  “the characteristics 

defined as womanly that establish and legitimate a hierarchical and complementary 

relationship to hegemonic masculinity and that, by doing so, guarantee the dominant 

position of men and the subordination of women” (94).  For Schippers, hegemonic 

femininity can ascend other femininities in its ability to “serve the interests of the 

gender order and male domination” (94).  She believes there are multiple configurations 

of both femininity and masculinity.  The “idealized relationship” between masculinity 

and femininity allows for the perpetuation of hegemonic masculinity.  When women 

possess characteristics of hegemonic masculinity, or pariah femininities, they threaten 

male dominance.  Pariah femininities refer to women who practice characteristics of 

hegemonic masculinity.  As first discussed in the literature review of this dissertation, 

women are “stigmatized and sanctioned” for the following behaviors:  “(1) women-

desire for the feminine object (lesbian), (2) authority (bitch), (3) being physically 

violent (“badass” girl), (4) taking charge and not being compliant (bitch, but also “cock-

teaser” and slut)”  (95). 

Schippers also recognizes the implications resulting from the intersection of 

hegemonic femininity and masculinity with other inequalities such as class and 

ethnicity.  She argues, “gender hegemony benefits from race and class hegemony when 
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the gender practices of subordinate race and class groups are defined as problematic or 

deviant in order to reify and legitimate the ideal quality content for femininity and 

masculinity” (100).  In order to maintain gender hegemony in a patriarchal culture such 

as that represented in The Sopranos, men are expected to embody hegemonic 

masculinity and women hegemonic or emphasized femininity.  Any deviations from 

these norms, as seen in the last chapter’s discussion of The Sopranos’ male characters, 

are “defined as problematic.”   

The women of The Sopranos embody characteristics of both emphasized 

femininity and pariah femininities.  Like their male counterparts, they scream, yell, 

curse, manipulate, and use violence when necessary.  They also realize, however, that in 

a patriarchal culture, performing emphasized femininity is a matter of necessity.  

Carmela embodies characteristics of both emphasized femininity and pariah 

femininities.  According to Schippers, the possession of any forms of pariah femininities 

not only contaminates the relationship between masculinity and femininity, but also 

“contaminates the individual” (95).  The contaminated women of The Sopranos are the 

root cause of Tony’s anxiety.  They threaten his male dominance or as he puts it to Dr. 

Melfi, “they all break my balls” (S1, E6). 

Tony often reminds Carmela throughout the series that she knew what she was 

getting herself into when she married him, underscoring that she has agreed to uphold 

her part of the gendered contract, supporting him and his (criminal and adulterous) 

activities.  She sticks to her culturally inscribed script well.  She keeps herself fit and 

trim, and always looks put together.  The narrative reinforces this when, in the first 

episode, Meadow’s friend asks Carmela, “How do you stay so thin Mrs. Soprano” (S1, 
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E1)?  She does so by spending time in the gym and on the tennis court and not eating 

the large quantities of food that she so frequently feeds to her family, particularly Tony.  

In fact, true to the expectations set out for her, she spends the majority of her time in the 

kitchen cooking and doting on her husband and children (see fig. 17).  Carmela’s 

performance has been repeated so many times that it now appears “natural.”   

However, Carmela also manipulates Tony, and others, on a regular basis.  She 

is, according to Yaquinto, an “active agent who deploys her toughness, both a 

performance and an inner quality, to get what she wants” (Mamas, Molls 225).  In 

season two, Carmela asks her neighbor, Jeannie Cusamano for help in getting a 

recommendation for Meadow to Georgetown.  Jeannie’s twin sister Joan O’Connell is a 

prestigious alumna of Georgetown.  Joan refuses to write the recommendation because 

she “has a reputation to protect,” although Jeannie tells Carmela it is because a 

Dominican boy from the housing projects with a crack addict mom and cerebral palsy 

has been given the recommendation (S2, E8).  This does not deter Carmela.  She 

marches over to Joan’s office with a ricotta pineapple pie in hand and demands that 

Joan write Meadow a letter of recommendation.  Joan asks, “Are you threatening me?” 

To which Carmela replies, deceptively, “What threatening?  I brought you a ricotta pie 

and a high school transcript so you could write a letter of recommendation for my little 

daughter to Georgetown” (S2, E8).  Carmela embodies both emphasized femininity, 

through her appearance, sugar sweet tone, and baked goods, and pariah femininities, by 

“taking charge and not being compliant,” to get what she wants (Schippers 95).  She 

refuses to take no for an answer.  Similarly, in season three, when she asks Tony to 

donate $50,000 to Columbia University, he throws $5,000 at her and says “not a penny 
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more” (S3, E7).  In that same episode, Carmela lies on the couch, depressed, telling 

Tony he needs to do something nice for her and that she already told the Dean they 

would be donating $50,000.  Tony knows he has been beat; he grins, and says, “You 

look like you could use a night off from cooking, what do you say we go out” (S3, E7)?  

In embodying pariah femininities, Carmela is a disruptive character, but she never truly 

challenges the gender status quo because she relies far more often on both emphasized 

femininity and Tony. 

 

Fig. 17. Carmela making lasagna (S3, E10) 

  
The performative nature of gender is strikingly evident in the character of 

Tony’s sister, Janice.  She stands in stark contrast to Carmela (see fig. 18).  Janice is 

overweight and she has dark, unruly hair.  Janice broke free of the patriarchal 

constraints of her hometown right after high school by moving to Los Angeles, joining 

an ashram, and changing her name to Parvati.  She had a son, Harpo, with a 



 166 

French/Canadian man she met during her travels.  When Janice returns to New Jersey, 

she tells Tony that she was unable to successfully petition for custody of Harpo.  As 

Yaquinto argues, Janice leaving her son behind is “a small detail, but effectively 

contradicts the stereotype of Italian mothers as selfless saints who live solely for their 

children” (“Tough Love” 223).  Janice not only lacks maternal skills, but she also lacks 

the cooking skills of the stereotypical Italian/American woman, so much so that she 

tries to impress Bobbie Baccalieri by passing off Carmela’s lasagna as her own, which 

is also an example of Janice’s manipulative ways (S4, E5).   

 

Fig. 18. Janice holding the deceased Karen Bacala’s frozen lasagna (S4, E11) 

 
Janice is her mother’s daughter.  Tony once told his mother, “Everybody 

thought dad was the ruthless one.  But I gotta hand it to you, if you had been born after 

those feminists, you would have been the real gangster” (S1, E7).  Like her mother, 

Janice finds it difficult to “take on the traditional, ‘respectable’ roles of wife and 
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mother” that are expected of an Italian American Catholic woman and therefore Janice 

resorts to a “feminine masquerade” (Palmer-Mehta 58).  She alternates between 

performing emphasized femininity and behavior associated with her male counterparts 

(58).   

Unlike Carmela, Janice primarily possesses characteristics of pariah 

femininities; she is often “physically violent,” a “bad ass,” and a “bitch” (Schippers 95).  

Because of this, Carmela is surprised to learn that Janice is allowing her fiancé to hold a 

gun to her head during sex.  They have the following conversation after Janice becomes 

engaged to Tony’s underling Richie: 

Janice 

You’re depressed aren’t you? 

Carmela 

Depressed? I leave that to others.  I’m just being realistic.   

Because in a year tops you’ll have to accept a goomar. 

Janice 

Oh yeah. I’d like to see the goomar that’s gonna 

 let him hold a gun to her head when they fuck. 

Carmela 

You let him hold a gun to your head during sex? 

Janice 

If that’s what gets him off.  Is that so different from garter belts or nurse’s uniforms? 

Carmela 

It’s a gun, Janice.  I thought you were a feminist? 
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Janice 

Usually he takes the clip out. (S2, E12) 

 
In this passage, Janice confesses to behavior that is intended, much like emphasized 

femininity, to please the opposite sex.  By permitting him to put a gun to her head, she is 

complying with her subordination and allowing Richie to feel dominant and powerful.  

She even asks Carmela “is that so different from garter belts or nurse’s uniforms?”  As 

Steinem argues, the relationship between men and women is a “slippery slope” in which 

“sexual relations between men and women are dominant passive.”  Women are taught 

from a very young age that to be feminine is to be passive, and accordingly men are 

taught that to be masculine is to be dominant.  According to Steinem, this lie is 

maintained “through violence or the threat of violence.”  Richie is maintaining his 

dominance over a strong woman through the “threat of violence.”  Janice is willingly 

putting her own life in danger (he“usually” takes the clip out) and being submissive to 

his dominance, all the while under the delusion that she is in control (she would at least 

have some control if he always took the clip out).  Even a tough, aggressive woman like 

Janice cannot avoid resorting to the cultural script of the passive woman in order to 

please her man. 

While she may perform emphasized femininity, Janice’s pariah femininities 

appear to come more naturally.  For instance, one night at dinner, Richie comes home in 

a bad mood.  He tells Janice that his son Rick asked for five grand to go to a dance 

contest.  What ensues exemplifies Gilligan’s theory regarding male violence, as well as 

Janice’s naturally “masculine” behavior:   

Janice 
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Ballroom dancing is a legitimate art form. 

Richie 

He carries my name.  Richard. Fuckin’ disgraziata.   

My nephew Jackie, why couldn’t I of had a son like that? 

Janice 

You came home with a fuckin’ attitude.  I been in this house fuckin’ cooking your 

dinner and taking care of that fuckin’ black hole upstairs all day! 

Richie 

Keep your fuckin’ voice down.  You know she hears everything. 

Janice 

Not tonight.  I gave her two Newbutals because I thought we’d wanna have sex.  

 Not likely. 

Richie 

You put my fuckin’ dinner on the table okay, and shut your mouth. 

Janice 

You shut up. 

Richie 

You shut up. 

Janice 

Just because he’s a ballroom dancer you think your son is gay?   

And even if he was, what difference would it make? You feel threatened? 

Richie 

Fucking sow. What’d I just tell you?  (He punches her in mouth) 
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Richie 

What are you looking at? You gonna fuckin’ cry now? (S2, E12) 

 
No, instead she goes and gets a gun from behind the VCR and stands over him with it – 

she shoots him in the chest and then again in the face as he lunges for her.  Polan 

believes that in killing Richie, Janice “broke the rules” (79).  She did not stop there.  

Her next relationship, with another made man, ends with her pushing him down the 

stairs.  Ralph is taken by surprise and screams that he hurt his back and calls her a 

“crazy bitch,” but she just tells him to “Get Out” (S4, E3).  As Palmer-Mehta points out, 

it is the fact that Janice’s lovers all work under her brother Tony that allows Janice the 

freedom to exercise more control over them—any other woman would have been killed 

for similar behavior (64).  Much of Janice’s and Carmela’s power is linked to Tony.  

Thus it is impossible to simply see their aggression as resistance to male domination; 

rather, they attain the privilege to act out a greater range of behaviors because they are 

associated with the top patriarch.   

Unlike Carmela, when it comes to finding a new man, Janice clearly benefits 

from having Tony as a brother.  She dates several men in his crew, each seemingly 

expecting that there will be advantages to dating the boss’s sister.  Janice moves 

through them quickly, also looking for her own personal gain.  For example, she 

abruptly ends her relationship with Ralph because Bobby, Junior’s caretaker and a 

loving father and husband, had recently lost his wife and was now available for her to 

pursue.  Bobby’s wife Karen was the epitome of the doting wife and mother and Janice 

must put on an extreme feminine masquerade to suggest that she might fill her shoes.  

In doing so, Janice manages in her own conniving way to convince Bobby she will be a 
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loving wife and mother to his two children.  Rather than Bobby rubbing off on Janice, 

though, she rubs off on him.  In season six, under Tony’s direction, he kills someone for 

the first time and then becomes markedly more aggressive.  Tony recognizes his more 

assertive demeanor and his continued loyalty and thus raises Bobby’s status in the 

family.  This ultimately leads to Bobby’s death; recognized as a key player, Bobby is 

killed by their rival New York crew (S6, E20).  After his death, Janice tells Tony that 

she wants to raise Bobby’s children, but it is evident that she is primarily concerned 

with the distribution of Bobby’s assets.     

 For Palmer-Mehta, Janice is one of the most manipulative characters on the 

series and she merely “emerges as disruptive, unruly, but not transformative, thus 

containing her feminist potential” (68).  I agree with Palmer-Mehta, but also include 

Carmela in my assessment.  Janice’s and Carmela’s performances of pariah femininities 

and emphasized femininity make “gender trouble,” to borrow Butler’s phrase.  For each, 

emphasized femininity is recognizably an act, and thus reveals the “performativity of 

gender” (Butler 177).  However, they both rely heavily on emphasized femininity in 

order to please the opposite sex and they both desperately need Tony.  After Janice kills 

Richie, it is Tony who ends up cleaning up the mess for her and giving her money and a 

bus ticket to get out of town for a while (S2, E12).  Likewise, even when Carmela has 

an opportunity to leave Tony, she comes back to him, sticking by her man much like her 

“role model” Hilary Clinton whom, according to Rosalie Aprile, “took all the negative 

shit he [Bill Clinton] gave her and spun it into gold” (S3, E12). 

 Only Dr. Melfi is able to resist Tony and she is ultimately the most powerful 

female character on The Sopranos.  Unlike Janice and Carmela, Dr. Melfi does not use 
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Tony for her own benefit.  In season six, she, as I previously mentioned, closes the door 

on Tony and refuses to continue as his therapist.  Here we have a role-reversal; the 

woman is in control and is closing the door, rather than having the door closed in her 

face, as in The Godfather.  The fact that Tony was seeing a therapist, a female therapist, 

was a point of contention for his crew, as well as for his wife.  Carmela seems 

particularly threatened by the fact that Tony is confiding in a woman—a professional, 

independent woman.  Tony allows Carmela to believe that he is seeing a male therapist 

until Dr. Melfi calls the house to reschedule an appointment.  Carmela assumes she is 

Tony’s nurse, but then realizes Jennifer Melfi is his therapist.  Later, Carmela, fighting 

back tears, questions Father Phil, “why wouldn’t he tell me his therapist is a woman, 

unless he’s screwing her” (S1, E5)?  When she confronts Tony in her typical passive-

aggressive way (giving him a look and walking away), Tony pleads, “Carm’, I just 

thought you’d think it was weird me seeing a woman psychiatrist,” and, following after 

her, he adds, “Carm’? It’s just therapy.  We just talk.  Carm” (S1, E5)? 

 Carmela was right to be worried.  Although Tony and Dr. Melfi never embark 

on a sexual relationship, Tony does have sexual fantasies about her, and then begins to 

suffer impotence when he is with his wife and goomah (S1, E6).  Tony confesses his 

love to Dr. Melfi, but she tells him it is a “misplaced love” and that he merely sees in 

her what is missing from his wife and his mother (S1, E6).  Unlike Carmela and Livia 

(and for that matter, his goomah), Dr. Melfi is an independent, educated, professional, 

ethical, Italian/American woman.  She does not want Tony’s love or his help.  She is 

not impressed when he takes her car and fixes it without asking her; she instead 

chastises him for violating her privacy (S1, E5).  
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Yes, she has her flaws.  Many therapists would not have even taken Tony on as 

a patient, a fact that he points out to her (S1, E6).  She is divorced and Gabbard believes 

“unfulfilled” (60).  He also argues that she is a “workaholic without much of a love life” 

(60).  She does go through a period of abusing alcohol (S2, E11).  Does Gabbard 

believe that Dr. Melfi is unfulfilled merely because she does not have a husband?  She 

has friends and family.  She socializes and goes out on dates.  Unlike Janice and 

Carmela, Dr. Melfi does not need to resort to a feminine performance, of emphasized 

femininity or pariah femininities, or use Tony in order to exude power or gain control.  

While she feels a connection to her Italian/American heritage, she is not defined by it.  

Thus, Dr. Melfi is able to call Tony out for his bad boy behavior and refuse to be any 

part of it.   

Similar to the male characters, in the female characters’ narratives, it is evident 

that there are “intersecting forces of oppression” that they each face, namely that of 

gender, ethnicity, and class.  All three women are shaped by their ethnicity—even Dr. 

Melfi admits being initially drawn to Tony because he is Italian/American.  Their class 

status also affects their behavior.  Janice’s frequent need to resort to violence and 

manipulative behavior could be a result of her lower class status and her strong desire to 

improve it.  Carmela, who has moments of superiority, showing off her expensive new 

car or chastising her cleaning lady, has her own class insecurities, feeling inferior to her 

educated daughter Meadow and to Dr. Melfi.  

The female characters’ narratives leave some space for resistance, found 

primarily in Dr. Melfi’s story.  Like my audience analysis of the male characters, in the 

next section I seek to determine whether fans of the series were able to identify the 
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counter-hegemonic discourse and resist the hegemonic ideologies on display in The 

Sopranos. 

Audience Analysis:  Feminine Performance in The Sopranos 

In this section, I question, “How does the audience read the female characters in 

The Sopranos?”  In my survey, I asked participants to describe femininity in three 

words.  In direct opposition to the responses I received regarding the definition of 

masculinity, the most prevalent words used to define femininity were:  soft, caring, 

nurturing, sexy, and sweet.  All are preconceived notions of femininity that exist in our 

society today.  According to those I surveyed, Carmela and Adriana were the “most 

feminine” characters in The Sopranos, selected mainly for their appearance.62  Survey 

participants chose Adriana for the following reasons: 

• She is “good looking, great body, always gave in to Christopher.” 

• “All through her drug days, she continued to be and act very feminine.” 

• She is “super hot and feminine, quite the female specimen.” 

• “Because she was so into her appearance.” 

• “She might have dressed like a hooker, but she was all woman.  She 

wanted a strong guy to love her and treat her in the manner she 

deserved.” 

 One respondent believes Carmela is the most feminine because she is always “looking 

the part,” which is an implicit reference to the performative nature of femininity.  Dr. 

Melfi was only chosen twice.  One respondent did not provide a reason, but the other 

stated, “Dr. Jennifer Melfi is the epitome of a compassionate, competent, and intelligent 

                                                             
62 In the survey, A.J. was listed twice as The Sopranos most feminine character. 
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doctor.  She cares about her patients, but yet also has feelings and emotions as a full 

woman.”  In their selection and in their reasoning, those who selected Carmela and 

Adriana are identifying with the dominant or hegemonic position.  Choosing Dr. Melfi 

for reasons such as “competent” and “intelligent” is refreshing because these 

characteristics are not generally attributed to femininity.   

I also asked my survey participants if there are any strong female characters in 

The Sopranos.  Carmela was the most popular response.  The reasons, however, as to 

why many selected Carmela as a strong character are far different than those attributed 

to the strong male characters.  The survey responses indicate that Carmela is strong 

because she is a caring, devoted wife who holds the family together.  This is a 

dominant, hegemonic reading that supports the “gendered social order” (Lorber Gender 

Inequality 9).  Carmela is, for many viewers, fulfilling her “rights and responsibilities” 

of socially constructed gender roles (292).  However, Yaquinto’s reading of Carmela as 

a strong character extends beyond her roles as a wife and mother.  To Yaquinto, 

Carmela is the “new model of female toughness,” because she is “caring and callous, 

tough and tender” (224).  Carmela, according to Yaquinto, is “an edgy character who 

can curse, hang out with criminals, and yell at her kids to do their homework” (224).   

 Similarly, Bill Tonelli, in an article for the New York Times, argues that the 

“strongest characters on the series are women.”  He states: 

Superficially, the women on the show seem beleaguered, but they too 

yell and curse and rage and hit and smoke and eat lasagna and cannolis, 

even later at night than nutritionists advise.  In fact, the strongest 

characters on the series are the women: the late Livia, Carmela, Meadow, 
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Janice, even hapless, overeducated Dr. Melfi.  The women are fierce in 

the face of fearsome men.   

Like McKinley’s Beverly Hills, 90210 fans who celebrated the show’s cocky, 

aggressive female characters, Yaquinto and Tonelli, like many other scholars, are 

applauding The Sopranos’ female characters’ pariah femininities.  Certainly, it is better 

for the women of the gangster genre to have a voice, and not have the door slammed in 

their face like Kaye in The Godfather.  However, I agree with McKinley that “the 

cultural shift towards the cocky, aggressive female has unpleasantly manifested itself in 

giving many women free rein to disrespect men publicly in ways that, 20 years ago, we 

hated and objected to when it was done to us” (241).   

 In comparison to the responses regarding masculinity and male characters, there 

is far less consistency in regards to the women.  There are, as mentioned, many fans of 

Carmela.  However, as is typical of such an open, polysemic, text, Carmela also has 

some fervent dissidents.  One such person posts in an Internet forum, “Carmella is one 

selfish bitch.  She puts on all that pious Catholic act and the family woman act, but it’s 

actually all bullshit.  She’s out for herself and whatever she can get.”  Another post 

states, “She stopped her catholic martyrdom and now openly worships at the altar of 

materialism… she does not want to know what it takes to maintain her lifestyle.”  There 

is a consistent theme of fans finding her too materialistic.  It annoyed one fan of the 

show that Carmela was always “clickety-clacking around in her fancy shoes, adorned 

with gaudy jewels, living the good life in a New Jersey mansion.”  In agreement, 

another forum participant commented “Carm DID equate her feelings for Tony with 

material goods; house, cars, jewels, furs, etc…. whenever Tony brought home a new 
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“toy” for Carmela, she forgave him and fucked him…. In a sick way its almost like 

prostitution.”  While Tony, and other male characters on the show, also enjoyed new 

cars, a large home, nice watches, etc., fans did not criticize them for their materialism. 

In all likelihood, it is because they believe that as the bread-winning patriarch Tony is 

entitled to spend his money.  These fans are identifying Carmela’s pariah femininity 

characteristics, which, true to Schippers’ argument, are only acceptable when embodied 

by men, but “undesirable and contaminating” when embodied by women.    

 The female character whom fans consistently criticize and whose name stands 

out on the survey responses to the least feminine character on The Sopranos is Janice.  

Survey participants complained that Janice is: 

• everything that a man does not like in a woman—overweight, mouthy, 

bossy.   

• far from feminine. 

• obnoxious and butch. 

• mean/self-serving. 

• selfish, insensitive. 

• manipulative with no grace. 

These responses again exemplify the stigmatization that occurs with pariah femininities, 

as well as support Judith Halberstam’s argument that “there is still no general 

acceptance or even recognition of masculine women” (362).  Viewers are criticizing 

Janice for not meeting socially constructed notions of femininity.  While her behavior is 

more deviant than Carmela’s, I believe that the fact that Janice’s appearance is far from 

the hegemonic ideal, also contributes to the audience’s dislike of her character, hence 
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why some fans refer to her weight and lack of  “grace.” 

 There are those, however, who appreciate Janice’s deviation from cultural 

norms.  Writes one chat room participant: 

What would we all do without her to compare next to the other mob 

wives who have just spent a little too much time over the hot oven 

cooking pasta dishes for their families and the local priest.  I loved the 

whole feminine act she put on when she was just about to get married to 

Richie Aprile- until the day he decided to get on her bad side and punch 

her.  I could go on. 

Others agree; Janice made the top “twenty feminist TV characters” list on the site 

Jezebel:  Celebrity, Sex, Fashion for Women.  Blogger Tracie Egan Morrissey’s 

synopsis of Janice’s character is as follows:   

Manipulative and headstrong, Janice (Aida Turturro) had a personality 

much like her mother Livia’s. A free spirit when she was younger, she 

escaped the patriarchal structure of her family to travel around Europe 

and the U.S., only to return to New Jersey as an adult.  Craving power, 

she would use sex and suggestion as means to an end. 

The blogger cites the fact that Janice lets Richie hold a gun to her head during sex, a 

scene mentioned previously in this dissertation, as a justification for her inclusion on 

this list.  Like Carmela, this blogger believes that the fact that Janice left the 

“patriarchal structure” of her hometown, and returned without her husband or son in 

tow, to use and abuse several of her brother’s underlings, renders Janice a feminist.  

However, even Carmela realizes that allowing Richie to hold a gun to Janice’s head 
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during sex does not constitute feminist behavior.  I am not sure that Janice’s character 

gives us any reason to describe her as a feminist.  When she is not allowing herself to be 

dominated, she is usually dominating others, quite often with the use of force. 

 Certainly, for these reasons, many Sopranos’ fans disagreed with the decision to 

put Janice on any list of feminists.  The news sent several blogs abuzz.  On the site 

Shameless Magazine, a female commented, “The most shocking inclusion for me is 

Janice from The Sopranos.  Janice WAS NOT a feminist and the example they give of 

her allegedly “feminist” behavior is horrible.  That she lets men fuck her with a loaded  

gun held to her head makes her a feminist?”  Again, audiences are not buying into the 

fact that Richie “usually” takes the clip out.  It is a gun held to Janice’s head during sex 

and it is sometimes loaded.  These fans do not see any way to rationalize it.  On the 

same site, another commentator agreed:   

Eeewww, Janice from the Sopranos? Really?  Look, just because a 

character identifies as a feminist out loud, doesn’t mean they’re not 

written as a vile parody of ideology crossed with like total narcissism 

and manipulation. Janice is what people who grab onto any “ism” to 

make themselves seem smarter and more legitimate are like.  Sorry, I 

take this personally.  Janice is total swine.  

 The contradicting responses to female characters continue with the Internet talk 

about Dr. Melfi.  Most fans resist her counterhegemonic potential.  14dHawk 

commented on a YouTube excerpt featuring Dr. Melfi, “She slows up the show!  

Whenever they cut to her office then it’s time to go to restroom or hit fridge.” The 

juniorbacon writes, “The Dr. Melfi scenes are long and boring, lousy dialagoue.”  The 
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fact that Dr. Melfi stopped her sessions with Tony angered many fans.  Xboxking206 

wrote in a forum titled, “Dr. Melfi:  Feeling Of Accomplishment?” that he hopes “she 

gets whacked.”  However, he adds that he is glad she stopped their sessions because “it 

means that the finale won’t have to waste any time with their boring bullsh-t.”  Other 

fans’ comments were purely sexist.  For example, a fan video on YouTube titled “Tony 

and Melfi:  What Could Have Been” has many fans agreeing that they “wished that they 

just had sex, just once… on Dr. Melfi’s desk” (Prezjackie).  Madbandicooot adds, 

“she’s got a killer body.”  One chat room has a forum titled “Dr. Melfi’s Legs on The 

Sopranos were hypnotic.”63  The chat room conversations and fan videos devoted to Dr. 

Melfi reproduce standard gender roles with Dr. Melfi as the sex object and Tony as her 

male hero (a number of chat rooms conversations revolve around the wish that she had 

told Tony about her rapist).    

The contradictions that exist amongst viewers’ reading of the female characters 

in The Sopranos are primarily a result of the polysemic aspects of the show, which 

allow for multiple readings and ample debate (to keep the chatter going online).  

However, I still believe there is enough support, based on textual and audience analysis 

that I have presented here, to argue that The Sopranos may offer counterhegemonic 

discourse, but based on audience analysis, it still is apparent that many viewers read it 

as ultimately perpetuating societal expectations of gender roles.  

Ethnic Performance:  Stereotypical Italian/Americaness 

 In the final section of this chapter, I seek to extend Butler’s notion of 

performativity to include ethnic performance.  At the start of Gender Trouble, Butler 

                                                             
63 http://boards.ign.com/teh_vestibule/b5296/177329583/p1/ 
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poses the question, “If gender is constructed, could it be constructed differently, or does 

its constructedness imply some form of social determinism, foreclosing the possibility 

of agency and transformation” (11)?  I wonder if we could ask the same question 

regarding ethnicity.  Therefore, in much the same way that drag is able to create gender 

trouble by revealing the “imitative structure of gender itself,” might ethnic parody work 

to displace the power of ethnic stereotypes?  My analysis begins with one of the less 

prominent female characters in The Sopranos, FBI agent Deborah Ciccerone Waldrup 

(Lola Glaudini).64  We first meet Agent Waldrup at the end of season three when she is 

chosen to go undercover as “Danielle” to befriend Adriana in hopes of discovering 

incriminating evidence against the Soprano organization.  Agent Waldrup is called into 

a meeting by FBI Chief Frank Cubitoso (Frank Pellegrino) and asked, “How’d you like 

a new best friend the next nine to ten months” (S3, E13)?  When she at first does not 

respond, Chief Cubitoso rephrases the question, “Let me put it this way, how big can 

you make your hair” (S3, E13)?  It is a legitimate question considering Agent Waldrup 

appears conservative in both mannerism and dress; she actually does not have any lines 

in that first scene and she is wearing a suit, pearls, and neatly pulled back hair (see fig. 

19). 

 Adriana is far from conservative.  Out shopping, Adriana’s hair is teased up and 

big, she is ferociously chewing gum, and wearing tight, decorated pants and high boots 

(see fig. 20). When “Danielle” walks up to spark up a conversation, she looks quite 

different from the woman we first met as Agent Waldrup.  “Danielle” has big hair, large 

                                                             
64 In the character’s first appearance, the last episode of season three, Fairuza Balk had the part of 
Deborah Ciccerone.  In season four, she was replaced by Glaudini, although I was unable to find any 
reasoning for the switch. 
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glasses pushed up on top of her head and she is wearing a sexy low cut top and tan 

jacket (see fig. 21).  She both looks and sounds like Adriana—joining her in 

complaining, with a strong New Jersey accent, about their high heeled “blahniks” (S3, 

E13).  Her performance, actually a combination of both emphasized femininity and 

characteristics of stereotypical ethnicity, is effective and “Danielle” soon finds herself 

spending a great deal of time with Adriana and even gaining access to the Soprano 

home during a family dinner.  Her performance proves effective on them as well; Tony, 

in particular, gives her an approving (somewhat suggestive) look (S4, E1). 

 

Fig. 19.  FBI Agent Deborah Ciccerone Waldrup (S3, E13) 



 183 

 

Fig. 20. Adriana When She First Meets “Danielle” (S3, E13) 

 

Fig. 21. “Danielle” Approaching Adriana (S3, E13) 

 
 Agent Waldrup’s life as a wife and mother to an infant is often juxtaposed with 

her performance as “Danielle.”  At the start of season four, she applies make up and 
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teases her hair, while her baby cries in the crib.  Douglas L. Howard believes these brief 

scenes, “wife and mother by day, FBI agent by night,” merely make her character a 

cliché, and Agent Waldrup thus “comes off coldly in all of her roles” (173).  Howard 

believes The Sopranos portrays the FBI as an organization quite similar to the mafia, in, 

for instance, methods, techniques, and hierarchy; however, “their plans almost never 

work” (169).  Indeed, Agent Waldrup’s undercover work is cut short after Christopher 

makes a pass at “Danielle,” while kissing Adriana.   Christopher quickly blames 

“Danielle” for physically placing his hands on her, and he tries to convince a hysterical 

Adriana that her friend was looking to break them up all along.  Adriana believes him 

and completely cuts “Danielle” out of her life.  

 “Danielle” was unable to find out any worthwhile information from Adriana; in 

fact, rather than discuss Christopher or his lifestyle, Adriana confides in her “friend” 

that when she was younger she had a botched abortion and can no longer have children 

(S4, E2).  This revelation only adds insult to injury when Adriana realizes that her 

confidante was, in fact, an undercover FBI agent.  Back in her conservative attire, Debra 

and Agent Harris confront Adriana and convince her to come in to their offices for a 

chat.  The two women’s true style and demeanor is juxtaposed with Adriana on one side 

of the conference room table, devastated to the point that she projectile vomits across to 

where Debra is sitting in her suit with her hair smoothed back (S4, E2).65  With the 

undercover operation over, Debra is able to go back to her life, to her baby, and to her 

husband.  Adriana cannot even envision another life.  After a year of half-heartedly 

cooperating with the FBI, Adriana decides to confide in Christopher, and tries to 

                                                             
65 There is a You Tube video that repeats this clip over and over for 39 seconds.  It is titled “Adrianna 
from the Sopranos Puking on the FBI!!!” 
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convince him to go into the witness protection program with her.  Instead, he talks to 

Tony and, after a few phone calls, Silvio is dragging Adriana out of the car, and into the 

woods, while she pleads “no.”  He calls her a “fucking cunt” and while she is crawling 

away, he shoots her (S5, E11). 

 Tony and his crew punished Adriana for breaking the code of silence.  Gilligan 

argues, “Women are honored for inactivity or passivity, for not engaging in forbidden 

activities.  They are shamed or dishonored if they are active where they should not be—

sexually or in realms that are forbidden” (231).  This is not the first time Adriana is 

punished for “forbidden activities.”  Early in season five, Tony starts spending a lot of 

time at Adriana’s club.  Adriana confesses to female FBI Agent Sanseverino that Tony 

is “really nice” and that “he listens” (S5, E5).  Reinforcing feminine desire for the 

“alpha male,” Agent Sanseverino replies, “he’s kind of attractive.  Definitely an alpha-

male,”  and then she asks Adriana where she sees things going with Tony (S5, E5).  

Adriana defensively retorts, “I love Christopher and sooner or later we’re going to get 

out from under all this shit and leave this fucking state” (S5, E5).  Later, Agent 

Sanseverino recounts this exchange with her colleagues in a mocking tone and they all 

have a laugh at Adriana’s expense.  The agents are merely using Adriana for their own 

means. 

 In the same episode, Adriana and Tony leave the club at 2:00 am to get cocaine.  

They see a raccoon in the road and, in an attempt to avoid it, end up crashing Tony’s 

SUV (S5, E5).  Word spreads through what appears to be a game of telephone (again 

“everything is everyone’s business”) with the story becoming increasingly titillating 

with each phone call.  When Christopher, who had been out of town, returns to hear the 
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rumors that his fiancé performed oral sex on Tony, he refuses to listen to Adriana’s side 

of the story.  He hits her and drags her by the hair, throwing her out of their apartment 

(S5, E5).  This is an example of Gilligan’s argument that “the culturally defined symbol 

system through which women in patriarchies bring honor or dishonor to men is the 

world of sex—that is, female sexual behavior” (230).  Adriana even buys into this code.   

 When Agent Sanseverino sees her bruises, she tells Adriana, “it’s a syndrome, 

protecting abusers” (S5, E5).  Adriana replies, “if it would have been Christopher alone 

in a car with a woman, I would have killed him” (S5, E5). Adriana has been conforming 

to her patriarchal culture—through a performance of both emphasized femininity and 

ethnicity—for so long that it had become part of her identity.  She cannot see beyond it.   

 She never really had a chance, particularly in a patriarchal culture in which she would 

be stigmatized for not being able to bear a child.  When she confesses this to 

Christopher, he replies, “You knew you were damaged goods and you never fuckin’ 

told me?”  When she tells him that he said that if they did not have kids, he would still 

love her, Christopher retorts, “That doesn’t mean I’ll fuckin’ marry you” (S4, E7).66  

 In analyzing the two characters, Debra and Adriana, it is possible to identify 

intertwining performances of both ethnicity and emphasized femininity.  Adriana’s 

performance of emphasized femininity is an “adaption to men’s power” (Connell, 

“Gender & Power” 188).  She is admittedly attracted to the “alpha male” (S5, E5). 

Adriana has found that “compliance, nurturance and empathy” are the most successful 

means of adaptation (188).  Christopher comes first for Adriana, right up until her 

death.  When she is riding in the car with Silvio, she thinks it is to go see Christopher in 

                                                             
66 Instead, Christopher marries Kelli Lombardo when she becomes pregnant with his child (S6, E9). 
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the hospital because she was told that he tried to commit suicide and that she was being 

taken to see him.  It does not dawn on her that she is being driven out to the woods to be 

killed until Silvio stops the car.  She was so caught up in worrying about Christopher 

and what her FBI revelation had done to him that she did not even think that 

Christopher could have ordered her to be killed.   

Adriana’s death was definitely a low-point for many viewers.  Principessa 

commented in a forum devoted to Adriana that she: 

absolutely HATED that they had Sil be the one to kill her.  And he did it 

with such hate and venum like she was their worse enemy and never 

meant anything to any of them.  She was family and Chris’s fiancé. […] 

All in all, I loved her character and her and Chris together.   

ScottC points to Adriana’s lack of sophistication and education as a reason the FBI was 

able to convince her she had no other choice but to help them.  Regardless, several 

forum participants support the argument that Adriana broke the rules and therefore had 

to pay.  Cleavah writes, “a rat with a body that won’t quit is still a rat.  No way around it 

and Sil knew that above all else.”  Another member, gabaghool, reiterates that Adriana 

lacks intelligence, but admits he is sorry to see her go because she was a “fine piece of 

ass” and “had the most incredible body on the show.”  The FBI agents, as well as many 

of the fans, reduce Adriana to a brainless “piece of ass.” 

 Adriana’s naivety is linked to her class status.  As I suggested earlier, it is 

implied that the female FBI agents have a higher-class status, based primarily on the 

nature of their jobs, but also on their appearance and demeanor.  Agent Waldrup has to 

put on an ethnic and class performance in order to befriend Adriana.  It is a short 
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performance, lasting only a few episodes, but it sets up Adriana’s killing, which is 

considered by some “one of the most wrenching deaths in TV history” (Ryan).  The 

juxtaposition of these two female characters has the potential to subvert notions of 

ethnic stereotypes, to cause ethnic trouble, if you will.  As Butler argues of drag, “In 

imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender itself—as well 

as its contingency” (175).  The contingency to which Butler is referring is the 

relationship between sex and gender.  In the case of stereotypes, the contingency is 

between ethnicity and the stereotypical behavior.  Adriana is an Italian/American girl 

from New Jersey who chews gum loudly, has big hair, and wears tight pants.  Critics 

could immediately flag her as an ethnic stereotype.  However, then there is Debra, an 

Italian/American girl who also lives in New Jersey.  She is quite different from Adriana, 

but she can imitate her by becoming “Danielle.”  Much like gender is performative, 

ethnicity can be seen an act as well, as is evident in these two characters.  Ethnicity is a 

“performance that is repeated” (178). It is repeated as a means of conforming, in much 

the same way as individuals repeat their performance of gender in order to conform to 

societal expectations.   

What I find most interesting is that Chase chooses to portray the 

Italian/American female FBI agents as cold, unfeeling women.  Even when Agent 

Sanseverino’s points out to Adriana that protecting abusers is a syndrome, it is done in a 

business like manner with no real attempt at changing Adriana’s mindset.  Neither 

Agent Waldrup nor Agent Sanseverino sees their time with Adriana as anything more 

than a job.  Adriana seems to want more than that.  She discusses her own personal life 

with Agent Sanseverino, hoping, to no avail, that the agent will reciprocate.  Adriana 
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complains to Agent Sanseverino, “you don’t care how I feel about anything” (S5, E2).  

The agent relents to Adriana’s personal questions, but merely gives a quick description 

of how her husband took a promotion and left her back in New Jersey and then gets 

straight back to business saying, “where were we” (S5, E2)?  While Agent Waldrup is 

shown with her family, she is always focused on her work and ignoring her crying 

child.  Audiences are drawn to Adriana’s character, making her performance more 

appealing and positing the FBI agents as the evil women who lead to one of their 

favorite character’s demise.   

Audience Analysis:  Ethnic and Class Performance 

When it comes to the representation of Italian/Americans in The Sopranos, 

audiences are divided between those who love the show and those who hate it.  What 

makes the gangster genre different from stereotyping of other ethnicities is that “it is 

often Italian Americans themselves who write, direct, and act in these films and TV 

shows” (De Stefano 14).  For some critics this just adds fuel to the fire, but for others it 

adds a sense of legitimacy and realism to the text.  We will start with the former, who 

have expressed their discontent not only in my survey but also by participating in 

“public forums like the NIAF conference,” organizing “letter-writing campaigns,” 

holding “protests outside HBO’s corporate offices in Manhattan,” and proposing 

“resolutions in state legislatures decrying the series” (DeStefano 301).  For those that 

responded in the survey that The Sopranos reflects negatively on Italian/Americans, 

their reason was primarily the fact that the show reinforces the stereotype that all 

Italian/Americans are in the mafia.   

Many share this sentiment.  Richard A. Grace, Executive Vice President of the 
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Coalition of Italo Americans Associations, Inc. (CIAA) and President of the National 

Ethnic Coalition of Organizations (NECO) posted an open letter on anthonysworld.com 

asking that The Sopranos be taken off the air “because it spreads hate for Italian-

Americans and is perpetuating a very negative image of Italian-Americans.”  Rosario A. 

Iaconis, Director of the Italic Institute of America, wrote a letter to the editor of The 

New York Times, criticizing those who took part in a casting call for The Sopranos that 

drew large crowds.  She writes, “Tony Soprano is the polar opposite of a traditional 

paterfamilias.  Indeed, this caricature evinces not a scintilla of the no-nonsense 

humanism that has been the hallmark of the Italian father since the days of Caesar 

Augustus” (20).  In another letter to the editor of the same paper, Iaconis criticizes 

journalists who praise the show.  She writes that “all clear-headed Italian-Americans” 

must reject the show.    

In addition, knowing that I was writing a paper on The Sopranos, Dr. Emanuele 

A. Alfano from The Italian American One Voice Coalition sent me an email of an 

article he had been distributing on the Internet titled “The Sopranos is not just a 

television show.”  His organization believes very strongly that those individuals 

growing up in areas not populated by Italian/Americans will learn about 

Italian/Americans through their negative portrayal on shows like The Sopranos.  Alfano 

also expressed his dissatisfaction for the show in an article in the New York Times 

written by Clyde Haberman.  The same article, titled “As ‘Sopranos’ Returns, Art 

Irritates Life,” includes a quote from former New York City Mayor Rudolph W. 

Giuliani, who advises his fellow Italian/Americans to “be less sensitive.”  They did not 

heed his advice.  Richard Vetere, a film teacher at Queens College, wrote to The New 
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York Times in February 2000 commenting on how little the representation of 

Italian/Americans in the media had improved since The Godfather.  In fact, he believes 

the mob in The Sopranos has been “castrated” and “is not as refined as it used to be.”  

Vetere writes, “The head of the family, instead of wearing a jacket and tie at dinner, 

curses, belches and wears a white T-shirt while he eats his pasta, hunched over like a 

caveman.  There is no evidence in the Soprano house of a book, a painting of quality or 

even a recording of a good opera.  At least Don Corleone knew about Caravaggio, 

Dante and Puccini.”  For Vetere I suppose it would be more acceptable if they were 

upper-class gangsters.  Another writer to the New York Times, Frank J. Guarini, 

reprimanded David Chase for creating Tony Soprano, “a murderous, inarticulate, foul-

mouthed mob boss.”  Again, if he had a bit more class, he might be more acceptable. 

In Media Life Magazine, several readers posted an online response to Jewish 

journalist David Everitt’s article “Enough Protesting Already Over ‘Sopranos.’”  A few 

respondents agreed with Everitt’s assessment that anyone who does not like the show’s 

depiction of Italian/Americans should change the channel.  Here are some of their 

comments:  

• I am Italian and I love the show because I am smart enough to figure 

out that I am not stupid enough to believe that we are all like that, or 

consider a life like that.  

• This is so ridiculous! We live in a world where everyone is so PC we 

forget to laugh at ourselves. 

However, several writers criticized Everitt, as a Jewish man, for defending the 

stereotypes portrayed on The Sopranos.  Everitt argues that Italian/Americans should be 
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as relaxed about stereotypes in the media as he is about Jewish stereotypes.  This 

brought on a firestorm of commentary:  

• For every unflattering portrayal of Jews, there’s a “Schindler’s List” 

or “Diary of Anne Frank” to counteract the negative.  

• When was the last positive movie or television program featuring 

Italian-Americans?   

• In many parts of the U.S., people seem to think that all Italian-

Americans either are in the mob or at least know someone who is.  

This is something I deal with on a daily basis with my last name.  

• Hiding behind the veil of ‘art,’ the Sopranos plays off the same tired 

stereotypes and is designed for one thing—maximizing eyeballs. 

With all the stories out there that involve Italian-Americans worthy 

of dramatization, what gets produced and promoted?  More mob 

movies.  

• There must be something wrong with people that find all the wall to 

wall profanity, murder plots on family members, running over people 

with cars, the beating up of pregnant women, coveting the neighbor’s 

wife, etc. etc. etc. as having entertainment value that is part and 

parcel of Sopranos scripts.   

• Sure some Italian Americans aren’t offended by “The Sopranos,” but 

you know what, some of us don’t like heavy pasta dishes, some of us 

aren’t Catholic, some of us aren’t criminals, some of us rarely use 

filthy language, and some of us don’t like that show.   
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• We are concerned that you and others are missing the point regarding 

Italian-American concerns/complaints—specifically, the ENDLESS, 

I repeat ENDLESS, succession of negatively stereotypical, 

downscale, and otherwise uncomplimentary characterizations, 

scenarios, dialogue, references, etc. proffered/proliferated by 

“Hollywood” and the media in general with little or no attempt at 

BALANCE, I repeat BALANCE. 67  

While The Sopranos detractors do not generally frequent chat rooms dedicated 

to the show, they, as in the case of Everitt’s article, do come out in droves in the press.  

Newsweek ran a cover story of The Sopranos on April 2, 2007 and received many 

responses.  Primarily, readers told the editors that they found the show offensive 

because of its violent themes, but others also objected to its frequent use of profanity 

and depiction of Italian/Americans as criminals.  Here are some of the comments (the 

names have been removed, but the locations remain): 

Combine the tired format of a prime-time soap opera with the clichéd 

genre of a Mafia melodrama and you have “The Sopranos,” a series 

that’s about as fresh as bottled sauce poured over yesterday’s macaroni.  

Like all Godfathers, Goodfellas and Wise Guys, the Sopranos are 

presented as the most Italian of all Italian-Americans.  Each episode 

links exaggerated ethnicity with criminality.  The humor is smug and 

mean-spirited; we viewers are in on the joke, but the characters are not.  

                                                             
67 D’Acierno would agree with these respondents in that he argues, “the real problem presented by the 
continued commercial and aesthetic viability of the crime film is that it precludes the treatment of a wide 
range of Italian American themes.  At the time of this writing, there is essentially no film record of Italian 
American political and social history, particularly its radical political tradition” (681).  
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Maybe someday Hollywood will create a groundbreaking series based on 

a family of felons with a last name that ends in a consonant.”  ~San 

Francisco, California 

The humor this writer refers to is probably the characters obliviously butchering words 

and well-known phrases.  One could make the argument that these malapropisms leave 

the impression that the characters are a bit dim-witted.68  However, there are far more 

viewers who count these lines as some of the best on the show.  One fan created a 

fanvid and spliced all the scenes with malapropisms together and titled it “Listen 

Carefully.”  Here are a few examples of The Sopranos malapropisms: 

Tony 

You know what they say:  Revenge is like serving cold cuts. (S5, E10) 

Dr. Melfi 

I think it’s revenge is a dish best served cold. (S5, E10) 

Tony 

So what did I say? (S5, E10) 

Tony to Paulie (on phone) 

The guy you’re looking for is an ex-commando... he’s with the interior ministry. (S3, 

E11) 

Paulie to Chris 

  …guy was an interior decorator.  (S3, E11) 

Chris 

  …his house looked like shit.  (S3, E11) 

                                                             
68 According to the dictionary, a malapropism is the mistaken use of a word in place of a similar-sounding 
one, often with an unintentionally amusing effect. 
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Tony 

You’d think I was Hanibel Lecture before or something. (S1, E1) 

Tony 

I feel like the Rev. Rodney King, Jr. (S6, E18) 

 
Whether this humor is smug or mean-spirited, or just plain amusing, is left to individual 

taste and is probably of little consequence in analyzing the ethnicity of the show.  

A good number of Italian/Americans actually enjoy The Sopranos because of its 

portrayal of ethnicity, not in spite of it.  Several survey respondents believe that the 

show portrays Italian/Americans in a positive way: 

• It showed how Italian Americans are in the Northeast where I am 

originally from. 

• There are positive traits such as family cohesiveness, caring. 

• The importance of family reflects strongly on Italian/Americans. 

• I grew up in a region that was heavily Italian-American and 

where the mafia was prevalent.  One reason I responded to the 

show was how much it resembled people and families I knew 

growing up. 

• I know the politically view wants Italian Americans (of which I 

am one) to denounce the show as racist.  However, for me I am 

proud of this show and the tough love approach to life and all its 

obstacles that the Soprano’s characters portray. 

Fans in New Jersey often compare the show to their own lifestyle.  Mrs. Manna, whose 

home was used as the set for Livia’s living room, states, “Yes, I am Italian, and yes, I 
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believe a lot of what the show is about,” adding “If you were brought up in an Italian-

American family, it is so real.  Their dialogue—not necessarily all the cursing – but you 

just feel like you’re watching your family, your friends” (qtd. in Dewan).  Again, not 

everyone in New Jersey feels the same way.  Rep. Marge Roukema (R-N.J.), in 2001, 

sought a resolution in Congress to send a message to the entertainment industry that 

they should stop all negative and unfair stereotyping of Italian/Americans (Fiore). 

Although she never watched the show, Rep. Roukema believed she was acting in the 

best interest of her constituents who often complained about the portrayal of 

Italian/Americans on The Sopranos (Fiore). 

 It is particularly frustrating for Sopranos’ fans to hear criticisms from people 

who do not actually watch the show.  For instance, Sal Paolantonio of ESPN wrote a 

disparaging article for his network after he heard he had been a guest on the show vis-à-

vis the television set that Tony was watching in one scene.  Paolantonio writes: 

The reaction I always get is: “How could you not watch ‘The Sopranos’? 

You have a vowel on the end of your name. You live in New Jersey. 

These are your people.  No, they’re not. And this is precisely the 

problem that the show has caused for many, many Italian-Americans. 

For seven years now on television, which night in and night out provides 

the unavoidably relentless reflection of our behavior and values, “The 

Sopranos” has given the country a horribly skewed version of what 

Italian-Americans look and act like in modern America.  

These comments led to a discussion in the Chase Lounge titled “People Who Say 

Sopranos Is Doing Harm to The Italian-American Image.”  A fan posted excerpts from 
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Paolantonio’s article and questioned, “Who the hell does this jackass think he is?”  A 

lounge member responded: 

Let’s see.  The Sopranos is the most cerebral, deep, meaningful, funny, 

dramatic, original, realistic show in TV history.  It’s written and 

masterminded by an Italian American, features Italian Americans in 

almost all the key roles, and appeals on a visceral level to a great many 

Italian Americans, including an Italian American who launched his 

career fearlessly prosecuting Mafia figures, led the nation’s largest city 

through the worst terror attack ever on American soil, and who has a 

realistic chance to be the first Italian American president.  Yup, there’s 

really been some damage to the image of Italians because of the 

Sopranos. 

Another lounge member with a “big Italian American family,” added to the 

conversation: 

The Sopranos just seems “familiar” to me.  I don’t mean the mob part, 

cause I don’t know anyone in the mob.  I find the Sopranos comforting 

the way they get every small detail right.  To me they are respectful of 

the Italian American experience by doing that.  The only other time I felt 

that way was in Moonstruck.  That whole family love, ambition, respect, 

anger, cheating, insecurity… I’ve seen it and lived it. […] With the 

Sopranos I don’t see the ethnicity at all, just a comfortable familiarity 

that reminds me of my childhood.  When people say the Sopranos hurt 

Italian Americans I find that offensive, because they are only seeing the 
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surface of the show and reducing it to an ethnic issue.   

So for many The Sopranos is “an ethnic” issue and for others it may be comforting, 

realistic, or just downright entertaining.  

The results of my survey revealed the same inconsistencies concerning the way 

audiences are reading ethnicity in The Sopranos. When I asked survey participants to 

list characteristics of Italian/American men and women, several participants did not 

respond and seventeen stated variations on “no” and “I wouldn’t generalize an opinion 

on a group of individuals.”  There were a number of individuals who did respond with 

characteristics like “strong belief in family protection,” “headstrong men, submissive 

women,”  “loyalty to family, attraction to good food,” “machismo,” and “tough 

personalities.”  Some might find these characteristics offensive, but as Dowd writes, 

“stereotypes are not only offensive, they are also comforting.  They wrap life in the 

archetypal toastiness of fairy tale and myth,” adding “they keep familiar things familiar.  

They are not completely false, but they are completely shallow (“Cuomos vs. 

Sopranos”).  The familiarity of The Sopranos’ characters is what draws many viewers to 

the show.  Eighteen people, of the seventy-five who completed my survey, believe that 

the portrayal of Italian/Americans in The Sopranos reflects positively on 

Italian/Americans, primarily because of The Sopranos depiction of “family 

cohesiveness.”69  Thirteen survey participants felt that the show reflected negatively on 

Italian/Americans, mainly for perpetuating the stereotype of Italian/Americans in the 

mafia.  Several responses were mixed, like one individual who states, “This is satire and 

parody.  Characteristics are exaggerated (negative), mobbed up (negative), warm, 

                                                             
69 Five people who completed my survey chose to leave this question unanswered. 
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familial, community based culture (positive).”    

So where does this leave us in terms of determining whether Chase’s varied 

depictions of ethnicity, in particular Debra’s performance of “Danielle,” work to 

subvert preconceived notions of stereotypical Italian/Americanness?  Audience analysis 

again reveals that The Sopranos is a polysemic text that is open to multiple readings.  

For all the varied Italian/American characters that Chase presents, Tony Soprano is the 

central character in the show and while many viewers can separate his criminal activity 

and label it a stereotype, they still see the other characteristics as being more 

realistically representative of an Italian/American—love of food, love of women, love 

of family.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

Introduction 

In this dissertation, I set out to explore a number of questions regarding 

representations of gender and ethnicity in The Sopranos.  In the first chapter, I asked: 

How significant are the production aspects of The Sopranos to its representations of 

gender and ethnicity?  Are those representations congruent with those seen in the 

gangster genre made popular over the last seventy years in films like Howard Hawk’s 

Scarface (1932), Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather (1972), and Goodfellas (1990)?  

Lastly, I questioned whether, based on analysis of the text, paratexts, and audience, The 

Sopranos reinforces or challenges hegemonic notions of masculinity, femininity, and 

ethnicity.   

Summary 

My review of the literature included works from leading cultural studies 

scholars, as well as a thorough overview of the scholarship written on The Sopranos.  I 

discovered that, while wide in scope, the writing on The Sopranos is devoid of any 

projects that blend analysis of the show’s production, text, and audience consumption, 

which is the method used in this dissertation.  Kellner, among others, recommends the 

multiperspectival approach as the ideal method of cultural studies analysis (“Cultural 

Studies, Multiculturalism”).  I analyzed The Sopranos production aspects in the
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second chapter, which delves into genre theory and discusses the characteristics of the 

gangster genre that The Sopranos shares with the aforementioned films.  The characters 

are markedly Italian/American and the men are, like their gangster genre counterparts, 

misogynistic.  However, textual analysis reveals that, unlike those films, The Sopranos 

relies heavily on soap opera conventions, allowing for what Cawelti would call a “new 

twist” in the generic formula.  The gangsters in The Sopranos, no longer confined to the 

city streets, are assimilating into mainstream, suburban culture.  As a result, and as is 

typical of the soap opera genre, The Sopranos’ narrative places emphasis on the 

“domestic and emotional lives of characters” (Lacey 101).  Not surprisingly, women 

have a larger role in the narrative, which a number of critics and scholars have 

applauded.70  The fact that a large cast of women surrounds The Sopranos’ gangsters 

might be cause to celebrate; however, in this dissertation, I sought to determine whether 

the representation of female characters in The Sopranos is actually positive.  

Decisions the creator and producers made long before the television show was 

first broadcast are tied closely with the ways in which The Sopranos presents gender 

and ethnicity. A network television station would not have been able to produce and 

broadcast a television show that embodies so many of the characteristics of the gangster 

genre, including extreme violence and obscene language.  HBO took full advantage of 

their freedom from the constraints of advertisers and the FCC.  Furthermore, HBO used 

their superior marketing capabilities to successfully position The Sopranos, regardless 

of its roots in the (typically associated with low-culture) soap opera genre, frequent foul 

language and excessive violence, as quality programming, thereby broadening its 
                                                             
70 A google search on the women of The Sopranos reveals titles such as “Soprano women:  Hear them 
Roar” and “The Power of the ‘Soprano’ Women,” to just name a few. 
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appeal.  In addition, the marketing campaigns for The Sopranos stressed the hybridity of 

show and increased its chances of reaching a large demographic; some advertisements 

and paratexts played up the gangster aspects of the show and others the soap opera 

characteristics.  The show was without question a huge success.   

We can congratulate HBO and David Chase for many of the reasons why the 

show was so successful: a well-written script, a well-selected soundtrack, and a well-

chosen cast, along with superior directing and creative marketing.  However, I would 

argue that The Sopranos also benefited from the political climate at the time it was 

released.  The masculinity portrayed in The Sopranos was just what the audience 

needed, particularly post 9-11.  I outlined in this dissertation the ways in which Tony 

and many of the male characters in The Sopranos exhibit Trujillo’s five key features of 

hegemonic masculinity:  physical force and control, occupational achievement, familial 

patriarchy, frontiersmanship, and heterosexuality.  I connected, using Gilligan’s 

theories regarding male violence, incidences of shaming and humiliation of 

hegemonically masculine men, which in turn led to an occurrence of extreme violence.  

In doing so, my own reading of The Sopranos is oppositional to the show’s hegemonic 

message.  However, my audience analysis indicates that most viewers relate to the 

dominant reading embedded in the text by longing for more violence and exalting the 

tough guys for behaving like “real men.”   

It is admittedly difficult to fix “a world that fosters hegemonic masculinity.”71  

We see it everywhere—on the sports field, in the locker room, in the media, and in our 

                                                             
71 This phrasing came to mind after I recently read Natasha Singer’s article titled “Fixing a World That 
Fosters Fat.”  The article explains that it is difficult to combat obesity when our restaurants are serving 
huge portions and there are fast-food restaurants on every corner, etc.   
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politics.  Anna Cornelia Fahey argues, in “French and Feminine:  Hegemonic 

Masculinity and the Emasculation of John Kerry in the 2004 Presidential Race,” that 

John Kerry’s dissenters cast him as feminine, thus securing his loss to incumbent 

President George W. Bush.  Fahey states, “By selecting a tough, strong, masculine head 

of state, they [voters] were invited to perpetuate the masculine persona of the nation.  If 

they chose John Kerry as the nation’s figurehead, the collective imagined identity of the 

nation would risk emasculation.”  Similarly, Ducat discusses what he calls the “wimp 

factor” in regards to a number of politicians, such as President George H.W. Bush and 

President Bill Clinton, both of whom Ducat believes struggled with maintaining the 

masculine image desired by their constituents. 

It was President Clinton’s wife, now Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, 

who threw the wrench in his perceived masculinity because “no presidential spouse had 

ever been viewed as transgressing the norms of first lady comportment” as she had 

throughout her husband’s tenure (Ducat 134).  Hillary Clinton was often vilified in the 

media for her “ambition, cruelty, aggression, fearlessness, hunger for power and 

control” (139).  These are culturally accepted masculine characteristics (139).  It was 

not until President Clinton cheated on his wife and took on the persona of a ‘ladies’ 

man’ that he was able to shake the emasculating influence of his “unfeminine” wife 

(149-154). 

Do men feel as though they have lost control?  Is Tony Soprano’s anxiety 

symbolic of men today?  Signs indicate yes.  Hanna Rosin, in her article “The End of 

Men,” points out that in 2010, women became the “majority of the workforce for the 

first time in U.S. history” and most managers are now women.  These facts could be a 
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direct result of the data indicating more women are now earning college degrees then 

men (Rosin).  Rosin argues, “Man has been the dominant sex since, well, the dawn of 

mankind.  But for the first time in human history, that is changing—and with shocking 

speed.”  While there are still only a handful of women leading the major corporations in 

our country, Rosin sees that changing, too.  The only industries that men still dominate 

are engineering and hard-sciences; however, women are slowly making gains in those 

areas as well (Rosin).  Recent advertising campaigns reflect man’s changing position in 

society.  In fall of 2009, Dockers released a “Wear the Pants” advertisement campaign 

that told consumers to “answer the call of manhood.  It’s time to WEAR THE PANTS” 

(see fig. 22).  

 

Fig. 22 Dockers Advertisement, Fall 2009 

 
This advertisement, with its declaration that “Once upon a time … Men took 

charge because that’s what they did” seems to take aim directly at the feminist 
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movement for creating a “genderless society.”  This advertisement in many ways 

projects the fundamentalist “creed” that Ducat describes as “the restoration of a 

fantasized golden age of unfettered patriarchal domination, harsh punishments for those 

who stray from their prescribed gender roles, a fascistic priggery mixed with terror 

regarding women’s sexuality, and an absolute—and often murderous—intolerance of 

homosexuals” (209).  Before I tie this back to The Sopranos, let me mention one more 

commercial that I would label anti-women.  During the 2010 Super Bowl, Dodge 

Charger broadcast a commercial titled “Man’s Last Stand” that showed a man’s close-

up discontented face with the following voice-over: 

I will get up and walk the dog at 6:30 am.  I will eat some fruit as part of 

my breakfast.  I will shave.  I will clean the sink after I shave.  I will be 

at work by 8 a.m.  I will sit through two-hour meetings.  I will say yes 

when you want me to say yes.  I will be quiet when you don’t want to 

hear me say no.  I will take your call.  I will listen to your opinion of my 

friends.  I will listen to your friend’s opinions of my friends.  I will be 

civil to your mother.  I will put the seat down.  I will separate the 

recycling.  I will carry your lip balm.  I will watch your vampire TV 

shows with you.  I will take my socks off before getting into bed.  I will 

put my underwear in the basket and because I do this, I will drive the car 

I want to drive.  CHARGER.  MAN’S LAST STAND.72 

 

                                                             
72 There are several responses to this advertisement, in the form of video spoofs, on You Tube titled 
“Women’s Last Stand.”   
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Again, the man in the voice-over blames women for his emasculation.  By driving a 

macho sports car, specifically a black Dodge Charger, he is taking a stand, reclaiming 

his masculinity.  Rosin argues, “Of all the days in the year, one might think, Super Bowl 

Sunday should be the one most dedicated to the cinematic celebration of macho.”  I 

believe this commercial is a call for men to return to being macho and it is all too 

obvious who is standing in their way.  These commercials appear to me to be a 

continuation of the recurrent theme of proper patriarchal gender that was consistently 

voiced throughout The Sopranos, released some ten years earlier.   

In The Sopranos, the women that surround Tony are depicted as the main source 

of his anxiety.  Consider Bill Wyman’s description of Tony in an article titled “Tony 

Soprano’s Female Trouble;” he calls the gangster “a strong but neurotic modern man 

navigating his way through a world of unhappy and complicated women.”  Many of 

Tony’s sessions with Dr. Melfi revolve around his frustration with his wife, mother, 

sister, or daughter.  Yes, these women are not having the door shut in their face like Kay 

Corleone.  They have a voice, but it seems as though their roles are merely intended to 

drive the narratives of the male characters, primarily Tony’s.   

In chapter four, I turned my focus to issues of hegemonic femininity as enacted, 

or not, by the women of The Sopranos.  I discussed the ways in which Janice and 

Carmela vacillate between feminine behavior and culturally defined masculine 

behavior, depending on which suit their needs.  For Janice, emphasized femininity is 

useful for snagging a husband, but pariah femininity proves to be her performance of 

choice.  I found Dr. Melfi to be the most redeeming character in the series because she 

is an educated, professional, independent, Italian/American woman who is intelligent 
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enough to close the door in Tony’s face.  Still, audience analysis regarding the female 

characters in The Sopranos supported the hegemonic and socially constructed notions of 

masculinity and femininity.  Sexist comments are prevalent among fans; they frequently 

base their interpretations of female characters on the actor’s appearance and gender 

norms.  The sexier, more feminine characters like Adriana are more popular than a less-

attractive, masculine character like Janice, which supports Schippers’ argument that 

hegemonic femininity is socially ascendant to pariah femininities.73  However, it is 

Adriana, who is the quintessence of emphasized femininity, who ends up dead, arguably 

reinforcing femininity as a marginalized and powerless social position.    

I analyzed Adriana’s performance of both emphasized femininity and 

Italian/American ethnicity, using Butler’s argument that gender is performative, in the 

second section of chapter four.  Deborah’s performance as “Danielle,” in which she is 

able to fairly easily slip into emphasized femininity and stereotypical 

Italian/Americanness, reveals not only her own, but also Adriana’s “performative 

status.”  As Butler argues, “Just as bodily surfaces are enacted as the natural, so these 

surfaces can become the site of a dissonant and denaturalized performance that reveals 

the performative status of the natural self” (186).  In revealing Adriana’s performance, 

“Danielle” also uncovers the performance of the rest of the ethnically charged, gender 

inscribed characters in The Sopranos.  What The Sopranos reveals is that for these 

characters, performance is a necessity, one that has “cultural survival as its end” (Butler 

qtd. in Bell 396).  Butler was referring to gender, as described by Vikki Bell: “I have to 

become gendered in order to survive (in most domains); in becoming gendered, I 

                                                             
73 This is a significant double standard considering Tony is an overweight, balding man, with a number of 
moral deficiencies, and he is still a favorite among fans of The Sopranos. 
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become complicit in supporting those arrangements;” however, for the characters in The 

Sopranos—Adriana, Carmela, Tony and his crew—both an ethnic and gender 

performance is deemed necessary for their survival (396).  Bell argues, “Survival is 

linked to the question of violence” because, and again she is using Butler here, violence 

can be avoided through “conformity/complicity” (397).  In The Sopranos, Vito is killed 

for not conforming to heterosexuality.  However, what about Big Pussy and Adriana 

who were both killed at the hands of the very people their performance was intended to 

appease?  In working with the FBI, reluctantly or not, both characters committed a mob 

cultural taboo (being a rat).  According to Bell, “violence has been a response to those 

who attempt to exist outside the established, which is to say, historically reiterated, 

norms” (398).  Even in the criminal world of The Sopranos, there are norms and they 

are enforced through the threat of violence. 

Even though perceptive or resistant viewers can read into the narrative, finding 

that the show has an ability to shed light on hegemonic notions, including recognizing 

the performative and constructed “nature” of both gender and ethnicity, it is the 

audience’s persistent desire for violent, hegemonically masculine characters (along with 

sexy female counterparts), and stereotypical ethnic trappings that will trump all else.  

Ultimately, gender and ethnicity remain within hegemonic definitions.  The popularity 

of hegemonically male characters is disconcerting at a time when, as Miedzian argues, 

“we need new heroes and new myths for our boys—heroes whose sense of adventure, 

courage, and strength are linked with caring, empathy, and altruism” (301).  Otherwise, 

we are encouraging characteristics that “are conducive to rape, wife abuse, child abuse, 

and murder” (301).  The Sopranos exemplifies the ways in which hegemonic 
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masculinity can be “conducive” to violence.  Hegemonic ethnicity can be equally 

damaging, as evident in Adriana’s narrative, because “if humanity is to evolve beyond 

the propensity toward violence that now threatens our very survival as a species, then it 

can only do so by recognizing the extent to which the patriarchal code of honor and 

shame generates and obligates male violence” (Gilligan 267).  Hegemonic ethnicity is 

built on a “patriarchal structure” and we need to break it down, in order to ever be able 

to reconstitute “what we mean by both masculinity and femininity” (267). 

Limitations 

I have made references in this dissertation to chat room conversations, fan 

fiction, fan videos, blogs, conversations posted beneath newspaper and magazine 

articles, all of which represents the “complexity and diversity of fandom as a 

subcultural community” (Jenkins 277).74  The Sopranos has brought together a 

community of fans who meet, regardless of their ethnicity, in chat rooms, on YouTube, 

on blogs, and basically anywhere they can join the conversation that continues to 

surround this show.  It would have been beneficial to have conducted my audience 

analysis in real time while the show was currently airing on HBO, similar to Scodari’s 

work, as mentioned in the literature review.  Like McKinley’s analysis of 90210 

audiences, I would have liked to observe The Sopranos’ viewers and recorded their 

conversations and reactions to particular scenes.  That would have potentially provided 

an insight into both fans and anti-fans who do participate in online fandom, broadening 

the demographic of my audience analysis.   

 

                                                             
74 Fan fiction is alternatively referred to as “fanfic.”   



 210 

Recommendations For Future Research 

The anti-hero, regardless of his ethnicity, without doubt gained in popularity 

after The Sopranos.  The show also appears to have whetted the appetite of audiences 

for more Italian/Americans on screen.  On June 16, 2009, Bravo aired the premier of its 

now very popular reality television program, The Real Housewives of New Jersey.  

Most of the five women in the cast are Italian/American and if you buy the series’ DVD 

from Amazon.com, you can get a special price for also ordering the book The Skinny 

Italian:  Eat It and Enjoy It Live La Bella Vita and Look Great, Too!  It is clear the 

show is playing up ethnic stereotypes when the series description claims, “the hair is 

big, but the drama is bigger.”  Another new reality television show is Cake Boss, which 

airs on the cable channel TLC and features Buddy Valastro, touted as “one of the most 

successful and renowned cake artists,” according to the TLC website.  His bio on the 

site states that at seventeen, after the passing of his father, Buddy had to take over as the 

“patriarch,” adding that he is the “glue that keeps the family together.”  This show 

clearly plays up on ethnic stereotypes.   

However, the most popular and definitely the most controversial of the 

Italian/American shows currently on air is MTV’s reality television program Jersey 

Shore.  It premiered in August 2009 with eight Italian/American housemates spending 

their summer on the Jersey shore.  The show was such a hit that they renewed it; Jersey 

Shore is currently on-air with the cast now partying it up in South Beach.  The show is 

drawing more and more viewers each week.  According to James Hibberd of the 

Hollywood Reporter, Jersey Shores’ “adult demo rating rose to unprecedented new 

heights” with a “steady 5.5 million viewers” the week of August 20th.  One of the 
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show’s stars, DJ Pauly D, also has a popular song out now titled Beat Dat Beat Up.  He 

raps at the start of the song, “Being a guido is a way of life.  I don’t represent all 

Italians.  I represent myself.”  Throughout the song he repeats, “There will be no 

grenades tonight.”  “Grenades” are what Pauly D and his tanned and muscular friends 

call unattractive women.  This show is more vulgar in its negative stereotyping of 

Italian/Americans than anything I have personally ever seen on television.  I believe The 

Sopranos paved the way for these types of hegemonically masculine, stereotypically 

ethnic Italian/American “guidos” to seek the limelight.75  Research on Jersey Shore 

should seek to determine how viewers are responding to the male characters’ macho, 

sexist, and stereotypically Italian/American behavior.  Are they watching the show as a 

comedy or a drama?  How do the viewer’s class, ethnicity, and gender affect his or her 

reading of Jersey Shore?  Multiperspectival ethnographic research that includes 

observations of viewers as they watch the show, as well as analysis of online fandom 

while Jersey Shore is currently on air, would be a productive method of answering these 

questions and determining the ways in which the representations presented in these 

types of shows are filtering into the audiences’ daily lives.  

The representation of Italian/Americans in the media continues to be an 

important area of study.  This type of research holds significant meaning for 

Italian/Americans as well as society as a whole.  Italian/Americans, particularly those in 

the northeast, often battle media stereotypes as they attempt to advance both 

professionally and intellectually.  For instance, in September 2010, an Italian/American 

                                                             
75 Boardwalk Empire, HBO’s answer to The Sopranos, airs September 19, 2010.  Martin Scorsese directs 
the premier episode and the series features several key players from The Sopranos.  The website is 
already touting the show’s female lead as “beautiful and intelligent” and able to hold her own with the 
powerful men.  This series would be ideal for a real-time cultural study. 
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employee filed a federal discrimination lawsuit against The City University of New 

York for “blatant ethnic bias” (Foderaro).  While the university denies the allegations, 

arbitrators did find that Italian/Americans are underrepresented in university jobs 

(Foderaro).  One area Italian/Americans are not lacking representation is in New York 

politics; however, this is not without controversy.  In fact, the 2010 race for governor in 

New York has two very different Italian/American men running against each other.  

Andrew M. Cuomo and Carl P. Paladino, both descendants of southern Italians, are 

“starkly different in how they view and express their Italian identity,” according to 

Michael Barbaro of the New York Times.  While Cuomo works hard to debunk 

Italian/American stereotypes, Paladino has been accused of reinforcing them.  Unlike 

Cuomo, Paladino takes pleasure in “his reputation as a undiluted, street-smart, up-by-

the-bootstraps Italian” (Barbaro).  Like The Sopranos Dr. Cusamano and Tony, 

ethnicity and class intersect in Cuomo’s and Paladino’s Italian/American identity.  

Cuomo is considered more refined, but often accused of being anti-Italian (Tony would 

call him a ‘Wonder Bread wop’).  Paladino has been accused of degrading 

Italian/Americans because he uses “ethnic-tinged terms” like goomah.  Paladino’s 

ethnically charged campaign is leading some critics to draw comparisons between him 

and the makers of Jersey Shore (Barbaro).  

The media play a large part in fueling ethnic tension with their perpetuation of 

stereotypes.  The Sopranos’ intertextuality speaks to this in an almost self-

congratulatory way.  Consider the episode, “Watching Too Much Television,” in which, 

based on viewing late night television, Adriana wrongly believes that the FBI cannot 

force her to testify against Christopher.  The media play a large part in the identity 
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formation of the characters in The Sopranos, from Tony’s obsession with the ‘strong, 

silent type’ to Christopher’s obsession within finding his ‘arc.’  This reliance on the 

media results in a constant state of dissatisfaction with one’s self.  I confessed at the 

start of this dissertation to the ways in which the gangster genre has shaped my own 

Italian/American identity.  However, I think it may be time I turned off the television, at 

least until there is a better representation of Italian/Americans with whom I can proudly 

identify.
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APPENDIX A 

CONSENT FORM 

 

! Please carefully read through this consent form.  If you would like to 

participate in the survey, please check “yes” and you will be directed to the 

questionnaire. If you wish not to participate at this time, check “no.”  

 

 

1) Title of Research Study: A Multiperspectival Analysis of Gender and Ethnicity in 

“The Sopranos.”  

 

2) Investigator: Jane E. Caputi and Niki Caputo Wilson 

 

3) Purpose: Fan research is a significant component to the multiperspectival approach 

being utilized in this project.  “The Sopranos” has reached, and through reruns and 

DVD sales, continues to reach a mass audience, all with different backgrounds and 

social situations.  The investigators objective is to discover how various consumers are 

identifying with the representations of gender, violence, and ethnicity in the program. 

 

4) Procedures: 

If the participant types their name and the date at the bottom of this form and checks 

“yes” they will continue on to the questionnaire, which includes 36 questions, some of 

which require open-ended answers.  The questions deal with their demographics 
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(gender, age, etc.), why they enjoy The Sopranos, their fan activities, etc.  Participants 

can choose to answer all or only some of the questions.  Fan responses may be 

anonymously referenced in presentations and/or publication (screen names will not be 

utilized). 

 

5) Risks: 

There are no more risks involved in participating in this study than one would 

experience in day to  day activities.  In any discussion about one’s personal activities, 

there is the opportunity for slight embarrassment.   

 

6) Benefits: 

Study participants will be able to share the ways in which they have interacted with the 

text, possibly encouraging readers to engage more fully with their media.  Readers and 

participants alike will be enlightened on the wide range of positions for textual 

identification, depending on viewers social situation (i.e., gender, ethnicity, age, class, 

etc.). 

 

7) Data Collection & Storage: 

The demographic information provided by participants and/or pseudonyms, will be 

referenced in the dissertation.  The questionairres and consent forms will be printed 

and kept for ten years in a secure location belonging to the investigator. Only the 

people working with the study will see your data, unless required by law.   
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8) Contact Information: 

For related problems or questions regarding your rights as a subject, the Division of 

Research of Florida Atlantic University can be contacted at (561) 297-0777.  For 

other questions about the study, you should call the principal investigators, Jane E. 

Caputi at (561) 297-2056 or Niki Caputo Wilson at (954) 829-5382.    

 

9) Consent Statement: 

I have read or had read to me the preceding information describing this study.  All my 

questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I am 18 years of age or older and 

freely consent to participate.  I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study 

at any time without penalty.  I have received a copy of this consent form.  

 

 

 

Would you like to participate in this study?    Yes  

         No 
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APPENDIX B 

FAN QUESTIONAIRRE  

YOU MUST BE AT LEAST 18 TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY.  DO NOT PUT 

YOUR NAME OR ANY OTHER IDENTIFYING INFORMATION ON THIS FORM.  

THANK YOU. 

 

First just a few questions for demographic purposes…. 

 

1. What is your approximate age?  (click one) 

 

 18-24  

 25-34 

 35-49 

 50-59 

 60+ 

 

2. What is your sex?  

 Female 

 Male 

 

3. What is your nationality?        

  

4. In what country did you reside while watching The Sopranos?          
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5. What is your first language?        

 

6. What is your race/ethnicity?  

 

 Asian 

 Italian 

 African/Black 

 Middle Eastern 

 Native American 

 European/White 

 Latino 

 Multiracial 

 Other 

 

7. What is your highest level of education? 

 

 Less than high school 

 High School graduate 

 Some college 

 College graduate 

 Master’s degree 

 Doctoral degree 
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8. What is your household income level? 

 

 Under $30,000 

 Between $30,000 and $50,000 

 Between $50,000 and $75,000 

 Over $75,000 

 

Now we can move on to The Sopranos 

 

9. Tell me which seasons of The Sopranos you have completed viewing (please 

check all that apply): 

 

 Season 1 

 Season 2 

 Season 3 

 Season 4 

 Season 5 

 Season 6, part 1 

 Season 6, part 2 (final episodes) 

 

10. How did you view the shows? 

 

 Live on HBO 



 221 

 Repeats on HBO 

 Recorded with DVR or other device 

 Purchased DVD 

 Rented DVD 

 

11. Did you usually view the shows: 

 

 With someone 

 Alone 

 In a group 

 

12. What provoked you to begin watching the show? 

 

 An article in a newspaper or magazine about the show? 

 An advertisement? 

 Word of mouth? 

 You watched it with someone who was already a fan? 

 Other:        

 

13. Have you … (check all that apply) 

 

 Chatted online about the show in fan forums? 

 Created podcasts or other video relating to The Sopranos? 
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 Written fan fiction with characters from The Sopranos? 

 Read fan fiction with characters from The Sopranos? 

 Purchased merchandise relating to The Sopranos? 

 Toured areas of New Jersey where the show was filmed? 

 Written fan letters to actors on the show? 

 Talked with friends or family members about show? 

 

 

14. If you answered yes to any of the items above, how long had you been watching 

the show prior to your participation? 

 

 Less than a year after I started watching. 

 One to two years after I started watching. 

 More than two years after I started watching. 

 

15. Do you have a favorite episode or line of dialogue from the show?       

 

16. Who is your favorite character on The Sopranos?       

 

17. Can you (in 100 words or less) explain why this is your favorite character? 

      

 

18. Who is your least favorite character on The Sopranos?       
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19. Can you (in 100 words or less) explain why this is your least favorite character? 

      

 

20.  What do you like the most about The Sopranos (why do you think it is 

popular)?       

 

21. What do you like the least about The Sopranos (i.e. if there is something you 

could change, what would it be?)?       

 

22.  Which of the following genres do you think best describes The Sopranos? 

  

 Gangster Show 

 Prime Time Soap Opera 

 Family Drama  

 Comedy 

 

22.  Do you believe there are certain personality traits characteristic of 

Italian/American men and women? If so, please list them.       

23. Obviously, the Soprano family is Italian/American.  Can you list any examples 

from the show that signify the characters’ ethnicity?       
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24. Do you feel the show reflects negatively or positively on Italian/Americans 

(please explain)?       

 

25.   What three words would you use to describe masculinity?       

 

26. What three words would you use to describe femininity?        

 

27. Are there any strong female characters on The Sopranos?  Please list and 

explain.       

 

28. Which character do you find the most masculine on the show? (please explain) 

      

 

29. Which character do you find the least masculine on the show? (please explain) 

      

 

30. Which character do you find the most feminine on the show? (please explain) 

      

 

31. Which character do you find the least feminine on the show? (please explain) 
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32. Do you believe Tony Sopranos’ mother, Livia, is a stereotypical portrayal of an 

Italian/American mother? What about Carmela? (please explain)       

 

33. In regards to violence scenes, The Sopranos shows: 

 

 Too many violence scenes          

 An acceptable amount      

 Not enough 

 

 Comments:       

 

34. Of the violent scenes, were there any that were particularly difficult to watch? 

(please explain)       

 

35. Were you satisfied with the ending of the show?       

 

36. Feel free to contribute any additional thoughts you have on the show.   

 

      

 

Thank you. 
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