


"THEY AIN 'T NO SPRING CHICKENS!": A CULTURAL ANALYSIS OF 

REPRESENTATIONS OF OLDER WOMEN IN EVERYBODY LOVES 

RAYMOND. 

by 

Trudy Mercadai-Sabbagh 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of 

The Dorothy F. Schmidt College of Arts and Letters 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Master of Arts 

Florida Atlantic University 

Boca Raton Florida 

December 2006 



Copyright by Trudy Mercadai-Sabbagh 2006 

II 



"THEY AIN'T NO SPRING CHICKENS!": A CULTURAL ANALYSIS OF 

REPRESENTATIONS OF OLDER WOMEN IN EVERYBODY LOVES RAYMOND 

by 
Trudy Mercadal-Sabbagh 

This thesis was prepared under the direction of the candidate's thesis advisor, Dr. 
Christine Scodari, School of Communication and Multimedia Studies, and has been 
approved by the members of her supervisory committee. It was submitted to the faculty 
of The Dorothy F. Schmidt College of Arts and Letters and was accepted in partial 
fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Masters in Communication. 

SUPERVISORY COMMITTEE: 

~ 
Thesis Advisor 

&l_J:!!; 

Dean, The Dorothy F. Schmidt College of Arts & Letters 

1/. c:JtJ·C>G 
Date 

Ill 



Author: 

Title: 

Institution: 

Thesis Advisor: 

Degree: 

Year: 

ABSTRACT 

Trudy Mercadal-Sabbagh 

"They Ain't No Spring Chickens!": A Cultural Analysis of 

Representations of Older Women in Everybody Loves 

Raymond. 

Florida Atlantic University 

Dr. Christine Scodari 

Masters of Arts 

2006 

This thesis examines how prime time television assigns traditional gender 

roles for older women through a case study of the award-winning sitcom 

Everybody Loves Raymond, and strives to answer questions raised in regard to 

age/gender role representations. This study seeks, as well, to explore the ways in 

which the representations of older women on television and media articles about 

these television texts construct reality, and the extent to which prime time 

television reinforces stereotypical " realities" of older women. Though traditional 

effects theory looks at the ways in which individuals are influenced- or imitate

role models presented in the media, by concentrating on textual and paratextual 

analysis this study will concentrate on the subtle ways in which such 

constructions are interpreted by those that mediate between the text and the 

audience, such as critics and reviewers. Finally, this thesis posits the necessity of 

feminist theory in the field of communication when engaging in research that 

looks at the intersections of gender with issues of race, class and age. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

BACKROUND AND JUSTIFICATION 

Introduction 

Though usually it is conservative, comedy has also been, historically 

speaking, a space for transgression against oppressive systems and used to subvert 

power structures and conventional expectations. The notion of the carnivalesque 

has emerged, lately, as a special concern in the analysis of popular culture, though 

it goes back to Bakhtin in the 1930's and Rabelais during the Renai ssance 

(Stallybrass & White, 1986). Some theorists explore how social meaning is 

exchanged through grammaticajocosa--that is, punning that reveals erotic, 

obscene, or merely material counter-meaning (pp. I 0-11 ). Comedy, then , can 

subvert conventional expectations. While power and ideology seek to "fix" or 

normalize/naturalize meaning through language and image (Hall , 1995), comedy 

offers the tools--and space--for overturning traditional meanings by engaging in 

transgression , subverting expectations, and opening up the possibilities for 

meaning-making. In other words, comedy provides the marginal with the 

opportunity for pockets of resistance since the carnivalesque "refers to a mobile 

set of symbolic practices, images and discourses which are employed throughout 

social revolts and conflicts" (Stallybrass & White, p. 15). This is not to say, 

however, that there is always an a priori revolutionary potential in the comedic. 

The carnivalesque and the comedic can be bound to socio-cultural laws and " may 

be stable and cyclical with no noticeable political transformative effects but ... 



given the presence of sharpened antagonism it may often act as catalyst and site 

of actual and symbolic struggle" [authors ' italics] (p. 14). The venue for this 

thesis, then, is the realm ofthe situation comedy (sitcom) in prime time television, 

and the exploration of the sitcom as a possible space for transgression or 

resistance--or, on the other hand, as a space for the reinforcement of traditional 

values in terms of representations of older women . 

Since the late 1950s, the television industry has recognized as two basic 

genres for prime time network programming--the one hour drama and the half

hour situation comedy. Bielby and Bielby ( 1994) argued that television genres 

such as the situation comedy produce shared understandings and taken-for

granted assumptions. Furthermore, based on cultural indicators research, Gerbner 

( 1998) claimed that mature women on prime time television "are 

disproportionately underrepresented, undervalued , and undersexed" (p. II). 

When it comes to female representation, Gerbner contended that the combination 

of gender and age works to the detriment of older women as they "bear a 

disproportionate burden of negative characterizations" (p. 1 0). The negative 

characterizations, in Grebner' s view, that is, the detrimentally biased and/or 

limited representation of aging on television is not a new phenomenon, having 

been documented by other scholars (Petersen, 1973; Vasil & Wass, 1993). The 

goal ofthis study, however, is to explore the representation of older women in 

prime time television by following the path previously set by other germinal 

studies that have looked at gender representation on television, though not always 

in combination with age (Heide, 1995; Hanke, 1998; Scodari & Felder, 2000). 
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This study, then , seeks to explore the ways in which the representations of older 

women on television and media articles about these television texts construct 

reality, and the extent to which prime time television reinforces stereotypical 

" realities" of older women. It is important to note that although effects theory 

looks at the ways in which individuals are influenced by--or imitate--role models 

presented in the media, this study will also consider the subtle ways in which such 

constructions are interpreted by those that mediate between the text and the 

audience, such as critics and reviewers. 

With this purpose in mind, I have selected Everybody Loves Raymond, a 

popular situation comedy playing on CBS from I 996 to 2005. Raymond, in its 

last season at this writing, won the Emmy Award three years consecutively (2000-

2002). The show features two older female characters: Raymond's mother, 

Marie; and his wife, Debra. In Raymond, Ray Romano stars as Raymond Barone, 

a successful sports writer, husband , and father. The comedy presents the viewers 

with episodes in which Raymond deals with his parents and brother who live 

across the street. His parents, Marie (Doris Roberts) and Frank (Peter Boyle), 

constantly meddle in his life, while he engages in persistent sibling rivalry, often 

sparring with his older brother, Robert (Brad Garrett). The sitcom deals as well 

with his often contentious marriage to Debra (Patricia Heaton), a stay-at-home 

mother. The premise of the show is that Raymond manages to keep an optimistic 

outlook and a sense of humor as he strives to balance work and family. Raymond, 

a CBS sitcom, managed to stay at the top echelons of sitcom popularity for many 

years. 

3 



It is important here to explore the dynamics of audience demographics as 

sought by major television networks. Though most major networks seek a 

younger audience, CBS, sometimes dubbed "the Geritol Network" has often 

positioned itself as a network making room for somewhat older viewers. In the 

words of New Jersey's The Ledger entertainment reporter Alan Sepinwall (2004): 

CBS used to be the Geritol Network, with AARP-friendly stars 

like Angela Lansbury and Dick Van Dyke, not to mention an 

audience to match. Unfortunately for CBS in particular and TV in 

general advertisers get hives at the thought of selling products to 

people over 50. So even though CBS would do well among total 

viewers, the network rarely did well in the 18-49 demographic. (p. 

I) 

It is common knowledge that the audience demographics most desired by the 

majority of television networks fall within the age bracket of 18-to-49. The 

assessment of television critic Mark Dawidziak (2004) of Ohio's The Plain 

Dealer was representative when he wrote the following at the end of the 2004 

season: 

NBC ... also claimed a version of TV's heavyweight championship 

title because it was No. I with 18- to 49-year-old viewers. This is 

the demographic most cherished by youth-obsessed Hollywood, 

catering to youth-conscious advertisers. (p. F I) 
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Sepinwall was not the only critic to imply that by not narrowing its demographics 

to a young audience, CBS has hurt its advertising revenues. The Associated Press ' 

David Bauder (2004) wrote during the same season: 

CBS won opening week among 18-to-49-year-old viewers, the 

demographic most prized by advertisers. NBC has dominated this 

group for more than a decade, and it's why the network takes in 

more advertising revenue than CBS, even though CBS has been 

most popular among all viewers for the past couple years. 

(Bauder, 2004, para. 3) 

However, by the end of the 2005 season, in an article titled " Will H'wood act its 

age?," Variety's Brian Lowry (2005) praised CBS' foresight in sticking to a wider 

age demographic, even while mentioning that CBS had actually skewed its 

programming to suit a younger audience: 

For years, CBS pleaded the case that TV audiences should be 

measured using the 25-54 demographic, rather than the prevailing 

yardstick of adults aged 18-49. Yet now that CBS has shed its 

image as the alter kocher network via younger-skewing hits, all of 

the Big Four broadcasters are performing markedly better using the 

25-54 measure. (p. 1) 

In the same article, Lowry explained that while younger audiences are 

fragmenting and/or disappearing, older audiences are growing and holding fast. 

Despite the shift in demographics towards an older audience, however, television 

networks sell the advertisers on the audience and, in his words, "a 55-year old's 
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enthusiasm for a TV show isn't worth a fig." Lowry blamed this on ageism and 

elaborated as follows: 

Perhaps for that reason, the graying of America has yet to seriously 

affect network development and programming, or the way they 

pitch shows to Madison Avenue. Yet with older adults having been 

disenfranchised for so long-- treated as "gravy" by media buyers -

even a small tilt would restore a degree of sanity to the demo 

derby. (p. l) 

Thus, while "the fastest growing segment ofthe US population is the over-50 

crowd" (2005, p. I) and older adults are in charge of financial decision-making in 

their households, younger people are taking longer to become autonomous and are 

returning in increasing numbers to live at the parental home after college. That is, 

skewing programming towards a younger audience does not seem, at first sight, to 

make economic sense. Network watching among teenagers has plummeted and 

the usual arguments for pitching younger audiences to advertisers do not hold 

water: 

The arguments for sticking with 18-49 are well known. Young 

adults' buying habits are more fungible (and thus responsive to 

adverti sing); and because they don't suffer "empty nest" syndrome 

as much as the 50-plus group, they have more kids per household 

and buy more stuff. The problem is many of those assertions don't 

really hold anymore. (2005 , p. I) 
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The Washington Post 's Frank Ahrens (2004) claimed that pitching a 

programming towards an older audience "is CBS's way of telling advertisers that 

older viewers are valuable as well , and perhaps even undervalued" (p. F3). 

Finally, Watch TV Magazine on the official CBS' official website ranks CBS as 

"number I among adults 18 to 49 and number one among adults 25 to 54" (2006, 

p. 1). 

In that its main female characters are women older than 35, this thesis first 

proposes to explore the extent to which the sitcom reproduces patriarchal 

representations of older women, offers an emancipatory space for older women, 

or both . That is, while texts are polysemic (Hall , 1996), meaning-making 

possibilities may be constrained, shaped and/or expanded via the text as well as its 

paratexts. These intersect with the social and cultural knowledges that shape 

readers ' identities and, as argued by Hall ( 1996), might nourish new forms of 

identity. The social relevance of looking at age in the United States is that, as 

highlighted by the previously mentioned articles, as the baby boomer generation 

ages, the proportional number of older citizens (and, consequently, older viewers) 

increases. Three decades ago, Petersen (1973) found , for example, that while 

women over the age of 65 represented almost 6 percent of the population, they 

represented less than 2 percent of the TV character population. Most recently, 

Healy and Ross (2002) found that though older people comprise over 20% of the 

population, older women capture less than 4% of televised population (p. I 05) . 

Gerbner ' s (1986) quantitative studies in the nineties indicated that, while there 

was some improvement in the eighties (a finding corroborated by P. W. Dail , 
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1988), in the nineties there was an "increasing villainization of age" mostly 

associated with the roles of women (p. I 0). Furthermore, in looking at previous 

studies in the early nineties, Gerbner concluded that "television is frozen in a 

time-warp of obsolete and damaging representations" (p. 3). 

Why look at women and not all older people? I argue that women bear the 

brunt of hostility and stigmatization directed at the aging. As Walters ( 1995) 

stated: 

The representation ofwomen in this media-saturated society is 

particularly fraught with contradictions and dilemmas. For it is 

women who more often than not are the "imaged" in our culture. In 

this society of the spectacle, it is women's bodies that are the 

spectacle upon which representation occurs. (p. 22) 

It is an historical commonplace that in American society, women have been 

considered of less social value and that these constrictive attitudes lead to 

differential treatment. Consequently, as some scholars have argued, "the older 

woman, burdened with more negative stereotypes than any other age-sex group, is 

often viewed as one of society's least important members" (Payne & Whittington, 

1976, p. 488). It is important to contextualize these gender/age stereotypes in the 

framework ofthe sitcom. Fry (2005) argues that since "the 1960s sitcoms 

reflected the context and values of white middle America, where gender and 

family roles were fixed and problems encountered in the program rarely reached 

beyond the confines of nuclear family relationships" (para. 3). She also claims 

that despite variations (in terms of alternative families) the context at CBS 
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continued to be middle to upper-middle class, mostly suburban, and white (Fry, 

2005, para. 3). In other words, on analyzing stereotypes of older women, it is 

important to consider, as well , the complexities of race and class representations 

that might have been overlooked in televised representations. 

While women's equality is given lip service in popular culture venues, it 

remains to be seen the extent and depth to which this discourse and representation 

is aligned with the actual lived experiences of women. As De Beauvoir (1952) 

posits, "whereas man grows old gradually, woman is suddenly deprived of her 

femininity" (p. 575). This essay is guided by the questions posed by De 

Beauvoir's over half a century ago, questions that remain relevant today: 

How can a human being in a woman ' s situation attain fulfillment? 

What roads are open to her? Which are blocked? How can 

independence be recovered in a state of dependency? What 

circumstances limit woman ' s liberty and how can they be 

overcome? (xxxv) 

Why focus on prime time television? As a medium of mass 

dissemination , television floods our living environment with images and 

information, its technology and institutions replacing, to a large extent, the space 

that was previously occupied by interactive, face-to-face communication (Hall 

I995). Whereas other venues of contemporary mass media, such as film , cable, 

or the Internet, are increasingly widespread, none have the ubiquity of television 

networks. The centrality of television as a site of family entertainment, 

representation and purveyor of popular culture, situates it as the best venue to 
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critically examine the representations of older females. As scholars have often 

pointed out, television may not only reflect contemporary standards of gender 

roles, but may also generate those standards (Lemon 1978; Tudman 1978; Butler 

& Paisely 1980; Hess & Grant 1983). Others have added that television 's daily 

impact is grounded on the fact that it has become a major agent of socialization 

(Light & Keller, 1982; McDonald & Godfrey, 1982), and that it reinforces 

traditional gender roles for women (Robertson, 1981 ). In the words of Leslie and 

Leonard Lieberman (1977), then , "television needs to be examined and critically 

analyzed because our reality is increasingly defined by the shadows on the tube" 

(p. 235). In terms of exposure, television rivals many traditional socialization 

agents such as school , church and family (O 'Guinn & Schrum 1997). 

Prime time--that is, the evening hours between 8 and II pm Eastern time-

targets the largest television audience available, especially the 18-to-49 

viewership most desired by advertisers. Consequently, advertising space is most 

expensive and considered most effective during this slot of time. Research seems 

to support the contention that "series described as mixing or transcending 

established genres are less likely to be selected for prime-time schedule" than 

series described as conforming to established genres (Bielby & Bielby, 1994, p. 

1299). Despite the fact that the expansion of technologies such as cable and 

satellite have brought a wider array of programs and genres, commercial , prime 

time, network television "appears to reflect an identikit world of young/ish 

people, mostly white, mostly heterosexual , mostly obeying conventional social 

norms" (Healy & Ross 2002, p. I 06). Thus, advertisers purchasing time slots 
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during prime time would be more likely to demand series that seem most 

accessible to the desired audience and therefore most commercially viable. In thi s 

manner, then , "A decision to develop a series for prime time is simultaneously a 

choice about a commercial commodity, an aesthetic endeavor, and a social 

institution" (Bielby and Bielby, 1994, p. 1292). 

Sitcom writers tend to perpetuate stereotypes. One of the reasons may be, 

as has been argued, that when a model has proven successful , decision-makers 

often try to imitate it; therefore, in assessing the viability of a television program, 

"programmers represent, primarily, management interests" (Bielby and Bielby, 

1994, p. 1298). The problem with this practice is that often the models available 

on televi sion are limited and/or biased toward oppressive stereotypes. These 

characters "are people we would not like to be" (Lieberman & Lieberman, 1977, 

p. 236). Paradoxically, though, "those models . .. seem so good and natural that 

we do not question them" (p. 236). In other words, the roles portrayed are 

attractive, yet restrictive, oppressive and obsolete. On the other hand , one must 

bear in mind, as Shohat and Starn ( 1995) have argued, that stereotype-centered 

approaches can be problematic. In their words, "the exclusive preoccupation with 

images, whether positive or negative, can lead to a kind of essentialism, as less 

subtle critics reduce a complex variety of portrayals to a limited set ofreified 

formulae" (1995 , p. 199). That is, the very essentialism that stereotype-centered 

approaches seek to combat may be replicated by reductive oversimplifications in 

such a theoretical approach. Furthermore, stereotype-centered approaches run the 

risk of engaging in ahistorical analysis: "Stereotype analysi s also fails to register 
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the ways that imagery might be shaped, for example, by structural changes in the 

economy" (Shohat and Starn, 1995, p. 199). Accordingly, the scholar must 

examine the conflicts inherent in stereotypes; i.e., images of"the lazy Mexican" 

and present day images ofthe hard-working "illegal alien" or images of African 

American males as Uncle Tom and its opposite, the "Black Buck" meant to 

frighten whites after Reconstruction (Shohat and Starn, 2005, p. 199). 

In exploring representation in the media, !look at representation in the 

model developed by the Birmingham School of Contemporary Cultural Studies-

that is, as "ways in which meaning is depicted" (Hall, 1995). Gerbner and other 

cultivation theory scholars have long contended that heavy exposure to cultural 

imagery shapes perceptions of reality (Hughes, 1980, p. 792). Thus, if gender is a 

social construction, as many scholars have argued (beginning with De Beauvoir 

(1989), who stated that one is not born, but rather becomes a woman), are there 

spaces that allow women, as consumers, to participate in their own construction? 

To challenge hegemonic representations? If we are compelled to learn and 

internalize specific systems of classification (Hall, 1995), to what extent does 

television participate in this construction or else offer opportunities to challenge 

hegemonic systems of dominance? How can we participate in the construction of 

female representation? 

The popularity and success of Raymond as a contemporary sitcom and the 

fact that, although its main character is Raymond, it features two older women as 

its principle female characters, argue that it is an appropriate example by which to 

explore the representation of older women in prime time television. Moreover, it 
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provides an appropriate opportunity to examine the sitcom as a privately-owned 

public space in which the marginalized--for the purposes of this study, older 

women--might find wider and more emancipatory opportunities for meaning

making. A public space may be physical, such as a city, or virtual , such as the 

media. Jn this context, then, television, despite the fact that it is mostly a 

privately-owned commercial venture, functions in many ways as a virtual 

commons, one in which people partake as an audience and which provides 

meaning-making opportunities for its audience. 

Jn sum, humor has often been used, historically, by the oppressed as a 

mechanism of subversion and transgression. Does humor in prime time television 

(sitcoms) play that same role? That is, do sitcoms help us face and question social 

problems? Or does humor make overt prejudice seem more acceptable? 

Television--whose effects are mostly normalized and invisible--is a common 

element of daily life for average Americans. As such, television is an agent of 

cultural and consumer socialization, offering representations that are designed to 

be taken at face value. In terms of exposure, prime time has a higher reach and 

offers a message that is much more homogenous than other public media 

(Gerbner, 1986). The representations of older women on television have been 

found to contribute to the double burden of discrimination. As a prime time 

sitcom featuring two older female characters, one in her late thirties and another 

over 65, Everybody Loves Raymond provides representations that when subjected 

to a case study can be telling in terms of age, gender, and family relationships in 

society. 
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The second part of this thesis wi II consist of a paratextual analysis of 

critics ' articles on the sitcom, synopses on the official Everybody Loves Raymond 

website, and interviews with the main actors, building upon Walters ' ( 1995) 

recommendation of expanding fields of inquiry by using available material in an 

intertextual and contextual manner. She stated: 

Rather, the methods increasingly used by feminist cultural critics 

are refreshingly eclectic, merging sophisticated textual analyses 

with social history, genre criticism with object relations, interviews 

with fan mail. Indeed, these intertextual , contextual critics are 

redefining what we mean by "audience" and what we mean by 

"empirical research." (p. 159). 

Here, Walters encourages the use of methodological strategies borrowed from 

other disciplines and the contextualization of the text in order to open up the 

subjectivities of those who consume the text. For this purpose, then, I will use 

paratextual analysis, in the model of linguist Gerard Genette, to see if I might find 

additional information than provided by Everybody Loves Raymond itself. In 

other words, paratextual analysis--that is, analyzing besides the original text, the 

texts of those commenting on the primary text--allows for an intertextual analysis. 

To a certain extent, the paratext " replies" to the original text. A deeper 

explanation of paratextual analysis is provided in the literature review. 

Intertextual analysis in the modei of Walters ( 1995), according to Chelsea Starr, 

"takes into account the dialogue between fiction and reality that is a regular 

feature of pub I ic discourse, political discourse, and everyday I ife" ( 1996 p. 819). 

14 



Furthermore, analyzing critical reviews and episode summaries on the official site 

of Everybody Loves Raymond places the sitcom in context and opens up the 

potential subjectivities of a concrete audience. The specific importance of critical 

reviews from mainstream media is that these establish the discursive parameters 

for--as well as inform and influence--audience members who read critical articles 

as a complement to their sitcom-watching activities. 

Issues to be Addressed 

According to some scholars, the subject continuously defines itself 

through exclusion: "the very act of exclusion [is] constitutive of its identity" 

(Stallybrass & White, 1986). The goal of this thesis is to address issues of 

representation, particularly of a sector that has been traditionally marginalized by 

the media--that is, older women. In doing so it will address the question of what 

type of identity is reinforced via these exclusionary practices and how it is 

reinforced. That is, what are the discourses and the institutional apparatuses that 

act as thresholds between text and consumer? Secondarily; who benefits from said 

representations and how might older women create identities of resistance? The 

focus will be finding the conflict between notions of democracy and equality, and 

contradictory representations of older women in the public space or, in the model 

of Habermas, to search for "the element of truth and emancipatory potential ... 

contained despite its ideological misrepresentation and contradictions" (quoted in 

Calhoun, 1996, p. 4). 

It will attempt, though, to identify the cultural and institutional practices 

that constitute traditional hegemonic representation of older women as well as 
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those that challenge such representations. That is, patriarchal ideology is often 

aligned with capitalist imperatives that seek to manipulate gender and age 

representations in the media in ways that favor commercial interests. While this 

essay will raise important questions about representation and stereotyping, as well 

as suggest possible avenues of emancipatory meaning-making, it is limited by the 

lack of empirical audience analysis. Though it wi II not provide actual 

ethnographic research to flesh out the theory, it will provide a platform for 

theorizing about the possible interpretations of viewers. Organizing focus groups, 

for example, would contribute invaluable information to the discussion, as they 

would open a window into the views and experiences of older female viewers. 

Primary Research Question 

In an environment where the population is aging and its majority of the 

aged are women, how does the situational comedy on prime time television, 

namely, Everybody Loves Raymond, deal with this socio-cultural and political

economic dynamic? That is, are traditional and hegemonic representations of 

gender and age perpetuated and/or challenged in this prime time sitcom? Who is 

the target audience for this sitcom? Is it older women, men, or a 

multigenerational reception? Is the reception intended to foster dialogue? 

A second question of this study, which calls for a paratextual analysis, is: 

What are the relationships between age, gender, and the cultural and critical 

understanding of TV culture? In other words, how do journalistic articles and 

website summaries address issues of age and gender in Everybody Loves 

Raymond? In Gennette ' s (1991) explication ofthe function ofthe paratext, it 
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serves to assure the presence of the text, as well as address and filter both 

" reception and its consumption" (p. 261 ). Therefore, I will look at the paratextual 

material to try to determine how it might condition the subjectivities inhabited by 

groups in Raymond 's audience. That is, through what discourses and apparatuses 

might meaning-making understandings be mediated. 

Literature Review 

Feminist Scholarship 

Feminist Theory and Research 

To look at the role of gender it is necessary, firstly , to draw upon the work 

of feminist theorists, secondly, feminist scholars looking at gender and television , 

and thirdly, feminist scholars looking at gender and age. First published in 1953 

and grounded in existentialist philosophy, Simone De Beauvoir's treatise on 

women, The second sex ( 1989), is a classic of feminist scholarship. Examining a 

wide array of humanist and scientific disciplines, de Beauvoir posed questions 

that were novel to her times, and remain current in conteniporary feminist and 

cultural studies. In her work, De Beauvoir recounted how Western philosophers 

constructed and marginalized women as "the Other"--that is, that which is Not

Man, in order to promote and sustain a growing patriarchal system. Despite 

criticism from feminist scholars because of essentialist tendencies in her 

philosophy, De Beauvoir's work is helpful in understanding the historical 

groundings of women ' s marginalization, and provides insight into the socio

cultural constructions of gender as "Other." 
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On the issue of gender and age, De Beauvoir (1972) proves germinal to 

understanding how ideologies promote manifold myths of age, often 

contradictory, which have resulted in the "othering" of the aged. In an 

environment where women ' s attractiveness (hence, her social value) is associated 

with youth, older women face a double marginalization. Greer ( 1991) searched 

through historical accounts and cultural texts to present a trajectory of views of 

aging women, finding that in a postfeminist era, emancipatory progress for 

women has been halted and the late eighties heralded a reverse trend for all 

women, but aging women particularly. Spelman (1988) further developed the 

theme of the exclusion of women. This phenomenon came about first as Western 

philosophers historically constrained and covered the character of women under 

" man ' s nature" and later as feminists themselves engaged in exclusionary 

practices. Challenging notions of the homogeneity of women, Spelman called for 

an integrative mode of looking at gender issues--that is, she warned against 

separating feminist thought from the context of socio-cultural issues such as 

economics, politics, class, and race. These issues are also addressed in this thesis. 

Walters ( 1995) asked, "How can we begin to develop a specifically 

feminist cultural theory?" (p. 19). Understanding feminist cultural criticism as a 

double project, "a critique of existing (patriarchal) representations as well as a 

construction of alternative or oppositional cultural images and practices" (p. 24), 

Walters offered a useful critique and overview of key concepts in feminist cultural 

theory. Her main theoretical standpoint is that feminist cultural theory must 

position its concerns in larger, historical, socio-political , and cultural contexts, as 
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opposed to limiting itself to textual/narrative analyses. These lead to broader 

questions, such as what kinds of practices tend to lead to patriarchal and ageist 

representations? In the model of Hall ( 1997), who has found that many 

contradictory practices may be activated within the same text, Walters (1995) 

highlighted the intertextual complexities of cultural events in our social 

environment by examining how we derive meaning from manifold forms of 

cultural expression. Furthermore, Walters proposed a new paradigm of feminist 

research--one that complicates audience analysis. She has proposed not only that 

the researcher examine the representation of women and how real women "use" 

the text, but also called for the researcher to use interdisciplinary methodologies 

to inform feminist research, such as ethnography. 

Heide ( 1995) and Scodari and Felder (2000) have looked at both sides of 

gender positioning: the subjects produced in the texts and those who consume 

them. These ethnographic studies explored how women viewers of popular 

television give meaning to, identify with , and reinterpret the gender concerns and 

positions as portrayed in the text. While Heide analyzed the gaps between the 

traditional gender representations of television and life as experienced by the 

women viewers, Scodari and Felder looked at the sites of fan activity on the 

Internet, where fans of The X-Files (1993-2003) engaged in a process of 

identification with the characters, demonstrating a degree of agency, 

reinterpretation, and gender-bending. This article advanced a critique of gender 

and TV by looking at the marginality--and practices of resistance--of a group of 

media consumers. Though these studies have demonstrated the limitations of 
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agency in challenging representations and the reinterpretation of a text, as well as 

the constraints of any emancipatory possibilities in the text itself, they also 

provide a model for looking at inter-textuality, identification, meaning-making 

and resistance between the representations in the text and the viewer, as well as 

the discourses and apparatuses that mediate between text and consumer. 

Gender and Age in Media Culture 

Healy and Ross bui It on research by Gerbner et al ( 1980), Robinson and 

Skill ( 1995), and Vernon et al ( 1991 ), arguing that older women on television "are 

more likely to be depicted negatively on 6 out of 7 undesirable traits" (2002, p. 

113). Conducting a case study of older television viewers, the researchers found 

that " in group discussions, absolutely no one did believe that broadcasters gave a 

moment's thought to their concerns or interests" (p. I 09). 

In order to further supplement an exploration of issues pertaining to 

gender representation , self-representation, agency, and social construction , it is 

pertinent 

to refer to the work of De Lauretis' (1987) on the formation of identities. De 

Lauretis developed a feminist perspective that became a "radical feminist 're

writing' as well as re-reading, of the dominant forms of Western culture" (p. xi) . 

Dealing with the male-centered representation of gender and "what it leaves out" 

(always inexpressible) (p. 26), De Lauretis found theoretical limitations in 

existing explanations of how a representation is constructed and consumed, and 

adopted to Foucauldian theories in order to analyze how "the industrial machine," 

by producing consumer goods, also produces social relations (p. 12). One must 
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ask, therefore, if the industrial machine, through cultural artifacts such as popular 

sitcoms, produces representations of gender that amount to consumer goods, what 

sort of social relations, institutions, and practices follow? De Laureti s provided 

another account of gender, that it is always ambiguous, and should be understood 

as a different production of meaning, a different frame of reference (p. 48). This 

raises the question: Can gender ever be (realistically) represented? 

Though her work is instrumental in understanding the dialectic between 

representation and self-representation in the social construction of gender, other 

points of view are pertinent in order to supplement De Lauretis in the arena of 

ideology and representation. How do women, then , come to experience 

themselves as women? As older women? Are women being asked? That is, are 

these voices represented on the mainstream public fare of prime time TV? 

Beneath its veneer of light entertainment, television presents us with an illusion. 

Other scholars have operationalized the theoretical elements of the 

paratext (Scodari 2000; Scodari and Mulvaney 2005) by looking at the literature 

produced by consumers of screen texts. Inspired by Genette 's (1987) model , for 

example, and by exploring fan fiction (Scodari, 2000) as well as the dialectic 

between film critics/reviewers and fans (Scodari and Mulvaney, 2005) on the 

Internet, scholars can consider the paratext to gain an understanding of the 

subjectivities of those who consume and interpret the text. In their multi-faceted 

study on "the relationships between age, gender and screen cultures" (2005, p. I), 

Scodari and Mulvaney speculated on the subjectivities of audience members by 

analyzing the formal and informal responses--that is, commentary from reviewers 
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and fans--to a film depicting allegedly unorthodox romantic couplings across age 

and gender. Inspired by Walters ' challenge to the traditional meaning of 

"audience," then , Scodari and Mulvaney combined methodologies and built on 

feminist scholarship to provide a new view of audience subjectivities and screen 

cultures. In order to understand the dynamics through which audience attitudes on 

age and gender develop, Scodari and Mulvaney conducted an ethnographic study 

among undergraduate college students in a mid-size university, as well as 

analyzing fans ' correspondence about a romantic comedy that presents 

intergenerational couplings as published in Salon. com and JMDB.com. In their 

study on representations of older women in film--specifically the Diane 

Keaton/Keanu Reeves romantic pairing in Something 's Gatta Give--Scodari and 

Mulvaney (2005) found that online critics and fans engage in discourse that seeks 

to "naturalize" age/gender discrimination. That is, even though there are resistant 

voices among them, the reviewers and fans create a discursive collective 

consciousness, a representational myth, which is then offered as reality. 

Mulvaney and Scodari call attention to this phenomenon: "The gender/age double 

standard, particularly in the romantic context, has been shown to be a naturalized 

phenomenon that merits greater attention in both research and pedagogy" (p. 30). 

Following the tradition of activist scholars, then , Scodari and Mulvaney call for 

critical thinking and practice that will " interrupt and deconstruct" narrow 

portrayals of older women . The results demonstrated that both college students 

and fans tended towards a hegemonic bias in their perceptions of gender and age. 
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They also showed that many viewers reference screen representations and confuse 

them with " reality" (Scodari and Mulvaney, 2005, p. 27). 

In her work, Scodari (2004) looked at age/gender discriminatory practices 

among soap opera producers and fans, as well as to the "gradual silencing of 

marginalized audiences" (p. 55). This thesis intends to build on this work. In her 

illumination of the conflicting representations of older characters in soap operas, 

Scodari concentrated on "the gender/age double standard in romantic 

relationships" (p. 61). Though Scodari mainly looked at older characters 

represented as having worked outside the home, her analysis also considered 

emancipatory possibilities of humor in the narrative of older woman/younger 

male romance, as well as forms of reader-negotiation that are he I pful in de

centering the notion of female audience. Whereas she found that older 

woman/younger male romance fans "were steps ahead of the storytellers in 

wishing that the story would be told without regard to age" (p. 127), in the end 

women are "largely denied" by the prevailing discursive practices of fans and the 

difficulty of"venturing over the rainbow even in their fantasy worlds" when it 

comes to challenging patriarchal imperatives of age and gender (p. 130). 

In her historical examination of representations of"the aged wife" across a 

cross-section of cultural texts, Greer ( 1991) argued that "current sexual orthodoxy 

teaches that women have sexual desires" and a right and duty to express them " in 

the interests of better health" (p. 305). She found , however, that the preferred 

mode of "sexual play" is not only heterosexual, but also reproductive. That is, 

"heterosexuals are considered abnormal if they prefer sex in any other form than 
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the kind guaranteed in fertile persons to result in impregnation" (p . 307). There is 

an implicit assumption in society, then, (the "inexpressible" that was left out, in 

Lauretis ' words) that sex for a woman is, or should be, most desirable and 

acceptable if she is in her fertile years and that men would prefer such a partner. 

Television reproduces other cultural assumptions that Greer defined 

clearly: "Our culture encourages men to demand effective sexual stimuli" and 

"the ruling class, which is and always has been male ... has always had its pick of 

young flesh of both sexes" (p. 311 ). In this scenario, whereas an aging wife can 

no longer expect to attract her husband, "an older man is by no means as likely to 

be unattractive to his spouse as an older woman" who may "tolerate a greater 

degree of physical aging than men, who have been conditioned to desire and 

demand a sexual partner younger than themselves" (p . 315). Thus, in a society in 

which "what is considered obscene nowadays is the idea of age itself," women 

suffer a double bind since they are "supposed to stay young, and both sexually 

attractive and sexually active, until the unmentionable end, death" (p. 318). 

Since women are expected to live as many years after menopause as they have 

lived until then (Greer, 1996, p. 326), this apparently leaves aging women no 

option but that of engaging in increasingly desperate measures to maintain a 

youthful image, or else disappear quietly to the margins. 

Aging wives in the realm oftelevision, then, whose characters have 

existed mainly as the spouse of a man and mother of his children, are offered few 

avenues of fulfillment. Furthermore, the impact of class and gender must also be 

considered. Whereas an affluent woman may be well-off enough to stay at home 
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and afford the lifestyle and products which may enhance and prolong a youthful 

appearance, the same might not be realistically within the reach of working class 

women, creating a complex and oppressive conflation of gender, age, and class. 

Such representations may serve market interests, however, as they may serve as 

"aspirational" models for consumers. Women are escalating in economic power 

and are, as well , responsible for up to 80% of household purchases (Cleaver, 

2004, p. I). Favoring representations of affluent, stay-at-home women, then, 

might work to further position such women as the desired target market for 

capitalist concerns. 

Banner ( 1991) joined Greer ( 1991) in contending women have not always 

been seen and considered as disempowered and sexless creatures lacking in 

influence: "Aging women as sexual beings is a consistent theme in European 

literature in the pre-modern period" (p. 171 ). Banner found that the first wave of 

feminism heralded "possi bi I ities that barriers of age, race and class" for women 

might be eliminated; however, after the first wave of modern feminism , "the 

position of aging women, like that of all women, became problematic" (p. 356), 

as older women became "doubly 'the other"' (p. 357). Thus, Greer and Banner 

considered the social realities of older women as opposed to televised 

representations of women as "aged wives" and provided a framework for the 

discussion, as well , of the emancipatory possibilities in real life and televised 

representations. 

Societal beliefs about youth and beauty perpetuated by the media 

contribute to the under-representation of older women (Healy & Ross, 2002). 
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Studies in the United States and Britain (Gerbner, 1998; Healy & Ross, 2002) 

finding that older people are under-represented in television , with older men 

presented twice (in other studies, thrice) as often as older women, thus reversing, 

on television, actual demographics (Payne & Whittington 1976; Healy & Ross 

2002). Russo ( 1999), Kaplan ( 1999) and Woodward ( 1999) are useful in 

understanding how aging has been "virtually ignored as an issue important to 

women" (Woodward, 1999, p. xi) , while women are effectively proscribed from 

central participation in culture and society as they age. Sobchack ( 1999) and 

Stoddard (1983) add to this body ofwork in providing overviews ofthe 

traditional representations of older women as "scary" in film , and the 

implementation of special effects on television in order to give aging actresses "a 

few more years of life" and "fantasies of rejuvenation" for older women 

undergoing plastic surgery. The compiled body of work of Russo (I 999), Kaplan 

(1999), Woodward (1999), Sobchack (1999) and Stoddard (1999) disclosed issues 

of ageism and the invisibility of older women--or worse, their demonized 

representations--in our cultural public spaces. Considering the theme of age as a 

cultural construct that runs through these writings--what marks people as "old," 

after all , keeps changing across historical periods--Stoddard ( 1983) argued that 

aging is "a cultural state of mind." She began her fifty-plus year overview of 

aging and women in film by establishing that just as beauty is construed as going 

hand in hand with youth, so it happens with advanced age and ugliness, and calls 

for action to "encourage images which speak to aging women as diverse people 

rather than stereotypes" (p. 154). 
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Some scholars find among the oppressive depictions of older women some 

counterhegemonic and empowering representations. While Banner ( 1992) 

recounted the systematic process of demonization, denigration , and 

marginalization through which aging women have been systematically sundered 

from power, she also presented a parallel history of representations of older 

women in which aging women have often refused to be silenced. Such alternative 

representations might offer more possibilities for aging women and better mirror 

their lived experience. 

Mellencamp (1997) argued that restrictively biased- or in her words, 

"negative"-- views of age are somewhat counterbalanced in some television 

genres, in which aging female characters are allowed more central space and time 

to age gradually, such as in daytime soap operas. One of the reasons that soap 

operas offer a wider margin of age for female characters might be institutional. 

Soap operas are created with a feminine subjectivity in mind (Scodari, 2004). 

However, its desired advertising demographics are female homemakers between 

ages 18-49, considered the most profitable audience for household goods 

(lntintoli, 1984). Other scholars, such as Woodward ( 1999) and Frueh ( 1999), 

offered visions of renewal, re-writing, or recreating models for older women in 

popular culture. These are limited, however, and Woodward lamented the fact that 

as they age, professional women of her generation (50+) had few generational 

models. She challenged the invisibility of older professional women in the public 

sphere, and called for a commitment to finding those older women, surely who 

have preceded them. In a clearly community-building oriented move, Woodward 
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( 1999) called , as well , for the creation of a network of supportive "fictive kin" of 

professional women (p. 163). Citing examples from male Western scholars 

writing on aging women, Frueh ( 1999) highlighted that the aging woman is an 

embodied presence. That is, the aging body is often established as the locus of 

hostility; it is stigmatized and de-sexualized as its "biological functions" are near 

the end, often bringing feelings of shame and embarrassment (p. 213). The 

supposedly "decaying" older body is portrayed in Western cultural discourse and 

imagery as "chaotic, erratic, unpredictable" (p. 214). Frueh challenged these 

cultural notions through her lived experience, claiming that through the recreation 

of their bodies, older women reclaim their sexuality, and by re-fashioning them 

away from stereotypes of feminine beauty, they engage in a blurring of gender 

boundaries. This emphasis on sexuality may be linked to commercial culture. 

Frueh argued that "the notion of looking and feeling ' young' .. . makes its 

possession possible only to younger people or, supposedly, their imitators" (p. 

214). Contending that conventional beauty is a symptom of patriarchal 

psychology, Frueh claimed that older women who strive to recreate their bodies 

or to consider paths of unconventional beauty are seen as "pathetic" and 

"fanatical" (p. 215). Thus, older women who deviate from accepted norms of 

youthfulness and beauty are not only no longer considered useful objects of 

sexual fantasy, but might prove useful as members of a desired target 

demographic for the youth and fashion industry. 

Healy & Ross (2002) and Payne and Whittington ( 1976) have found that 

older women are typically portrayed as asexual. Stokes and Racasino (2003) 
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surveyed 140 women over the age of forty searching for correlations between 

body image and personal happiness, finding that " sexual attractiveness is a more 

relevant factor for older women than once believed" (p. 26). Payne and 

Whittington ( 1976) built on Kinsey and Masters and Johnson, arguing that there is 

plenty of evidence showing that older women who enjoy rewarding sexual 

histories show little change of frequency or interest through menopausal years, 

and are capable of sexual performance at orgasmic levels. These findings 

contradict, they argue, stereotypes that portray older women as both sexually 

inactive and uninterested (p. 491 ). 

Sitcom Theory 

Of further aid to this analysis are scholars that have looked at screen 

cultures, specifically in the form of popular sitcoms. Popular sitcoms have a 

history of adding elements that remain--long after their demise--in our cultural 

consciousness. These may be additions to everyday language, such as Seinfeld' s 

"yada yada yada" and The Simpsons' "D'oh!" While such additions might seem 

innocuous, the potential damage of reifying oppressive representations of older 

women that actively contribute to their marginalization from within the public 

sphere cannot and should not be taken lightly. 

The sitcom, in the view of media scholars, is one of the oldest and most 

ubiquitous forms oftelevision programming (Andersen, 2005). Of particular 

interest to this thesi s are those scholars who study the sitcom form as a reflection 

of cultural dynamics, and its influence on popular culture. Judy Kutulas (2005) 

asserted that "at the heart of the American sitcom lies the family, nuclear, 
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extended, blended and created" (p. 49). Kutulas explained that in the seventies, 

women were already "a disproportionate number of viewers" of sitcoms. As the 

women's movement grew, and women started to be portrayed in career roles 

(albeit usually as single women), family-or, better said , family representation-

was redefined in seventies ' sitcoms (p. 49). Fathers lost authority and as 

representations of mothers gained authority, "they became prime targets for 

ridicule and attack" (Kutulas, 2005, p. 55). Family sitcoms from the 1980s, such 

as The Cosby Show and Family Ties, portrayed a number of working mothers. 

Kutulas stated: 

But what most distinguished these programs from the 1970s family 

stories was that now the (baby) boomers were in charge, both 

behind the scenes and in front of the camera. Family sitcoms of 

the 1980s revealed how boomers intended to do family differently. 

(p. 56) 

Boomers, however, were not well-represented for long: 

In the 1990s, as more sitcoms were aimed at the Gen X market, 

boomers lost representation, except in shows like Everybody 

Loves Raymond that were pitched at an older audience. Boomer 

characters appear only infrequently ... and when they do, they play 

the imperfect parents of continuing characters. (p. 58) 

The family sitcoms of the 1990s, then, reflected the displacement of baby

boomers as the center of interest. Despite the current, youth-oriented trend in 

screen cultures, however, some sitcoms, such as Everybody Loves Raymond, do 
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cater to older audiences. In this manner, theoretical underpinnings may help 

elucidate the dynamics of gender and age as represented in these programs. 

Laura R. Linder (2005) examined the pedagogical elements in sitcom 

shows featuring families. Linder stated that ever since radio days, the sitcom 

form offered "a view of idealized life and stability" and explained that the latest 

version offamily sitcom form is the " realcom." An example of a realcom, in this 

view, would be The Osbournes, a celebrity family whose daily episodes filmed 

live follow the sitcom format. Despite being apparently "wacky and 

dysfunctional ," the stories involving the family at the center of The Osbournes 

reveal that "everything is okay at the foundations because the family will prevail" 

(pp. 67-68). Thus, Linder illuminated how the sitcom offers, through its 

reification oftraditional family mores, a sense of security in times of high 

unemployment and increasing divorce rates (p. 67). Finding that home and family 

have been at the center of the sitcom since the 1950's (p. 218) and after 

comparing the 1950s sitcom The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet with the 

twenty-first century The Osbournes, Linder concluded: 

The family has been the mainstay of situation comedies since the 

form originated on radio. While many ofthe "trappings" of family 

have changed a comparison of these two shows suggest that 

changes may be more superficial than substantive. (pp. 70-71) 

Thus, gender roles in sitcoms have evolved and roles of women in the family 

sphere show more agency than in the 1950s. This has not been unproblematic, as 

representations of women--particularly older women--are fraught with oppressive, 
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hegemonic connotations, and have shown an active reversion since the 1980s. 

Though gender roles in sitcoms have moved into more contested power terrain 

since the 1950s, sitcoms continue to offer a fantasy of mostly youth-oriented, 

traditional family and gender roles that serve to reinforce hegemonic 

representations of older women. 

I argue, then, that examining--and challenging--the character and 

embodied representations of older women in television is highly relevant to issues 

offairness, inclusiveness, and democracy in the public sphere. Furthermore, it 

also concerns ethical issues directly related to empowerment of the marginal , and 

to the dignity and well-being of an increasingly significant sector of our citizenry. 

This thesis is meant to examine representations of older women, it is true. lt is 

also meant to join those voices who call for a fairer share ofpublic space in 

television and for more diversity and equality in the representations of older 

women . That is, mindful ofthe problematic limits of stereotype analysis, I intend 

to argue for more representations that adhere less to hegemonic strictures and 

might be open to a wider spectrum of subjectivities. lt hopes to add to the body of 

work engaged in building bridges for women, young and aged, to find spaces of 

resistance and dialogue within the ideological structures of power, and to breach 

open spaces for more diverse representations. 

Paratextual Theory and Research Approaches 

As stated before, texts are constantly consumed, analyzed, critiqued, and 

revised, creating what French scholar Gerard Genette (1991) called the paratext, 

that is, the products that might not necessarily belong to the text but are "around" 
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the text and "in any case surround it and prolong it, precisely in order to present it 

... to make it present, to assure its presence in the world, its reception and its 

consumption" (p. 261 ). Hence, the relationship between the text and paratext 

relates a text to its context. Furthermore, in Genette's view, not only does the 

paratext have a positioning--that is, a point of view--but the paratext itself is a 

text, which can include media, interviews, correspondence, as well as 

advertisements ( 1991, p. 263). It is important to bear in mind that Genette 

recommends looking at the complex interactions between producer, text, and 

consumer within the framework of larger social issues, offering a schema in 

ascending order of abstraction, implication, and globality (Macksey, 200 I, p. 

xviii). Paratextuality, in Genette ' s ( 1991) view, constitutes a rigorous 

examination ofthe institutions and practices as revealed in the "borderlands ofthe 

text" (p. xviii). Furthermore, Genette ' s model presents "A global view of liminal 

mediations and the logic of their relation to the reading public" (p. xviii). In his 

words, the paratext is: 

This fringe, always the conveyor of a commentary that is authorial 

or ... legitimated by the author, constitutes a zone of text and off

text, a zone not only of transition but of transaction ... of an 

influence on the public, an influence that ... is at the service of a 

better reception of the text. (p . 2) 

In Genette's model, then, the paratext, "empirically made up of a heterogeneous 

group of practices and discourse" (p. 2), mediates between producer and 

consumer. In other words, it provides an interpretation of the text meant to 
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influence the way in which the reader or audience will consume it. The paratext 

will often "give a word of advice or, indeed, even issue a command" (p. II). 

In her interpretation of Genette, MacLean ( 1991) explained that one of the 

elements of the paratext is authorship. That is, the author of the paratext displays 

intentions, as he or she speaks to the reader. The text and its peripheral texts 

(paratext) is in consequence, subject to interpretation. Such a view builds on 

Genette 's element of the positioning of the paratext, which determines whom is 

being addressed--a general idea of the public, for example--as well as the function 

or purpose of the message (1991). Scodari and Mulvaney, discussed earlier and 

later in this thesis, have built on the work of Gennette as well as media scholars 

Douglas Kellner ( 1992) and Eileen Meehan (200 I), who recommended extending 

the text to include paratextual elements. In his work, for example, Kellner 

offered: 

Multiperspectival, critical social theory framework with which one 

might explain and understand the complexities of media culture 

and technology; to aid individuals in critical readings of media 

culture and its representations ... and to rearticulate media culture 

and its technologies as a multicultural terrain of self expression and 

social activism. (Hilde, 1996, p. 84) 

Kellner ( 1992) recommended that scholars look at popular culture products such 

as advertising, television and music, when striving to discover the role of media 

texts in the construction of personal identities. Hence, Kellner is representative of 

those media scholars who provide a model of paratextual analysis as practice. 
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Kellner's work offers a "multiperspectival model" in which the scholars may 

combine, along with the text, perspectives of production and consumption in their 

analysis in order to better understand the complexities of technology and media 

culture and its representations. Thus, in order to better understand the ways in 

which individuals construct sense of identity, the scholar might look at pop 

culture products and the different configurations of production, text, as well as its 

reception by fans and critics. This would answer, to an extent. Walters ' call to 

look at the audience subjectivities. Media scholars Brookey and Westerfelhaus 

(2002) argued that extra DVD features of the movie Fight Club have influenced 

film reviews with the effect of constraining homoerotic readings of Fight Club 

among the audience. Similarly, Read (1988) and Walters (1991) have found , 

through analyses of film reviews, that these influence the degree to which readers 

might consider films as feminist discourses. That is, readers or viewers might 

engage in conscious or unconscious behaviors, attitudes and/or standpoints they 

relate to screen subjects. Moreover, they suggest that readers and viewers adopt 

the behaviors, attitudes and standpoints ofthe subjectivities they identify with. 

Research Procedures and Methodology. 

In order to retrieve studies that related to my research topic, I carried out-

in addition to a search of bibliographies of discrete feminist studies and a hand 

search of gerontology and social psychology journals--a computerized literature 

search of JSTOR using the keywords prime time, television, elderly, aged, 

women, representation, senior citizen, and stereotypes. Random first run episodes 

(18) of Everybody Loves Raymond were pre-recorded and watched, in a 
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chronologically progressive order, during a 3 year period (2002-2005), 

concentrating mostly on the last season ofthe program. Finally, the official 

Everybody Loves Raymond website 

(http://www.cbs.com/primetime/everybody loves raymond/) was often visited in 

order to read episode summaries, reviews, and announcements which might add 

further context to the study. 

Part two of the study consisted in conducting a paratextual analysis in the 

model offered by Genette ( 1991) and expanded by feminist scholars (Scodari 

2004; Mulvaney and Scodari 2005). fn order to accomplish this, I conducted a 

computerized literature search of LexisNexis, specifically of news and popular 

media. I searched, as well , through Salon.com and Raymond-related websites, in 

order to find critics ' reviews of the show and interviews with its producers and 

writers during the years of2002-2005. 

The theoretical framework used in the textual analysis is (from a cultural 

studies standpoint) an overarching feminist theory in the model of Walters (1995). 

According to Walters, "feminist signification theorists have added greatly to the 

body of knowledge within cultural analysis" (p. 145). While acknowledging that 

problems remain with this paradigm, Walters argued for a feminist theoretical 

model that incorporates semiotics and narrative: 

The concern with the position of women in narratives and in 

particular genres, the attention to the ways in which patriarchy not 

only structures content but informs our very "way of seeing," and 

the emphasis on the "constructedness" and "productiveness" of 
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images have provided the tools for numerous revealing and 

deconstructive analyses of media texts. (p. 145) 

Furthermore, Walters found that the formalism inherent in traditional seventies 

feminist theory often neglects "women qua women"--that is , it reifies an essential 

and ahistorical idea of Woman as a monolithic entity instead of focusing on flesh 

and blood women in a historical social context (p. 146). Although historical , 

social context implies cultural and industrial practices in behavior, I argue that 

this view suggests, as well, that real women in the audience should be consulted. 

Nevertheless, since an audience analysis is beyond the scope of the study, 

acknowledging women 's subjectivities in the text answers this call . Also, for the 

purposes of this thesis, I build on other theoretical models of Walters. 

studies: 

This thesis takes into consideration Walters ' critique of feminist media 

For the " image" theorist engaged in content analysis and the 

"s ignification" theorist engaged in textual analysis alike, the media 

text becomes reified; the text becomes the beginning and end of 

cultural critique, the subject and the object of analysis. (p. 144) 

Walters warned against feminist theorizing that follows "one-way flow models," 

solely "positioning" women by the text, and/or rendering them "generic" and 

anonymous (p.l44). That is, this moves beyond traditional signification theory, 

which "positions" women but, in Walters' words, "never seems to get woman qua 

woman" (p. 146). This study will consider, then, the specificities of race, class 

and above all, age as articulated to issues of gender representation (Walters, p. 
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146) by engaging in critical analysis ofthe sitcom and its paratexts, and adopting, 

as stated before, a women-centered feminist standpoint I have endeavored to open 

and expand the field of feminist scholarship by looking at the paratextual weight 

of form s of discourse such as reviews, summaries, and interviews. That is, I will 

explore the intentionality, authorial position, and illocutionary domain produced 

in the paratexts (reviews, summaries, and interviews), and the ways in which 

these might mediate between text and audience I strive, in short, to explore the 

complex mediations between the notion of the text to better situate female 

subjectivities . 

This study ' s purpose is, again , to examine the previously mentioned 

representations and explore the ways in which they are embedded in particular 

institutions with in a social context (class, gender, race, age), and may affect the 

lives of a living audience. In order to do so, I intend to follow the theoretical 

model of representation as delineated by Hall ( 1997) which allows for a 

multifaceted textual analys is of representations and meaning-making possibilities. 

Heeding Walters ' warning to steer away from "constructing an oppressive 

totalizing theory" (p. 152), then , textual and paratextual analysis from a feminist 

standpoint allows for flexibility and steers away from offering a single vision of 

"Truth." Such methodology, grounded as it is on feminism, borrows from other 

cultural studies disciplines to shed light on the role that a market-oriented and 

patriarchal ideology has played in televised representations of older women. 

Instead of focusing only on the text or ideology it allows, in Walters' words, "an 

analysis of popular culture that sees the moments of resistance and containment, 
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the contradictory and dialectical movements of domination and subversion" 

(Walters, 1996, p. 157). This interdisciplinary methodology offers the framework 

to explore the conditions for such moments of "resistance and containment," 

finding the ways in which they might be located in the complex interplay of text 

and audience, as well as institutions and commercial interests. It provides a space 

in which emancipatory and alternative meaning-making possibilities for older 

women may be considered. Such a possibility has been supported by Dow 

( 1996), who found that 

another aspect of some current television criticism is to use various 

television texts to illustrate some larger theoretical or conceptual 

argument" while warning that "what often happens ... is that the 

television programming becomes decontextualized as it is 

abstracted from its historical, cultural and televisual mileux--the 

very elements ... that create its meaning for audiences (p. xiii) . 

Dow ( 1999) called for theorizing that accounts for the role of television 

programming as public discourse and an examination ofthe perceived "place of 

women" in public and private spheres, inside and outside the discourse of 

television, and how these affect the "meaning-making" practices of the audience 

(pp. xxii , xxiii) . In order to be effective, the scholar ' s work must be politically 

contextualized; thus, Dow' s work is useful in order to provide a historical , 

cultural and political context to an examination ofthe role of older women in 

primetime television . Furthermore, Dow's "commitment to collective action" (p. 

215) provides a road map on contributing to a feminist scholarship that transcends 
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academia, reaching out to a " real life" readership while contributing to femini st 

scholarship and the critical study of popular culture. 

Dow' s ( 1996) analysis of prime time serials found that "televi sion has 

long glorified motherhood" (p. 159) but, in a post-feminist era, such glorification 

takes on a feminist hue that, in reality, has " little relation to a serious femini st 

critique" of marriage and other patriarchal institutions that have been known as 

being legally oppressive to women (p . 192). Dow found that serials with principal 

female characters (Dr. Quinn, Murphy Brown, etc.) at face value pay respect to 

feminism by representing empowered women who make choices, at the same time 

presenting this in an ahistorical milieu. That is , the "message contains the seeds 

of what is most problematic about postfeminism: the belief that women ' s choices 

are free from constraints and that they have the same freedom to make choices as 

men do" (p. 194). In her analysis of Murphy Brown--"an icon of liberated 

womanhood"-- Dow uncovered how the choices of single and powerful career 

women are portrayed through the lens of women whose "exceptional lives are 

cushioned by privileges of education, race and class," attributes that encourage us 

to "overlook the profound inequalities that burden women who are not like 

Murphy Brown" (p. 163). Dow concluded, moreover, that although Murphy 

Brown was "widely interpreted as a vision of feminist success is a testament to 

how firmly postfeminist attitudes and expectations have taken hold over popular 

consciousness" (p. 161 ), "by featuring a white, economically privileged woman, 

even this seemingly oppositional story fails to challenge . . . politics of race and 

class" and , in fact , " implicitly participates in the distinction of deserving and 
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undeserving mothers" (p. 163). Dow explored the ways in which women's 

representations are manipulated through portrayals of motherhood that, though 

deeply steeped in issues of class and race, failed to address the ways in which 

these portrayals are historically connected to oppressive societal practices. Such 

oppressive practices include, besides gender, race, and class discrimination , the 

marginalization of women on the basis of age. That is, representations of older 

women in television carry a double and even triple burden of discrimination and it 

is important to explore the ways such oppressions operate through structure and 

institutions. 

Dow's feminist standpoint, then , provides a map for the scholar to 

discover the hidden dynamics of race, class and gender in the portrayal of older 

white women on televised sitcoms, as well as to uncover the ways in which 

seemingly feminist-oriented products have not transcended sexist practices and 

how they fail to make a significant political stance. Though it builds upon Dow's 

and Walters' models, the present thesis, however, considers age as an important 

variable. Furthermore, it deals with female characters that are not as socially 

privileged as Murphy Brown and other career women examined by Dow. That is, 

the female characters who are at the center of this study--Debra and Marie 

Barone--are middle class homemakers, one of whom is considerably older than 

Murphy Brown. 

Thus, Walters ' and Dow' s pioneering work on the intersections of gender 

and age in televised representation situates and guides the textual analysis, as they 

prove crucial in mapping out how age intersects with gender in reinforcing 
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oppressive practices in televised representation. Taking off from a feminist 

standpoint, they provide the theoretical lens through which to look at the roles that 

gender, class, race and above all, age, play within a capitalist context, in the 

representation of older female characters in prime time television. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

ANALYSIS 

Textual Analysis of Everybody Loves Raymond 

The characters of Marie and Debra Barone in Everybody Loves Raymond 

are white middle class women who can afford to stay at home engaging in 

childcare and household duties. As older stay-at-home wives and mothers, 

however, they are represented, hierarchically and economically, as holding lower 

status than their husbands. They are also represented as less productive and 

holding lower status than younger women, or women who are portrayed as having 

careers outside the home. The privileged representation of white middle-class 

womanhood within the parameters of conservative "traditional values," as stated 

before, seems engineered to reify idealized views of the family and stifle social 

dissent and ambiguity. From a standpoint of feminist theory, then , I intend to 

argue in this thesis that such a portrayal is the product of--and provides continuity 

for--the capitalist and patriarchal imperatives of an increasingly consumerist 

society. 

The further development of this thesis provides a textual analysis of 

Everybody Loves Raymond and its paratexts, which operationalizes the 

perspectives of the aforementioned theorists. A discussion section explores 

societal issues of gender and age, the imp! ications of representations of older 

women on prime time television, and recommendations for further research and 

social action. 
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As claimed by Adams-Price, Goodman, Oppenheimer et al. (2003), as 

well as many other media scholars mentioned previously, television shows 

representing older women are likely to portray them in ways that are constrictive 

and detrimental. Dow demonstrated the different ideological standpoints that 

influence representations of privileged white women as mothers. Though such 

representations might not openly promote "essentialist ideas about the effect of 

maternity on women's thinking and/or behavior" nor "argue that careerism and 

womanhood are incompatible" (p. 159), deeply ambivalent coding allows for the 

suggestion that "stereotypically feminist behavior" might "defeminize" women 

and render them unsuitable for motherhood or other life possibilities (p. 159). 

This proves particularly manifest in representations of older women, as the 

possibilities offered them for personal fulfillment are further reduced. By virtue of 

being past their childbearing years, such representations of older women cannot 

aspire to the social and familial value given to younger, fertile women in 

traditional family portrayals. From a traditional standpoint, a career outside the 

home is perceived, to a large extent, as incompatible with "true womanhood" (p. 

159); consequently, the options for older women's personal fulfillment are very 

limited. 

Marie and Debra Barone seem to fit this pattern , as the first is portrayed as 

an often insensitive, overbearing, and overly-possessive mother. The latter, Debra, 

Marie's daughter-in-law, plays a constantly nagging, shrewish wife to Raymond 's 

adorably bumbling husband. During most episodes, neither Marie nor Debra' s 

characters- who exhibit a barely concealed exasperation with each other--evince 
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any type of consciousness much deeper than how to gain something from 

somebody else in the family. Thus the characters of Debra and Marie Barone 

seem to be positioned as "typically feminine" within a hegemonic framework-

that of dependent women bound to the household sphere. The biased slant is also 

aligned with feminine stereotypes that positions women as "catty" and constantly 

engaging in manipulative behaviors. 

The usual setting for shows is the private sphere of the household. The 

stories take place either in Raymond and Debra' s home or Raymond ' s parental 

home across the street. Thus, they provide a "feminine model" scenario (Dow, 

1996) which is limited to the domestic sphere and serves to highlights the 

women ' s world. The men, however, live in highly a compartmentalized world 

(the " masculine model") in which their outside interests are never seen as integral 

to their home life; their constant and active engagement in the world of work, 

sports, and hobbies is talked about but not seen. The women, on the contrary, 

have hardly any interests outside the home. The viewer is offered a glimpse of 

what constitutes the women ' s "whole world" while it is understood that the men 

engage in important activities outside the home. What we get is only one facet of 

the men ' s active and busy lives. Furthermore, as demonstrated by Dow (1996), 

the fact that the women are portrayed as able to stay at home to take care of 

children and household is an implicit result of their social status (their ability to 

afford not having a job), just as much as their behavior seems to be a product of 

their gender and, as seen later in this thesis, of their age. Such a scenario, 

perceived through a white middle class lens, ignores the majority of women who 
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cannot afford (or prefer not) to stay at home and "naturalizes" the home as the 

proper abode of women, despite the fact that a majority of women viewers do 

work outside the home. After all , according to Yankelovich researcher Margaret 

Gardner (2004), as of2004, 60% ofwomen over 16 were working outside the 

home (p. I) . Such a seemingly contradictory strategy might serve to nourish 

idealized models of middle class life aligned with capitalist imperatives that cater 

to a more affluent demographic segment of society or strive to present an 

aspirational familial model for its viewers. 

Moreover, the representations of older women offered by the show 

perpetuate stereotypes of them as antagonistic towards other women, threatened 

by younger women, and manipulative of men. Some feminist theorists posit, from 

a psychoanalytical standpoint, that although infants of both genders experience 

women as primary socializers and caregivers, boys ' experiences emphasize 

separation; that is, girl s can identify physically with mothers, while boys ' 

identification with the mother implies identifying with somebody who is not 

(physically) like themselves (Chodorow, 1978; Dinerstein, 1976). Though a 

possible solution to this binary would be to make men more responsible for 

childcare and children ' s socialization (and , it follows, women less so), the conflict 

ensuing from this mother/son separation is portrayed, by conventional wisdom, as 

unhealthy attachment from the mother towards the son and jealous hostility 

towards the daughter-in-law. Such dynamics are reflected in the representations 

of mother/son relationship throughout the sitcom. 
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Episodes in season 5 (2000) often deal with Debra's concerns, usually in 

the realm of home-turf or family issues. Debra is presented to us- facial 

expression sour and/or embittered- as perpetually whining, nagging, and 

scheming in order to get Raymond to cooperate more with household duties. 

Though on the surface the coding allows for an ambivalent reading--one 

conceding that Raymond could , effectively, do more around the household--it also 

portrays Debra' s character as ineffectively shrill and unpleasant in her demands, 

while Raymond is usually portrayed as boyishly good-natured and charming. The 

implication seems to be that Raymond does not help out more precisely because 

Debra stays home precisely to take care of household chores. 

During the same season, Marie schemes to wrestle any independent or 

personal gains from her daughter-in-law Debra. Nothing seems out of bounds for 

Marie, be it a job position that Debra had once briefly acquired or the affections 

of her son, Raymond. Debra retaliates against her mother-in-law by engaging in 

twists of stereotypically petty and competitive gendered behaviors, such as trying 

to one-up her on domestic skills. Thus, Debra and Marie are constantly portrayed 

as spending great amounts of energy battling each other in the private sphere of 

the household and doing little else of consequence, and viewers might be invited 

to laugh at them--as opposed to with them--because of this. The men are 

meanwhile busy, gainfully employed or engaged in outer-directed activities such 

as sports. Indeed, Raymond is a sports writer for a daily newspaper. 

Portrayals such as these are consistent with stereotypical representations 

that "reinforce the image of the older woman as an uncommitted worker whose 
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whole career has been ... related primarily to the family welfare" (Payne & 

Whittington, 1976, p. 94), as a professional work role, one outside the home, 

appears inconsistent with the older woman ' s feminine role. Thus, confined to the 

home and proscribed from the competitive professional world or any sort or 

rewarding work outside the home, older women seem to have no other venue for 

expending energies and unfulfilled ambitions than competing against each other. 

Furthermore, except for very few occasions, Debra and Marie seem to have no 

significant, life-enriching hobbies. They are seldom portrayed outside of the 

house, seemingly spending most of their abundant leisure time in the kitchen or 

living room. 

Sociological research with older women finds that they use their leisure 

time gainfully, with women over 60 enjoying the most leisure time, even though 

most older women do report spending their leisure time in socially normative 

ways for women, such as in informal associations and activities such as reading, 

gardening, crafts, church, playing with children and volunteer work. Moreover, 

research has shown that older women engage in a higher level of participation in 

civic, service, and church volunteer organizations (Payne and Whittington, 1976). 

As these researchers found , depictions that suggest a majority of older women 

waste their leisure time inactively at home "are patently false and grossly 

misleading" (p. 494). 

The home-turf ideology even pervades forays into public space. In an 

episode titled "A Vote for Debra" Debra considers running for office, but the 

political consciousness evinced by her character remains at a very mundane level. 
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The audience is not informed of Debra' s political convictions. This episode could 

have dealt with an issue significant to most women today: "the juggling of the two 

spheres [private and public] and their different demands" (Dow, 1996, p. 158). 

The episode instead concentrates on Raymond's desire for her to stay at home and 

care for their children. The plot highlights her character's embarrassment with 

Raymond 's public behavior and ends with his betrayal by voting against her in 

order to keep her at home. Not only is his betrayal eventually depicted as 

forgivable (and even endearing), but her understandable embarrassment at hi s 

uncouth public behavior, and her consequent pretense that she did not know him, 

is seen as leveling the ground so that Raymond 's selfish personal betrayal is 

deserving of forgiveness. Thus, undermining behavior such as scheming behind a 

partner's back is portrayed along gendered lines; a woman 's scheming is 

presented as a reflection on her basic nature, while the scheming of men is 

justifiable--it is understood as for the greater good--and an endearing 

demonstration of "dependency." In this representation, women are denied the 

possibility of useful community participation beyond their child-bearing duties 

and fertile years. 

While Raymond 's callow behavior seemingly strengthens Debra's 

position--he " really needs her" at home to help with the children--by halting her 

attempt at autonomy and emancipation, her foray into the public sphere and 

public service, Raymond manages to further weaken her status, ensuring her 

dependent role at home and her caretaking duties. Whereas the relationship could 

have moved towards a more equitable distribution of caretaking responsibilities 
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and distribution of power, the shift of power in the relationship is seen as a zero

sum game in which , had the woman gained, her husband (and perhaps the entire 

family) stood to lose. Furthermore, Debra' s possible usefulness as a community 

member has been drained of its significance, making it appear as if little is at 

stake except her performance of family responsibilities. Furthermore, while 

Debra' s run for public office after a decade of marriage and motherhood could 

have been seen as an assertive move towards a more autonomous self

consciousness, it serves instead to diminish her attractiveness as a mate and 

triggers Raymond ' s latent hostility and, hence, his (understandable, we are to 

assume) betrayal at the voting booth. 

Still during season 5, in an episode titled "Young Girl," Robert-

Raymond's older brother--begins dating a woman half his age, Erica. While 

Frank, their father, and Raymond are fawning over Erica, both Marie and Debra 

are portrayed as fuming over how ridiculous the whole situation makes Robert 

appear. Furthermore, Marie seems infuriated at how silly Frank appears with his 

non-stop flirting. Meanwhile, Debra engages in hostile behavior against her own 

spouse. Thus, the appearance of a younger woman seems to threaten the older 

women ' s turf, driving them to engage in irrational behavior. This episode could 

have dealt more openly with contemporaneous issues, such as how older women 

are culturally depicted as inappropriate sexual partners for younger men. It could 

have questioned why dating younger women is seen as desirable for males and a 

reason for older women ' s jealousy. Since both Debra and Marie claim not to feel 

threatened and adjudicate the reasons for their anger otherwise, it is understood 
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that older women who claim not to feel threatened by younger women surely lie! 

This episode's depiction ofthe situation correlates with scholars ' findings on the 

pervasive gender-age bias in television, in which "the average female character is 

I 0 years younger than the average male character" (Healy & Ross, 2002, p. 113), 

and older women are portrayed as threatened by younger women. This might be 

explained, beyond the influence of ingrained cultural factors, as aligned with 

commercial interests. As stated before, it is conventional wisdom for marketers 

that women purchase 80% of household goods. That is why, according to 

journalist Joanne Cleaver (2004), "marketers of household supplies, kids' gear, 

food. cosmetics, and clothes are good at reaching women'' (p. l). Cleaver finds , 

however, that despite the increase in women ' s earning power, marketers continue 

to ignore the changing dynamics ofwomen ' s age and earning power, continuing 

to target their marketing efforts towards a younger demographic (p. I). Thus 

representations of younger women are more desirable. at the cost of older 

women ' s sensibilities and interests. 

Representations of such pathological jealousy are compounded in later 

episodes, forming a consistent pattern. In an episode aired during season 7, titled 

"Who's Next?," Marie, Frank's wife, suspecting her husband is attracted to 

another woman, throws a public tantrum at her best friend's funeral. In a parallel 

story during the same episode, Debra feels threatened because Raymond smiled 

when she told him she had thought of her attractive friend Linda as a companion 

for him in case she died before he did. Against all logic, Debra had considered 

her friend Linda as a potential mate for Raymond regardless of the fact that Linda 
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is married to Bernie, Raymond's friend. Furthermore, her belief that Raymond 

smiled at the thought of Linda as his mate provokes her to set forth a chain of 

deceitful behavior that ends her up in trouble. Feeling threatened , she cancels 

plans with Linda and Bernie with an untruthful excuse, only to run into them at 

the funeral of Marie ' s best friend where, to her embarrassment, her lies eventually 

come out in the open. 

Both older women, Marie and Debra, are again portrayed as unreasonably 

jealous, incapable of controlling their emotions and behaving appropriately. 

Clearly these women, being older, are not allowed to feel desirable, and they 

foolishly escalate the climate of fear that induces them to feel easily replaceable. 

The men , however, portrayed as reasonable and paternal , patronize and humor the 

women, feeling flattered by their jealousy. Men are, after all , the ever-desirable 

prize that keep the women preoccupied, and around whom they scheme, plan, 

fight , and conduct their daily lives. It is important to note, however, that some 

"real women" can act thi s way. The televised representation , however, treats one 

behavioral aspect of some older women as a whole or as its most important 

aspect, thus turning it into a stereotype. Oppressive socio-economic condition, 

that is, the lack of economic independence and perceived avenues of fulfillment , 

might exacerbate the conditions under which some older women's insecurities 

might play out as jealousy. The sitcom, then , tends to limit the range of 

representations of older women, to narrow interpretations of them as insecure 

harridans whose lives revolve around men. 
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As today's women age, they can expect to enjoy the advantages gained by 

feminism and their achievements as young women. However, this is not widely 

reflected on prime time sitcoms, where older women can reproduce age-old 

stereotypes that depict them as inactive professionally, in their leisure time, and 

sexually. Though there are some exceptions, older women are more often than not 

represented as married, confined to kitchens and living rooms, and with lives that 

revolve around the male characters in the series. They seem incapable of bonding 

with other women without conflicts of jealousy and suspicion. 

Among some representations of female bonding, season 5 offered an 

episode entitled " Lets Fix Robert." Marie, Robert's mother, invites his police 

partner Judy, and his former girlfriends, Amy and Stefania, to her home in order 

to conduct an informal "roundtable" to find out why Robert will not commit to a 

relationship. As Robert drops in unexpectedly, he endures the painful experience 

of listening--without their knowledge--to the women compare notes on his dating 

behavior and flawed personality. While most episodes portray women as 

constantly scheming against each other for the males, an episode portraying 

female bonding might have been an enriching experience. However, women in 

this episode bond over the topic that preoccupies them most: men. In so doing, 

women are portrayed as manipulative, scheming, and gossiping to the extent that 

a mother will betray her own son in order to control his life. That is, women will 

bond only when engaged in evil intent against men and seem incapable of 

maintaining honest and healthy mother-son relationships. 
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Cross-gender friendships also seem incompatible with prime time' s 

agenda. In one ofthe episodes in the 2005 season, titled "The Nice Talk," 

Raymond befriends his brother Robert's mother-in-law, Pat (played by Georgina 

Engel). An older woman represented as bashful, self-effacing and submissive to 

her husband, she bonds with Raymond over a late-night table game. In the 

intimacy developed from sharing the late-night game, Raymond confides to her 

that he has been thinking of writing a book. It is clear in his confession that 

neither his mother nor wife has allowed him to feel comfortable sharing his dream 

with them. The following day, however, the friendship between the older woman 

and the younger man makes every member of the family, especially Debra and 

Marie, feel threatened and uncomfortable. Both Debra and Marie resent 

Raymond's confiding to another woman his secret literary dream. Though 

Raymond publicly defends their friendship, insisting on the enriching aspects of 

their male-female friendly bond, Pat meekly bows to the majority and backs off, 

stating timidly that " it is better this way." The threat to the family status quo 

having been removed , everything returns to normal. The outcome is presented as 

the desired solution, where everybody seems satisfied with this petty victory and 

the potentially interesting questions raised by the issue of cross-gender, cross

generational friendship are left unresolved. 

Whereas this episode might have opened the discussion to multi

generational cross-gender friendships and mentorships, as well as to why 

Raymond might not confide in his wife as he would to a friend , the "unusual" 

friendship was presented as an anomaly; she had stepped out of her role of wife 
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and mother by becoming a youngman's friend and thus, a threat to the social 

order. The women are satisfied with the interruption ofthe friendship between 

Raymond and his brother's mother-in-law, but no proactive steps seem to take 

place to develop a more sharing and communicative relationship between 

Raymond and hi s wife or mother. 

Men are represented in a more affirmative light. During season 6, in an 

episode titled " Ray 's Ring," Raymond is propositioned by a younger woman who 

believes him to be single. In a typical fit of jealousy, Debra decides to teach 

Raymond a lesson by showing him what it would be like if she were single. 

Knowing that Raymond is following her surreptitiously, Debra strolls through the 

supermarket aisles sans her wedding band, desperately striving to entice men into 

flirting with her. The men are clearly uninterested , and one even runs away from 

her, spooked by her increasingly desperate approach . Raymond, who has been 

virtually stalking her, witnesses her humiliation . Debra's efforts at "teaching him 

a lesson" fail, a situation she finally acknowledges and accepts ruefully. In the 

end, while Raymond and Debra are walking together out of the supermarket in 

companionable affection (after all , Debra has seen the error of her ways!), a 

younger woman approaches Raymond. Raymond rejects her brusquely and 

Debra, appreciativel y, leans on his shoulder as they walk on. 

Raymond, then, is portrayed as desired by younger women and nobly 

faithful to his marriage vows, while Debra is portrayed as desperately trying to 

engage in flirting, only to be rejected repeatedly. Properly chastised for her 

neurotic competitiveness, her failed attempts at engaging in extra-marital flirting--
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and clearly past her prime in physical attractiveness--Debra walks out by 

Raymond ' s side, leaning on him. It is clear to the audiences that while Raymond 

is still attractive to younger women, Debra is considered disposable and second 

hand goods. Despite her best efforts, she can no longer attract males and her only 

viable option is to remain gratefully committed to her loyal spouse. Episodes such 

as this clearly reinforce gender role stereotypes in which women--especially older 

women--are solely defined by, and attain self-esteem through, the marital 

institution (Payne and Whittington , 1976). The fact that this may seem humorous, 

and even plausible to the audience, reify socio-economic conditions that 

perpetuate hegemonic perceptions of older women as less desirable to men and, it 

follows, of less value to society. 

The juxtaposition of age and gender is highlighted in an episode titled 

"The Garage Sale," which aired during season 2, and portrays Debra giving up on 

the childbearing options open to younger women . Raymond is upset because 

Debra--who is in charge of all childcare duties--had assumed they were done 

having children, as she does not want to bear any more. Whereas this might signal 

an empowered stance, with Debra taking charge of her reproductive options, 

Marie, siding with Raymond (even though she had only two children herself), 

reminds Debra "you want to plant your seedlings before winter comes and 

everything freezes over." Thus, childbearing is what separates women who are 

still valued by society, and those that are no longer important. The metaphor of 

"freezing" reflects the social value placed on childbearing and is symbolic of 

stifled abilities and skills, the contrast of youthfully productive spring and barren 
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winter. The metaphor also serves to "naturalize" cultural and economic practices, 

turning them into natural deeds, out of human control. There is little indication 

that Debra, or any older woman for that matter, might find other avenues of self

fulfillment beyond breeding, or that she might be an otherwise rewarding partner 

to her husband beyond her childbearing functions. 

Nevertheless, Debra has been portrayed as making forays into the job 

market. In an episode titled " Debra's Work Out", Debra--who used to work 

successfully in public relations when she was single--lands a part-time job in 

public relations for a small, woman-owned firm. Debra is charged with 

developing a campaign for a pizza restaurant, a simple assignment she fails. 

Despite years of experience in public relations and advertising, Debra had turned 

to her small daughter, Ally, for advice on how to develop the campaign. Not 

surprisingly, this results in her project turning out irredeemably juvenile and 

unprofessional. When her new boss rejects her proposal , Debra becomes 

unreasonably stubborn and is consequently fired. It takes Raymond 's reasonable 

arguments and gentle mockery to make her understand that her public relations 

project was childish and inappropriate and her behavior immature. It also takes 

Raymond's intervention with her former boss--a woman portrayed as dithery and 

nervous despite being a business-owner--to get Debra her job back. By then, 

however, Debra had realized that her best option was to stay home and 

exclusively engaged in child-caring duties. Thus, despite initially exhibiting 

anger at Raymond 's meddling, she soon becomes affectionately grateful for his 

efforts. The representation of Debra's deteriorating professional capabilities is 
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detrimentally implausible, given that with some exceptions, age usually correlates 

with increased experience, skill , and wisdom in all areas of life, particularly the 

workplace. Age and motherhood, however, appear to have worked against Debra, 

infantilizing her to the point where she needs to rely on her small daughter for 

professional advice and on Raymond to act in her behalf in the workplace. Done 

with bearing children, there is little left for Debra to do, or spaces for her to find 

fulfillment, beyond childcare duties. In a reflection of the stereotypes of aging 

women, then , Debra is portrayed as suffering a deterioration of her intellectual 

abilities and professional skills, and unable to find any source of fulfillment 

beyond the family sphere. In her essay on family sitcoms, Kutulas (2005) argued 

that though sitcom forms have evolved, they continue to portray, at their root, 

gender roles of the 1950s. Furthermore, "sitcoms, like other forms of popular 

culture, provided safe opportunities for rebellion but ultimately reinforced the 

status quo" (p. 218). In her examination of the discursive practices of 1950 ' s 

situation comedies, especially I Love Lucy, Mellencamp ( 1996) found that " real " 

domestic and familial details ofthe star's life were so oddly mixed up with the 

fiction, perhaps the supreme fiction of the program was that Lucy was not star 

material, and hence needed to be confined to domesticity" (p. 68) Mellencamp 

summarized a pattern imbued in domestic ideology: 

The weekly plot concerned Lucy's thwarted attempts to break out 

of the home and into show business ... all of Lucy's schemes 

failed, even if failure necessitated an instant and gratuitous reversal 

in the end. Lucy was the rebellious child whom the husband/father 
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Ricky endured, understood, loved, and even punished, as, for 

example, when he spanked her for her continual disobedience. 

(1997, p. 68) 

Thus, when Debra finds a job outside the home despite Raymond's 

objections, by the end of the episode the familial status quo has been reified and 

Debra is also back in the family sphere. Echoing Mellencamp's ( 1996) findings, 

Kutu1as (2005) argued that in the family sitcom world, women's ventures outside 

the home or challenges to the status quo inevitably end in "amusing failure" (p. 

218), thus providing a space for women to enjoy the rebellion while offering, at 

the end, yet another hegemonic lesson to be learned. That is, in portraying 

women rebelling in sitcom episodes, even if the liberating adventure would end in 

failure, women viewers were offered a chance to vicariously enjoy a portrayal of 

rebellion, while being reassured that staying at home was the best avenue for 

personal fulfillment. The darker side of this lesson, however, is that as they age 

and their children grow, aging women in sitcoms are offered an even narrower set 

of choices for personal fulfillment, reflecting institutional ideologies of a 

patriarchal and capitalist worldview, that position representations of women both 

in a lower hierarchical status and as consumers/dispensable objects of 

consumption as well. 

Throughout the seasons, the characters in the show have bantered around 

the fact that Raymond would like more sexual activity than Debra was willing to 

provide. Debra's character representation is consistent with portrayals of older 

women as uninterested in sex. When one episode revolves around the theme of 
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Debra and Raymond trying to rekindle the romance in their marriage, they are 

clearly at odds on their interpretation of what is considered romantic. While 

Raymond ' s sexual potency and interest is never in question, Payne and 

Whittington ( 1976) find that one of the main reasons married older women give 

for diminished sexual activity is their partner' s lack of potency. Furthermore, 

such televised representations fly in the face of decades of research that establish 

older women's interest in sex peaks in midlife and lasts beyond their menopausal 

years. 

In sum, a myriad lifestyle benefits born ofthe hard-won emancipation 

attained by over a century of feminist struggle seem to erode, in prime time 

sitcoms from the fifites as well as since the nineties, as women age. Prime time 

television , as exemplified by Everybody Loves Raymond, does not reflect 

achievements gained by women over the last forty years nor does it offer a wide 

spectrum of possibilities for older women. As some scholars have argued, the 

discursive practices of sitcoms in the 1950s embody "a political determinism in 

which women find a subordinate place" (Mellencamp, 2006, p. 70). Just as the 

characters of 1950s sitcom wives are trapped in economic subservience to their 

spouses, the women in Raymond are perennially reduced to a childlike status, 

their stabs at autonomy always ending in failure. In Mellencamp ' s ( 1996) words, 

"this implausible, sparse 'situation' exemplifies--in its obsessive repetition ofthe 

domestic regime, of marital bliss as crazy 'scenes' and competitive squabbles--a 

social plaint if not a politics" (p. 70, 1996). That is, contrary to a " liberating" 

comedic role, representations of older women in sitcoms are doubly degraded--by 
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gender and age--and invite the public to laugh at them. The ideological strictures 

that confine their representations as viable only within the family sphere and 

condemns their emancipation attempts to failure , serve to reinforce their 

economically subservient role. 

Thus, while occasionally making some concessions to an older audience 

by presenting a sitcom with older characters, as is the case of CBS network 

programming, it is unquestionable that in general , older women are not only 

under-represented according to their actual numbers, but that the representations 

available are problematic. Not credible, reflective or insightful about lived 

experience, the representations of older women in Raymond seem at different 

points consistent with the findings of several scholars, reflected in the "tropes of 

old age" described by Healy and Ross (2002): "dependent, frail , vulnerable . .. 

asexual, grumpy, behind the times, stupid. , miserable, a drain to society" (p . II 0). 

Do viewers agree with this portrayal? There is no large body of studies available 

dealing with older audiences. However, Healy and Ross's survey of older 

television viewers concludes that, indeed, most find that not only are portrayals of 

their age group negative, but older women are especially represented as acting in 

"silly ways" (p. II 0). Furthermore, in those serials that do have an older male 

character, older women are often " invisible" (p. Ill). The view gets darker when 

older people find that, though the representations of older people on television do 

not reflect their lived experience, the "broadly negative and disrespectful ways in 

which older people are portrayed on TV has a direct relationship to the ways they 

are treated in real lives" (p. 116). Researchers have also found , however, that 
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heavy exposure to televised portrayals may affect the way that viewers see 

themselves and others, and that "these socializing effects are discernable over the 

adult life span" (O ' Guinn & Shrum 1997, p. 290). 

How and why, then, in the face of a growing body of research that 

demonstrates different lived experiences, do decision-makers perpetuate these 

obsolete, stereotypical images? The next section in this chapter deals with trying 

to find the thread that weaves these issues together. 

Paratextual Analysis 

In order to help determine the relationships between age, gender and the 

understanding of TV culture, I use paratextual analysis in the model of Genette 

(1991) to explore how the producers filter the text via the episode summaries on 

the official Internet website, as well as look at the ways in which critics ' and 

journalists ' consumption and commentary address the intersections of age and 

gender in Everybody Loves Raymond. The paratext, as explained by Genette 

( 1991 ), mediates the reception and consumption of the text (p. 261) and provides 

a positioning, an authorial and/or editorial interpretation (p. 264). Hence, the 

paratext serves a filtering function , since it mediates the interpretation of the text 

for the reader. Paratexts such as interviews and screen reviews, for example, 

present authorial subjectivities or interpretive frames as a filter for the readers' 

understanding of the text. 

Other cultural theorists have explored the ways in which paratextual 

features such as reviews, interviews, trailers, and even typeset have helped shape 

textual readings. Scodari (2006), for instance, asserts that "te levision critics have 
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helped to disseminate the myth among romantic comedy writers and audiences 

that character monogamy is inherently uninteresting and cannot be creatively 

sustained" (pp. 5-6). Furthermore, paratexts have an effect on readers, as 

demonstrated by Read's (2000) and Walters' (1995) analyses of film reviews, 

which suggest that readers or viewers might knowingly or unknowingly identify 

with the behaviors, attitudes and/or standpoints they associate with screen culture 

characters. The aforementioned findings, moreover, suggest that readers and 

viewers adopt the behaviors, attitudes and standpoints of the subjectivities they 

identify with. When reviews suggest, or in the words of Genette, "advise" or 

"command" (2004, p. II) a specific interpretation, they further mediate and 

possibly influence the point of view of their readers. In this manner, reviews 

might narrow the scope of possible interpretations or, to the contrary, offer a 

wider scope of meaning-making to their readers. 

Critics ' Commentary 

Critics' commentary on Everybody Loves Raymond has been mostly 

ambiguous, more often than not offering a perception ofthe sitcom's characters as 

"real people," with the harshest of criticism often falling upon the characters of 

Marie (Doris Roberts) and Debra (Patricia Healey). After declaring that the 2005 

Emmys won by cast members of Everybody Loves Raymond were a "stunning 

upset" over Desperate Housewives , a clear favorite for the awards according to 

this critic and a show casting somewhat younger and more beautiful women, Tom 

Shales (2005), in the "Style" section of the Washington Post declared: "Among 

the television academy's most curious and perverse choices for Emmy citations 
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were Brad Garrett and Doris Roberts. supporting actor and actress on ·Everybody 

Loves Raymond ' and both multiple winners for previous years" (p. CO I) This 

suggests that while the criticism seems to be about the quality ofthe 

performances, it might really be about the characters' age and gender. Further 

ahead, Shales added, with no fut1her explanation, that .. the repeated Emmys to 

Roberts are simply baftling'' (p. COl). 

Los Angeles correspondent for London's Independent, critic Andrew 

Gumbel (2005), decried the lack of youthfulness of contemporary American 

television: 

If there is anything youthful and dynamic about American 

television, you certainly wouldn't have known it from this year's 

Emmy awards ceremony, which veered so much towards the tried 

and the tested it had television critics from one end of the country 

to the other groaning through what was supposed to be the small 

screen's biggest night of the year. (p. 25) 

Interestingly, the aforementioned critics failed to mention Roberts ' husband in the 

show, actor Peter Boyle. Gumbel then proceeded to name some actors who are 

long past retirement age, specifically singling out Emmy-winning actor Doris 

Robet1s as unremarkable and unimpot1ant despite her long history of professional 

acting and many awards won: 

Among those picking up awards at Los Angeles's Shrine 

Auditorium on Sunday night were Paul Newman, William Shatner 

of Star Trek fame and Doris Roberts. the multi-accoladed but 
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otherwise unremarkable second-string player in the long-running 

sitcom Everybody Loves Raymond. All have long since passed the 

traditional retirement age. (p.25) 

Striving for some semblance of objectivity, Gumbel explained that low 

expectations for the sitcom were shared by its producer, as quoted in the same 

article: '"Even the series' creator, Phil Rosenthal , felt compelled to joke about it: 

'It's nice to remember the elderly. Thanks. We're grateful and shocked,' he said" 

(p. 25). 

Tim Goodman (2005) of the San Francisco Chronicle, also bemoaned the 

lack offreshness in Emmy Awards choices. After mentioning Brad Garrett's 

supporting actor award (as Raymond's brother), he lamented Doris Roberts· 

award: 

Doris Roberts. Say no more. The idea that Emmy producers could 

only come up with a hackneyed "Emmy Idol" concept pretty much 

tells you all you need to know. But you can always add this for 

emphasis: Roberts was so sure she'd win again that she brought her 

grandkids with her. Gotta love the smell ofthat Emmy mold. (p. 

16) 

The gratuitous ridiculing of Robetis· grandmotherly behavior and the play on the 

smel l of mold and age are especially worthy of note, since Goodman does not 

engage in that type of personal attacks anywhere else in his sweeping review of 

the Emmy Awards broadcast. 

In a previous column. also published in the entertainment section of the 
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same news daily, Goodman explained why he believed that it was time to take 

Everybody Loves Raymond and NYPD Blue off the air. Despite their popularity, 

the shows had run long enough and become stale: 

Popularity isn't always good for creativity. Audiences loved these 

series to death. But most people don't watch TV critically. They 

watch to be entertained, to be transported out of their awful work 

environments and their numb interpersonal odysseys. (p. I) 

Hence, when referring to television shows or its actors' performance, Goodman 

generally remains focused on quality, ability, or professional skill. It seems of 

particular interest and somewhat out of character, then, when he singles out 

septuagenarian actor Doris Roberts for a more personal attack. 

A sweeping overview of cyberfans' responses on Salon, com and The 

Internet Movie Database (IMDb.com) reveals a steady stream of negatively biased 

views of the characters of Marie and Debra, that is, there seems to be a pattern of 

flnding them generally unlovable, unattractive, and unappealing, reflecting the 

denigrating comments made by many critics as well as the representation of the 

characters as originally created by the producers. It might be argued, of course, 

that ifthese fans enjoy the show. their pleasure almost demands these 

representations. Professional critics. however, such as Matthew Gilbert from The 

Globe (2004 ), decried the stereotypically negative or constricted representation of 

both female characters, ascribing it to the "banal rehash of 1950s gender cliches'' 

that the producers have promoted consistently throughout the series: ·'The show 
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does almost nothing to update the battle of the sexes, stubbornly dooming it to a 

time when it was a man's world and wives were trapped" (p. B7). 

After critiquing the dep iction of women and heterosexual relationships as 

backwards, Gilbert seemed to advocate fo r shows that cater to an adult audience 

yet provide more contem porary or less restricting gender representations: 

Accepting the Emmy for best comedy last year, "Raymond" 

executive producer Phil Rosenthal proudly described hi s struggle 

to hold onto his show's old-fashioned orientation when CBS urged 

him to make it hip . .. and it is true that producers like Rosenthal 

need to resi st the entertainment industry's relentless push to capture 

the younger viewers who are so popular with adverti sers. But at the 

same time, "adult" ... doesn't have to mean unyieldingly retro and 

bland. (2004, p. B7) 

However, despite his call for shows that te ll a d ifferent story--or at least tel l it 

differently--when it comes to gender representation, Gi !bert takes a last jab at the 

oldest female character, Marie, approv ing of her dep iction as dysfunctional: 

'·Some of the lines on ' Raymond ' do hit the mark, as they torque up the 

characters' pettiness, and Roberts makes Marie into a wondrous spectacle of 

dysfunction" (p. B7). 

Quoting Haskell ( !987), Scodari and Mu lvaney bu il t on her findi ng that 

"f~lm configures age to priv il ege the maturing male whi le den igrating his fe male 

counterparts" (2005 p. 2); to the extent that Frank Barone, Marie's spouse o n the 

s itcom and arguably the most detri mental ly port rayed character in the fami ly, is 

67 



privileged by critics with benevolent or humorous disregard, while Marie is 

generally the brunt of personal attacks directly or indirectly related to her age and 

gender. this seems to prove true. Particularly disturbing is the fact that even when 

critics are striving for a balanced or objective view on the show, they seem to 

single out, almost thoughtlessly and by default, the oldest female character for a 

personal attack, their critiques suggesting a contlation of sitcom character and real 

person. 'This was previously demonstrated by critics Tom Shales (2005 ). Andrew 

Grumbel (2005), and Tim Goodman (2004), when commenting on Everybody 

Loves Raymond award-winning history, rather than critiquing her acting, they 

singled out Roberts' age and grandmotherly status as sufficient reasons for 

mockery. 

A reviewer for The Seattle Post-lntelligencer 's ''Life and Arts'' section, 

Melanie McFarland. (2005) gave Eve,~vbody Loves Raymond a more ambiguous 

reading, first calling the show a ''sharp family sitcom brought to us by a cast 

bubbling with winning chemistry"' while acknowledging the emotional limitations 

and lack of"realness'' of its characters: 

The Barone family displays a multitude of shared traits that, if they 

were real, would give the sanest of its extended relatives an airtight 

case for disowning them. Foremost among them is a sense of 

consistency, that most dominant allele in the Barone DNA 

preventing any of them from achieving emotional growth. (p. E I) 

However, in the same article, while clarifying that the show reflects the vision of 

producer Phil Rosenthal and stand-up comedian Ray Romano, McFarland gave 
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the show a reading that seems to reflect a somewhat against-the-grain standpoint: 

'' [Evetyhody Loves Ramond's] vision reflected the viewer's home life better than 

most ofwhat had come before, acknowledging that most families aren't the 

Cleavers or the Bradys" (p. E I). That is, the obvious imperfection of the 

multigenerational Barone family, its abundance of conflict, might be better 

aligned with modern families than the blander and smoother versions presented in 

previous decades. It remains. however, a white nuclear family quite 

circumscribed to the vision of its producers. 

McFarland (2005) does refer to a marginal older couple in the show as 

"joyless" as her sole reference to the age of its oldest main characters. However, 

this includes both Marie and her husband Frank, as they are banished to a 

retirement community and their house is occupied by their son Robert and his 

new wi1e Amy: 

The most astronomical twist came this season, when the old folks 

relinquished their tacky home to Robert and Amy to relocate to a 

peaceful retirement condo. But then, the change lasted only a short 

time before the condo association bounced the couple back to their 

familiar doorstep for reasons having to do with that "peaceful" 

descriptor in the previous sentence. No shocker there. Who else 

could stand them but family? (p. E I) 

Another ambiguous and subtly against-the-grain reading was provided by 

critic Alessandra Stanley (2005) writing in '"The Arts" section of the New York 

Tlmes, who, as opposed to The Globe's Matthew Gilbert's (2004) reading of 
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Raymond as providing mi ndless rep licas of 1950s gender stereotypes, fou nd that 

" both "Raymond' and 'Two and a Half Men' are sardonic, jabbing at the 50's 

myth of happy ' Father Knows Best' fami lies' ' (2005) . Moreover , Stanley subt ly 

alluded to the fact that among male-dominated prime ti me sitcoms, Everybody 

Loves Raymond, though "'prosaic and predi ctable, '' seems to have presented more 

"appearance-appropriate' ' spouses for the male characters . Moreover, even though 

they do not perpetuate a gender/age appearance doub le standard as other sitcoms 

do, it could also seem to imply that neither Marie nor Debra could be perce ived 

by viewers as either smart or gorgeous: 

The show's unexpected success in 1996 encouraged a ll kinds of 

imitations, and "Raymond" is often blamed fo r the glut of ma le

dominated sitcoms, from "Al l About J im" on ABC to "Yes, Dear," 

"The King of Queens' ' and "Listen Up," CBS shows that 

improbably match fat, weak husbands to gorgeous, smart wives. 

" Raymond' could be j ust as prosaic and predictable, but it was 

always fun nier. (p. 1) 

It seems telling, then , that even though hegemonic readings affect both genders, 

most male critics seem not to think twice about singling out Marie, the oldest 

female character and the actor who plays her, for hostile comments they seem to 

believe require no explanation, whereas most of the women critics take a more 

holistic view of the show, considering the entire cast. Furthermore, male critics 

give a more hegemonic reading, considering Ray mond at face value as a 1950s 
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replica type of sitcom, whereas female critics seem to provide a more subtly 

resistant reading. 

On this sample overview of critics' considerations, a divide across gender 

lines makes itself apparent. Furthermore, there is a problematic understanding of 

the show as reflecting "real life" ... or not. That is, while an acknowledgement 

exists that the show is a spectacle, there is also an affirmation among many of 

these critics that Raymond reflects "true" life situations as well. Some critics, 

however, mark the difference between the characters the actors play and the 

reality of the actors' personalities. Lorrie Lynch (2004), from USA Weekend. com, 

commented on the differences between Patricia Heaton, cast as Debra, and her 

sitcom character: "But there's a huge difference often overlooked: Heaton, who 

recently had her fourth baby in 5 1/2 years, works a full-time job outside the 

home" (para. 1 ). Nevertheless, however much as she may be a dedicated career 

woman in her lived experience, Heaton appears to present herself--in her 

interviews as well as in having several children in a short amount of time--in a 

more traditional role as a mother. Thus, her ideological stance suggests more 

correlation with her portrayal of Debra as a housekeeper and mother, than with 

that of a woman dedicated to her career outside the home. 

An overview of cyberfans at Salon. com and IMDb.com reflects conflicting 

positions among fans as to the alleged "realism" of the family represented in 

Raymond, with most fans apparently agreeing that it is realistic. Such 

contentiousness is reflected in critics' reviews ofthe show. Matthew Gilbert from 

The Globe (2004 ), wrote: 
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Essentially, "Raymond" reduces the modern suburban family to a 

Neanderthal stereotype, like Ricky and Lucy Ricardo minus the 

love and affection. Ray and Debra Barone (Ray Romano and 

Patricia Heaton), the central couple, are forever in the midst of war 

about their roles in the household. She's a shrew, always denying 

Ray the joy of his favorite activities, including golf and sex. Pent 

up about bearing the brunt of the housework and Ray's attachment 

to his mother, Debra has grown into a frustrated monster who 

jumps on Ray when he says the wrong thing. (p. 87) 

Gilbert does point out, disapprovingly, that the sitcom reduces the family to a 

"50s-type stereotype," but all of the subsequent denigrating descriptors are 

reserved for Debra's character, a "shrew" who denies Ray the joys of sex and play 

and, despite Gilbert making clear that she carries the "brunt of the housework," 

there is no offensive qualifier against Raymond while she is labeled, in 

consequence, a "frustrated monster." The description of Debra seems historically 

preceded by the character of Alice in The Honeymooners, a 1950s sitcom 

featuring Ralph Kramden and his "feisty" and sarcastic wife, Alice (Simon, 2005, 

p. I). The couple is depicted as constantly bickering in the show, which is 

considered by many as one ofthe most successful sitcoms in the history of 

American television (Simon, p. 1). Here, although the paratext may appear to 

protest the reification of oppressive gender roles, it negates spaces for extended 

discussion between audience and community which might give voice to the 

multiple discourses within an audience. It fosters, instead, a species oftext-
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paratext pairing that magnifies a hegemonic authorship. That is, the paratext 

reifies dominant representations of gender roles encased in rigid familial 

structures that have, on the surface, adapted to reflect current societal model s but 

do little more than replicate representational frameworks detrimental to older 

women. 

After declaring that the reason why 16.7 million viewers loved the 

Barones was because "so many of us are the Barones," (p. E I), Melanie 

McFarland (2005) from The Seattle lntelligencer explained: ''Everybody Loves 

Raymond ' paralleled Romano's real life, down to his raising three kids and his 

brother being a divorced cop living across the street with parents fond of bursting 

into his home unannounced" (p. E I). Jill Vejnoska (2005) from The Atlanta 

Journal-Constitution echoed the reader-inc lusive rhetoric and the image of the 

Barone family reilecting ''everybody ' s" family by stating that Everybody Loves 

Raymond'"was a family sitcom in the true sense of the word '" adding afterwards, 

·:just like your real family" (para. 1-2) . Me lissa Ruggieri (2005) from the Times

Di.spatch admired the show and " its normalcy and refusal to require its audience 

to suspend disbelief' (para. 7) and, referring to the usually narrow representation 

of the older female character, Marie, stated that "viewers with Marie-like 

matriarchs gulped painfully at the reality of a simple sitcom" (para. 8). These 

journalistic responses support a reading which, despite the multiplicity of familial 

models in current society and the polysemic possibilities available to the sitcom's 

audience, carry a heavy burden of hegemonic weight, in which the preferred 

reading--that of the fictional Barone family as " real" reflection of "everybody's" 
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family. Such a reading implies that the character of Marie, for example, is so true 

to life that it will make viewers "gulp painfully" upon recognizing this. The 

normalizing of this reading is underscored by Ruggieri's requirement that on 

watching the sitcom, viewers "suspend disbelief." 

Vejnoska (2005) and Ruggieri (2005) are representative of the critics who 

provided a reading, seemingly free of gender bias, of the female characters in 

Everybody Loves Raymond. Vejnoska argued: 

"Raymond" took the opposite route, distinguishing itself from 

almost every other tired domestic sitcom where the characters 

complain about not getting enough action. Here that became a 

badge of honor. In the episode "Good Girls," Ray vied with brother 

Robert (Brad Garrett) to make his woman seem like the more 

chaste one before marriage, and in "Sex Talk," Marie made sure 

everyone knew she and Frank barely did the deed anymore. (para. 

8) 

On referring to Marie, the oldest female character, it is clear that the decrease in 

her and her spouse ' s sex life has paralleled their aging. Furthermore, the 

description of "made sure everyone knew" portrays a castrating image of a 

woman behaving with seemingly little discretion. Ruggieri (2005) commended 

the show for consistently providing "age-appropriate" spouses for the sitcom 

characters. After referring to Raymond as a "gentle buffoon" who only wants to 

play golf and "have sex with his pretty wife," however, she described Debra as his 

"acid-tongued" and "sharp-as-nails" wife who, along with his mother Marie, 
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makes him "shrivel with her steely glare" (para. I 0) . The slightly misogynistic 

sheen with which Ruggieri coats the description ofthe female characters does not 

extend to the actors, as she makes clear that Patricia Heaton is playing her role to 

perfection and admiringly calls Doris Roberts an incomparable actor (para. I 0, 

12). Nevertheless, the adjectives utilized to describe Raymond--a gentle buffoon

-stand in contrast to the castrating descriptions of Debra and Marie, who seem to 

have the Gargoyle-like power of freezing Raymond with their pitiless stare. 

Ruggieri depicted Raymond as still wanting to have sex with his "pretty wife" yet, 

despite much evidence to the contrary during the nine year run of Everybody 

Loves Raymond, she established that Marie no longer holds any attraction for her 

husband, who is not interested in her as anything more than to take care of his 

physical nourishment: "Marie's other half, Frank (Peter Boyle), was also always a 

bit too broadly drawn , slumped on the couch with his pants unbuttoned, muttering 

"Holy crap!" for a programmed laugh and ignoring his wife unless the prospect of 

lasagna loomed" (para. 20). 

Despite their partially narrowly biased readings of the female characters of 

the sitcom, and as opposed to other critics, MacFarland (2005), Vejnoska (2005) 

and Ruggieri (2005) do not indulge in critical attacks against the female actors. 

Nevertheless, most critics seem aligned with the idea that Everybody Loves 

Raymond represents " real" families and indulge in inclusive rhetoric that pulls the 

reader into that view, i.e. , the Barone family "feels real" and mirrors a family like 

"yours." That is, the readers can also share in the family experience offered in the 

sitcom and are invited to find parallels between their family experience and that 
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represented by the characters of Everybody Loves Raymond. It is clear, by a 

sweeping overview of fan postings in Salon.com and IDMb.com that this 

perception of"realness" is echoed among fans, despite the fact that few working 

class and middle class families can afford a stay-at-home wife and mother and 

about 50% of households are single parent families. 

Moreover, the all-white middle class cast of Raymond might seem, on the 

surface, to erase any suggestion of race or ethnic differentiation. The "Italian" 

ethnicity of the Barone family materializes only in reference to home-prepared 

Italian food, and the lifestyle portrayed encodes superiority, an implicit rejection 

of working class viewers who are unlikely to afford the idealized family lifestyle 

presented in Raymond and its class-inflected activities. In short, the character and 

lifestyle represented in Raymond carries within an implied value system, in which 

the values of privileged ethnic whites is reified and issues of class, gender, age 

and ethnic oppression are silenced. 

Issues of class, however, are seldom clear-cut. Everybody Loves Raymond 

does present some codes that represent blue collar values. Raymond's brother, for 

example, is a police officer and Raymond's passion for sports, specifically 

baseball , are traditional markers for blue collar preferences. Though Raymond 's 

job as a sports writer is considered professional employment and Debra may 

afford to stay at home, they do not seem to have hired help nor is Debra portrayed 

as the stereotypical "soccer mom," those upper middle class mothers represented 

as driving a pricey minivan and having leisure time enough to drive their children 

to all sorts of expensive after school events. The fact that they live across the 
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street from Raymond ' s parents might suggest, as well, a not-so-upwardly mobile 

situation. Furthermore, many traditional working class women of Marie ' s 

generation often stayed at home, even at the cost of the possible benefits of an 

additional income. Thus, though the Barones are coded as middle class, the 

coding is ambiguous and permeable enough that it allows for working class 

markers, thus expanding its viewership outreach. While it may reify middle class 

values, it may also present aspirational models for working class viewers. 

Ruggiero (2005) ends her review by commending Marie and Frank' s 

understanding of the value of a strong marital commitment despite their 

contentious marriage and the fact that, in her view, Frank is uninterested in Marie 

except when it comes to her cooking skills: "But together, Frank and Marie 

showcased an important, and rarely seen anymore, type of TV couple-- the kind 

who argue and snipe, yet understand the value and commitment of marriage" 

(para. 24). Heather Havrilesky (2003) of Salon. com also implied that as they age, 

women cannot expect a rewarding and fulfilling relationship with their spouse: 

But what would the show's writers have to say to ... idealistic 

singles . . . ? One glimpse of a response is offered when Robert's 

fiancee, Amy, delivers a rousing speech to Ray, Debra and Ray's 

parents on the joys of wedlock: "Robert and I are getting married, 

and I want us to be honest and trusting, and I hope those feelings 

will only get stronger the longer that we're together." The couple 

exits, and after a stunned silence, Ray says, "Wow." Debra turns to 
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him and says nostalgically, "Yeah . Remember when we were that 

stupid?" (para. 5) 

Whereas Raymond 's response (" Wow! ") is ambiguous and could be construed as 

anything, including admiration or approval , Debra, true to her acerbic and 

castrating persona, cynically mocks any newlywed illusions about the possibility 

of an honest and trusting relationship between an aging woman and her spouse. 

In sum, there appear to be differences in critics ' readings along gender 

lines. These lines are not clearly drawn , though , as some female critics do engage 

in hegemonic readings of the show, as when they echo stereotypes of older 

women as de-sexualized. The most marked differences, however, appear to be 

that some male critics felt free to extend attacks against the age and gender of the 

oldest female actor, Doris Roberts, carrying them beyond the character she played 

in the sitcom and disparag ing her in most denigrating terms as regards to age. 

While a few critics pointed out that the sitcom replicate--albeit imperfectly-

typical 50s era famil y sitcom representations, most seem intent on remarking how 

" real " the sitcom is, not only as a reflection ofthe producers ' vision, since it is 

based on Ray Romano ' s real life family, but also in terms of "our" and "your" 

family. That is, the dysfunctional dynamic is celebrated as refreshing, since it 

deviates from the seamless perfection of 50s family sitcoms. However, despite 

1950s sitcoms almost uniformly representing married women through a 

patriarchal lens as "being a contented, if not blissfully happy, understanding 

homebody," (Mellencamp, 1996, p. 62) in reality, most women over 35 years old 

remained in the workforce after World War II (Mellencamp, p. 60). In Raymond, 
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then, despite it being common knowledge that the sitcom family replicates the 

vision of two middle class white men--producer Phil Rosenthal and comedian Ray 

Romano--the Barone family is also positioned, within a patriarchal ideology, as 

representative of most contemporary American families . This implies, by default, 

that the representations of Debra and Marie are also considered as representative 

of most American women of a certain age. 

Interviews 

As mentioned earlier, MacLean ( 1991 ), in her interpretation of Genette, 

explained authorship as one of the elements of the paratext. That is, the author of 

the paratext in some ways displays intentions as he or she speaks to the reader. 

Interviews, then, may legitimately serve as paratext for the purposes of textual 

analysis. 

Doris Roberts (2003), cast as Raymond's mother Marie, spoke on her 

political activism and advocacy against ageism in a CBS interview a few years 

ago: 

1 spoke to the Senate Committee on ageism, and there were other 

people: there were doctors explaining what was going on, there 

was someone from Madison A venue--] guess the image makers, or 

whatever you want to call it--showing awful commercials with 

older people in it in such a denigrating way it was shocking. There 

was a wonderful doctor, a woman doctor, who explained that she'd 

been on a research project for over twenty years and that they had 

proven that older people who have a good image about themselves 
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live seven and a half years longer. My argument was that it was the 

last bastion of bigotry: that sexism, racism , religious 

discrimination, all that is taken care of, protected by Jaw, but 

nobody protects older people. And that the image-makers call us 

old coots, old codgers, over the hill, old farts. None of that should 

apply to us. So why should they deny us the ability to grow and 

flourish and to accomplish things that we set out to do in our lives, 

because we're older people? 

Roberts, during the same interview, far from the "dysfunctional" or "moldy" 

personae some critics see as appropriate for her, revealed , at 71 years-of-age, an 

active life that casts her fully in the public political arena. On speaking against 

ageism she declared: 

I'm very passionate about it: I think it's wrong. Nowhere do you 

see older people in a good image. There's no magazine you open, 

unless its [sic] AARP, that shows a woman over the age of 45 in 

any other light, other than having to buy Depends or Viagra. I 

mean , if we're vital people ... I'm 71 years old, and I couldn't be 

more vital ... my brain is functioning full-time, my body is good. 

Sure, I have pains, but so does a twenty-year-old. We cannot be 

dismissed and discharged like that. They cannot airbrush us out of 

history, they just can't, and we need to do this politically. 

Further in the interview. Roberts--an actor of tremendous versatility and 

experience--regretted being identified with '·narve," intrusive, and mildly 
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scatte rbrained Marie Barone as we ll as the lack of " meaty'' ro les for women her 

age. It seems ironic that a pol itica ll y and cul tura ll y astute woman of her ab il ity 

and experience would be relegated to a ro le that repl icates, more than liberates her 

from, restr ictive stereotypes of agi ng women. 

Despite Roberts ' long-standing and fruitful career, there seem to be many 

more interviews of Patricia Heaton than of Doris Roberts. Whereas Roberts has 

been publicly active in progressive issues, actor Patricia Heaton has publicly 

positioned herself as politically conservative. Known as a pro-life advocate and 

strong Republican supporter, she was forced , on March of2005, to close the 

message board on her website after she gave comments in favor of keeping long

term coma patient Terri Schiavo alive, joining ranks with other celebrities 

involved in the Schiavo case debate, such as Mel Gibson and Randy Travis. 

Heaton is, as well , widely quoted in myriad pro-life websites. Under the headline 

" Patricia Heaton of the hit comedy Everybody Loves Raymond fi ghts abortion ," 

(2002) in Prolife.com, Heaton was again paired with Mel Gibson in a media 

article. Heaton , who has positioned herself as a feminist, is interviewed as 

follows: 

Emmy winning actress, Patricia Heaton, strongly opposes abortion. 

She speaks publicly against abortion in media interviews and on 

college campuses as the Honorary Chairperson of Feminists for 

Life. 

Heaton says, "Indeed the tragedy of abortion haunts women 

from all walks of life. Abortion advocates are spending millions to 
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package their tired rhetoric and half-truths in cutting-edge 

advertising campaigns targeted to young women. Please join me in 

supporting FFL's efforts to provide complete information, practical 

resources, and true choices through the College Outreach program. 

The early feminists were pro-life. And really, abortion is a 

huge disservice to women, and it hasn't been presented that way. 

As Feminists for Life-what we're trying to do is support women, 

and so what we want to do is reach women on campus-college 

campuses so that, when they get pregnant, they can find housing. 

They can find money they need to stay in school." (para. 3-5) 

Faithful to the ethos of ''realness'' in the sitcom, Heaton is perceived as ··very 

real" by other reviewers and interviewers, according to Askmen.com (200 I): 

Patricia Heaton's many interviews reveal her as a down-to-earth 

person who shun s the extravagant trappings of fame and prefers to 

be a devoted mother and wife. In fact. after shooting Raymond, she 

returns home to cook, check her kids' homework and put them to 

bed. (para. 3) 

Despite representing a housewife in the sitcom that made her famous, Heaton's 

strong stance on motherhood (she had her four sons in a span of 5 years) led her 

to write a book, titled Motherhood and Hollywood: How to get ajob Uke mine 

(2002). in which she tackles issues such as combining motherhood with a 

demanding career and her forays into plastic surgery. In a 2002 interview with 
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Kevin Cuneo from The Erie Times, Heaton admitted to gett ing much he lp in her 

child caretaking duties. As Cuneo commented durin g the in te rview: 

Heaton's attitude is admirable . On motherhood, she says she gets a 

lot of help with her kids, but she's up early with the boys every 

morning, feeding, washing, dressing, and driving them to school. 

She also makes sure she's home by 5 p.m. to have dinner with the 

family and to help the boys with their homework. (para. 17) 

Also speaking honestly about the problemat ic representation of women on 

television, the then 44-year-o ld Heaton was quoted in the same article on the 

pressures of fitting an aesthetic mold as an actor: 

Heaton says she's frank about her plastic surgery because she 

doesn't want women comparing themselves to the actresses they 

see on TV. "When I go out to an important public appearance, l 

have a lot of help to look the way I do. Someone does my makeup, 

someone does my hair, a stylist helps me find the right clothes. It's 

really not fair--the image we present to the world--because it's so 

contrived ." (Cuneo, 200 I , para. 14-15) 

It is important to keep in mind that Heaton's declarations are mediated by the 

publicity apparatus. However, her affirmations seem to imply that despite her real 

life correlating with her public stance on traditional motherhood, Heaton does not 

reflect on the gap between her own lived experience and her on-screen character, 

Debra, who can afford no help with childcare and household duties. Heaton 's 

descriptions of getting up early with her children and being back home to have 
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dinner with them is repeated by writers in several reviews and interviews, such as 

those previously posted in this chapter, and the fact that she gets help is made 

light of, making almost invisible the very real difficulties that most working and 

middle class women have balancing both career and children. Furthermore, 

Heaton ' s candid confession of having to undergo plastic surgery and other 

cosmetic enhancements as a requirement of her acting career does not take into 

account that many sitcom viewers do not consume a program by thinking 

critically. That is, according to most critics and fans--as well as actors--in the 

show, there is a refreshing " realness" to the Barone family representation; they 

are perceived and declared to be just like "us" and reviewers tend to reify this 

notion despite evidence to the contrary. 

To the extent that television has a pedagogical function, showing viewers 

how to live, how to perceive themselves, and what to consume, Everybody Loves 

Raymond offers viewers a hegemonic representation of older femininity that 

allows for few venues of fulfillment for women beyond their fertile years. Women 

are presented as asexual , unattractive, and lack the necessary intellectual skills 

and wherewithal to function beyond their caretaking duties of children and home. 

Salon.com' s Heather Havrilesky reiterated the " realness" ofthe sitcom in 

her 2003 interview with Phil Rosenthal: ' Everybody Loves Raymond ' is 

grounded in interesting, human stories and incredibly funny but realistic 

dialogue" (para. 3). In this interview, Rosenthal highlights the vision of making a 

show that would not cater to a very young audience: " You try to do a show for 

you , and you hope that other people have your sensibility. If you try to hit some 
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idea of what an 18-year-old likes, I think you're in trouble" (para. 11). In the 

same interview, Rosenthal further explained how the sitcom's stories are based on 

his and Ray Romano's point of view, reflecting a male subjectivity: 

We come up with the situation that's the most interesting to us, 

typically something that happened to one of us. I'd say 90 percent 

of what you see on that show happened to me, or to Ray, or to one 

of the other writers. And we take it from there, until the characters 

start to have their own lives. (para. 16) 

Despite the show apparently having an all-male writing staff, Rosenthal talked 

about efforts to keep the characters in the sitcom, to a certain extent, realistic: 

"The only thing this show ever had going for it was the quality of the writing and 

the acting. It's not about the beautiful people" (para. 25). He said this after having 

stated, some paragraphs earlier, that he finds The Simpson's cartoon more realistic 

than most sitcoms and reflecting the extent to which sitcoms can be kept 

"realistic": "You want to stretch credibility as far as you can without destroying 

the reality or the thing that people relate to when they watch the show" (para. 12). 

Thus, while the sitcom's format provides an illusory sense of credible "reality," it 

is still written and produced within a male-centered perspective. Moreover, it is 

based on ideals exemplified by a cartoon family and writing strategies that 

"stretch credibility." Such perspective, within a comedic format, does break 

some media stereotypes by not catering to the youthful market and presenting 

only "beautiful people." However arbitrary and ideological these concepts truly 

are, the illusion of"reality" presented by the sitcom works to perpetuate 
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hegemonic gender and age mores that limit the range of representation and 

readings for older women. 

Star Bulletin 's Tim Ryan ' s interview (2005) with Ray Romano frames the 

show, as well, from a male perspective, explaining how marital antagonism was 

one of the main sources of humor for the sitcom's writers. Prior to interviewing 

Romano, Ryan explained: "The bottom line? Nothing that happened at home was 

sacred. And when story lines stretched thin, creator/executive producer Phil 

Rosenthal blatantly asked his creative team, "Is anyone fighting with their 

wives?" (para.3). The comedic lens takes a slightly misogynistic sheen when 

Romano commented later, questioned by Ryan in the same article, that his 

relationship with his wife of many years has led him to conclude that what women 

want " is for men to focus on them every minute of the day. And when they're 

sleeping we should sketch them! " (para.12). Thus, the gender/age dichotomy 

reflected in the show also stems from writers ' and producers' perceptions of 

mature wives ' insecurities. This is reflected in the following narration referring to 

an episode previously discussed in this thesis: 

Writer Tom Caltabiano, the only unmarried writer on "Raymond," 

explained that when he planned to bring a very young woman to a 

staff function, Rosenthal tried to talk him out of it because it would 

cause problems with the other, "more mature" wives ... But the 

issue was later depicted in an episode in which Robert Barone 

(Brad Garrett) -- Romano's onstage brother-- was dating a much 
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younger woman and creating issues for Romano and his on-screen 

wife, played by Patricia Heaton. (Ryan, 2005, para. 18-20) 

Thus, and primed by antagonistic and somewhat misogynistic standpoints from 

the main producers, it is Rosenthal ' s subjectivity that is expressed in Debra and 

Marie's insecure jealousy in the previously discussed "Young Woman" episode, 

rather than a female perspective. Rather than allowing for an opening of older 

women 's subjectivities, the representations in the show narrow the preferred 

readings to that of a middle aged man's epistemic stance and that of his all-male 

writing staff. Hence, informed by the male standpoint, the audience does not get 

to hear what the "other, more mature" wives of the producing staff think, nor is a 

female subjectivity evidenced in the aforementioned episode's storyline. 

Ironically, despite its reputation of being a realistic family show, actor Patricia 

Heaton had to conceal her pregnancies by using loose clothing and standing 

behind furniture during the filming of the show. Asked on Larry King Live 

(2005) why her pregnancies weren ' t incorporated into the storyline, Romano 

responded: "We weren't going to add a kid because we seldom show the kids 

anyway. So, we didn't need to do that" (para. 1 ). 

Everybody Loves Raymond provided an opportunity for the producers to 

do something unique on contemporary prime time television, which was to offer 

fare for a more mature audience and representations of age-appropriate and more 

natural-looking characters. Thus, the sitcom thrived for years "with an audience 

of diverse ages embracing the group, laughing with rather than at them" (para. 

20). Moreover, the sitcom's producers and main characters, Phil Rosenthal , Ray 
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Romano, and Patricia Heaton, evidenced in their on-screen as well as off-screen 

lives a strong standpoint on perpetuating a strong, albeit traditional , pro-family 

stance: "Rosenthal insisted that most worknights [sic] , the writers needed to be 

home with their families. ' lf(we) were going to write about life,' he said , ' then 

you should have one" (para. 22). Perhaps, then, the constructed correlation of the 

producers' and Heaton 's off screen lives and ideology with the on screen 

representation of the Barone family served to provide an image, among revi ewers, 

interviewers and fan s, of a "realistic" representation. Unfortunately, thi s 

perception of reality works out poorly when it comes to realistic representations 

of older women in the sitcom. The representations of Marie and Debra Barone as 

older women correlate badly with the actors ' off screen lives and, though a 

mimetic representation of actors ' lived experience should not necessarily be the 

goal of this and other televi sion shows, the representations offered by Raymond 

correlate very I ittle with the I ives of most contemporary older women. As Brad 

Garrett and Patricia Heaton expressed on Larry King Live (2005), actor Doris 

Roberts was the busiest actor of the cast in her time away from the sitcom. 

Garrett stated : "Doris does more than, I think, all of us, pretty much" (King, 2005 , 

para. I), Heaton corroborated "She was always, always, even through the show, 

she was always working" (King, 2005 , para. I). 

Official Website Synopses 

As th e otlicial vo ice of the producers. the officia l website synopses 

(http ://www.everybodylovesray.com/) retlect the conventions for represent ing 

subjectivities of those who produce and shape the sitcom and/or the discou rses 
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that organize them. These can also serve a paratextual function , since they can 

also inform the way in which reviewers and viewers will consume the text. The 

previously mentioned " Young Girl " episode, for example, in which Debra and 

Marie are upset when Raymond 's brother begins dating a much younger woman, 

is reflected in one ofthe show summaries. The show's website synopsis stated 

that Debra's reaction is not truly caused by the inappropriateness of the men 's 

behavior: 

All hell breaks loose when Robert starts dating a girl half hi s age. 

While Frank and Ray are fawning over Erica, Robert's latest 

conquest, Marie and Debra are fuming over how ridiculous the 

whole situation makes Robert look. Marie can't stand how silly 

Frank is being with his non-stop flirting and Debra is taking her 

frustrations out on Ray because, as much as she doesn't want to 

admit it, she, unlike Erica, is not a youngster anymore .(Episode 

0009) 

The producers ofthe show published this assertion even though, in a 

conversation with Raymond during that episode, Debra says that she considers 

herself an attractive and well-read woman, denying that she feels threatened by 

the young woman. Thus, the producers seem to paratextually undermine her 

character's assertions and to align the text with normalizing views of older 

women as feeling threatened by younger women, a standpoint the producers and 

writers had already taken prior to the episode and spoken about in live interviews. 
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Furthermore, every time Debra intends to establish autonomy or foray 

away from the home sphere, be it in pursuit of work or in her personal life, the 

synopses explain that this always ends up in disaster. For example, during 

episode 0 I 04's storyline (season 7) previously discussed in this thesis, Debra 

desperately strives to attract strangers at a supermarket only to be rejected. 

During the same episode, however, her age-appropriate spouse Ray is presented 

as constantly attractive to other women: 

It's not bad enough that he's lost his ring while away from home, 

but then an attractive woman at the airport propositions him, 

thinking that he is single. When Debra learns what happened , she 

decides to take matters into her own hands and show Ray what it 

would be like if she pretended to be single-but her plan has 

disastrous results. 

The disturbing fact that Raymond had been literally stalking Debra during this 

episode is filtered out, despite the fact that it provided some of the most comedic 

moments in the story. Yet in the same sentence, the summary explains that when 

Debra engages in autonomous behavior, the "plan" has "disastrous results." Thus 

one paragraph serves to normalize, by omission, Raymond's stalking behavior 

and to reify the potentially catastrophic consequences of Debra taking 

independent action. It serves to assert, as well , the lack of attractiveness that 

Debra--an attractive forty-something woman--holds for strangers. Raymond, on 

the other hand, a bumbling middle-aged male, is a magnet for younger women. 
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Though some representations of Debra and Marie ' s sexuality can be 

considered ambiguous or conflicting, Debra--more in line with hegemonic 

representations of older women as asexual--is more often than not presented as 

uninterested in sex, as in this summary of episode 9713 (season 7): 

All Ray wants for Christmas is a little loving from his wife and 

he's willing to try anything and everything to have his holiday wish 

come true. Ray has tried just about everything to get Debra "in the 

mood." 

Based on the episode one could reasonably read Raymond's behavior as 

inappropriate, as Debra did not want to "get in the mood" because they were 

expecting family members to arrive and celebrate Christmas (as it indeed 

occurs!). The summary, however, filters the episode in terms of a traditional 

patriarchal framework, showing a still-youthful Raymond as benignly desiring "a 

little love" and Debra, in stereotypical "matronly" and asexual fashion , rejecting 

his advances. The gender/age crux comes to the fore again, as Marie is 

represented as incapable ofthriving away from home and childcare duties--even if 

these involve taking care, to an almost pathological extent, of either her grown 

children or her aging husband Frank. While her husband Frank is shown as able to 

enjoy solitude, Marie becomes a burden for her son ' s family, prompting Raymond 

to send her back home "where she belongs": 

When Ray's parents stop speaking, Marie moves in with Ray and 

his family, while Frank enjoys bachelorhood. Debra visits Frank, 

who's enjoying his life as a free man, and begs him to apologize to 
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Marie- so her mother-in-law will get out of the house. Meanwhile, 

Ray, tired of his mother babying him, finally gets the courage to 

tell her to return home where she belongs, with someone she can 

really baby - - Frank. 

The summary, true to its lecturing function, adds the addendum that makes sure 

that even as their children reach adulthood, older women are consigned to a 

secondary mothering function, in this case, in terms ofthe aging husband. The 

summaries also make sure that Debra is represented as interested in, mainly, 

household concerns. "Taken" with a new vacuum that Raymond has provided for 

her, Debra, in this episode, fired up with competitive drive, takes her vacuum over 

to Marie's house in a quest to find some dirt. In Season 5's episode 0018, the 

summary explained: 

Ray purchases a new state-of-the-art vacuum cleaner from an 

attractive door to door saleswoman and it ignites a housekeeping 

war between Marie and Debra. Debra is as taken with the new 

vacuum as Ray once she witnesses all of the wonderful things it 

can do. 

While the episode could provide a reading of Ray interested in 

housekeeping matters, the summary instructs the reader as to the "real" reason he 

is interested in the vacuum: the attractive saleswoman. Ray's masculinity 

properly established by the synopsis, the women are then portrayed as engaged in 

petty warfare and household concerns. While her brief and sporadic forays into 

job hunting and running for political office end in failure, there seems to be little 
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difference in Debra's intensity of interest either for her incursions in matters away 

from home or her enthrallment with a new vacuum. The appearance of a younger, 

attractive salesperson as a possible reason for Raymond 's purchase of the vacuum 

cleaner serves to somehow remind the viewer that Debra ' s days of beyond-the

home pursuits are over, and her main concerns are properly restricted to her 

hearth and home. Because she is never quite as good at housekeeping, cooking 

and parenting as Marie, with whom she is in constant competition, the program 

directives seem to suggest that these are the only areas of improvement and 

fulfillment she can look forward to in the coming years. 

Other website summaries have provided possible counterhegemonic 

openings as they deal with episodes that have shown an alternative representation 

of older women, especially in terms of sexuality and/or interests for older women 

outside the home. Representations of older women engaged in interests and 

pursuits that do not reflect home or childcare duties are filtered in a conflictive 

light, then, according to website summaries. For example, though Marie and 

Debra are always at each other's throats, Debra is shown to nevertheless prefer 

homebound and home-meddling Marie as a role model when her own mother 

exhibits interests that take her away from home. Debra's mother, in an episode 

titled "The Visit," offers an affirmatively counter-hegemonic representation . In 

this episode she is presented as an older woman with interests other than 

traditional household matters. This is, however, sketched in a detrimental light in 

the synopsis. In the end, Debra ' s mother risks alienating her own daughter with 

her nontraditional behavior, as reflected in this summary from season 4: 
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When Debra's mother comes to visit the family for a week, Debra 

finds herself shocked to discover that she wishes her mom were 

more like Marie. Debra's highly anticipated week of "quality time" 

with her mom, Lois, and the family quickly turns into a big 

disappointment when her mother seems more interested in the 

Renoir exhibit and her crossword puzzles than in Debra, Ray and 

the children. When her frustration with Lois' disinterest reaches a 

boiling point, Debra makes the mistake of blurting out that she 

wishes her mother were more like Marie. Then she has the 

unfortunate double trouble of making amends with her mom --and 

dealing not only with Marie's glee, but also with her claim that she 

deserves credit for teaching Debra parenting skills. 

In the episode discussed in this synopsis, Lois, Debra' s mother, exhibits a variety 

of interests beyond child and house care duties. Her lack of interest in making the 

family the focal- -perhaps even the single--point of her visit could open up spaces 

for counterhegemonic readings. lt provides, for example, a representation of an 

older woman engaged in fulfilling interests beyond children and grandchildren, 

something that might offer alternative role models for the women in the sitcom 

audience. The synopsis reduces it, however, to a behavior so "disappointing" to 

the family, that it drives Debra to wish her mother behaved more like Marie, the 

mother-in-law she is always at ends with. It seems to imply, as well , that adult 

women can only bond through children and family, rather than other types of 

shared interests, such as hobbies and culture. 
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Some ofthe episodes have dealt with sexuality and older women, 

depicting a counterhegemonic possibility for older women and couples. In one 

episode, for example, Debra runs into her parents having sex in her home. 

Episodes have forayed into issues of older women's sexuality, especially in the 

case of Marie. Though critics have perceived Frank as sexually uninterested in his 

wife, Marie, several episodes attest to the contrary. It is interesting that critics, 

aligning themselves with a more traditionally hegemonic reading in reference to 

the sexuality of older couples and the possible attractiveness of older women for 

their mates, discount episodes such as the one described in the summary of 

episode 0 I 05 of season 6: 

Ray and Debra are horrified when Marie presents them with an 

abstract sculpture she made in art class which bears a striking 

resemblance to a part of the female anatomy. Frank, on the other 

hand is totally mesmerized by Marie's creation, though neither he 

nor Marie have picked up on it's [sic] erotic resemblance. 

Marie and Frank exhibit a frank sexual affect in this episode. However, the 

episode summary, partially participating in a hegemonic reading, diffuses conflict 

by describing them as unaware of any conscious sexual intent. What is unstated 

in this specific summary, however, is that towards the end of the episode, Marie 

finally realizes that her sculpture resembles a vagina which leads her, in 

consequence, to a horrified belief that she has become a lesbian, all played to 

comedic results. The summary exhibits a coy disinclination to deal openly with 

the sexuality of older women, reflecting the episode's representation of a certain 
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sexual naivete of its older characters, particularly Marie. However, there is a 

definite suggestion of eroticism both in Marie's sculpture and in Frank's response. 

An episode summary of a previous season, episode 9905 (season 4), however, 

indicated a franker approach to the sexuality of the older couple: 

Ray and Debra are discouraged when they realize that their sex life 

isn't what it used to be. Ray and Debra shrug it off by assuring 

each other that it's not an unusual occurrence for older couples to 

experience since the kids are always underfoot, they're sleep 

deprived, etc. Trying to make themselves feel better, they approach 

Frank and Marie about what constitutes a "normal" sex life for an 

older couple, but are left feeling more inadequate when they 

discover the bedroom secrets of the elder Barones. 

The previous summary echoes others in reifying Debra ' s lack of interest in sex, 

though in this case it suggests that though childcare and daily chores may affect a 

couple ' s libido, once the children are grown and gone from home, older couples 

may enjoy a healthy sexual relationship, one that might make a younger couple 

feel " inadequate." The summary, while striving to avoid any possible alternative 

readings as to the lack of sexual interest of the middle-aged couple or the sexual 

affect of the older couple, filters the episode through a patriarchal lens that reifies 

sexuality as defined by childcare dynamics and within the strictures of 

matrimony. There is no doubt, however, that the summaries read the episodes 

within a patriarchal framework, generally presenting both women 's place as 

hearth and home and revealing little in the form of out-of-home interests and 
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possibilities for older women. Younger women are always attractive to and 

attracted to the men. Furthermore, younger women always penetrate the 

household arena briefly, and from the busy outside world that the males occupy as 

well. Older women, on the other hand, are always presented as busy at home, their 

brief forays to the outside world usually ending in "disastrous results" that remind 

them that they are better served staying home. It is not that they are coerced into 

staying home, it is that there is, after all, nothing left for them to do beyond caring 

for house and family. 

The official synopses, then , do portray some possible openings for a 

progressive reading, since they take stabs at depicting Marie, in her role of 

septuagenarian grandmother, as interested in taking an art class and capable of 

sexual affect. Moreover, episodes seen at random have portrayed Marie--a more 

richly developed character than her spouse--as the recipient of her husband 

Frank ' s occasional gestures of tenderness and consideration. Such scenes would 

belie critics' view of him as permanently ignoring her and of Marie useful only in 

her roles of cooking and child-caring. 

Despite some progressive openings presented by the synopses, however, 

these seem to serve, paratextually, the function of filtering from a primarily 

patriarchal lens. The paratext, as stated before, is shaped by the producers who, in 

turn, shape the ways in which the reader might interpret and give meaning. That 

is, the paratext serves as filter and zone of meaningful exchange, as it tells us how 

the original text ought to be interpreted and consumed. The summaries, for 

example, leave unmentioned the moments of care and tenderness between the 
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older couple, Marie and Frank, shown in daily episodes, while highlighting the 

conspicuous contentiousness that characterizes their marriage. Whereas said 

contentiousness could be read as masking a gruff but abiding love, the synopses 

make sure that it is read otherwise. Furthermore, whereas some episodes have 

shown frank sexual affect, the synopses, shaped by the producers and writers ' 

hegemonic vision, paratextually filter it to ensure a less counterhegemonic 

reading. In conclusion, despite the fact that CBS has become known as a network 

that takes into account the interest of older adults, the official website synopses 

reflect the hegemonic view of the sitcom producers, who are middle-aged white 

males. Despite some arguable progressive openings for older women in the sitcom 

episodes, then, the summaries shape the discourse in terms that work to neutralize 

and normalize possible readings ofthe over-40 and over-60 female characters. 

The following chapter concludes this thesis. It discusses the dynamics that 

might impel hegemonic representations of older women in television . Said 

representations, reductive and oppressive in nature, serve to stereotype and 

marginalize older women. In today's world, as baby boomers age, older women 

increasingly occupy a growing public space and contribute accordingly to society. 

Why is this not reflected on primetime television? The last chapter aims to 

answer the research questions and discuss who benefits from oppressive 

representations of older women and the ways in which sexism and ageism in 

screen cultures might be challenged . 
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Discussion of Findings 

CHAPTER THREE 

CONCLUSION 

The goal of thi s thesis was to answer the following research questions: In 

an world with a growing population of aged and aging people, with a majority of 

said population being women , how does the situational comedy ("sitcom") on 

prime time television , in thi s case study Everybody Loves Raymond, deal with thi s 

socio-cultural dynamic? That is, are traditional and hegemonic representations of 

gender/age juxtapositions perpetuated and/or challenged in this televised space? 

A second question of this thesis was: What are the relationships between 

age, gender, and the cultural and critical understanding of TV culture? In other 

words, how do journalistic articles, interviews, and website summaries address 

issues of age and gender in Everybody Loves Raymond? The latter question 

called for the development of a paratextual analysis. In Gennette's explication of 

the function of the paratext, it serves to assure the presence of the text, as well as 

address and fi Iter both " reception and its consumption" ( 1991 , p. 261 ). I have 

looked , then , at the paratextual material to try to determine how it might condition 

the subjectivities inhabited by groups in Raymond's audience. 

To summarize, this thesis has argued at its inception that women bear the 

brunt of hostility and stigmatization directed at the aging and the aged. Because 

its main female characters are women older than 35, this thesis first explored the 

extent to which the prime time sitcom Everybody Loves Raymond reinforces 

patriarchal representations of older women or might, instead, offer an 
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emancipatory space for older women. As stated at the beginning of this thesis, the 

multiple-Emmy award winning sitcom was offered for nine seasons on CBS, a 

network that has been a mainstay of older-audience demographics, constantly 

doing well with overall viewers, having rated 19 million viewers during prime 

time in the 2004-2005 season (Sepinwall, 2004, p. I). This development led to a 

shift in targeted demographics among other networks. This shift to a slightly 

older demographic segment has paralleled an increase in televised commercials 

targeted to--and featuring--an older population. Moreover, these commercials, 

arguably, provide a more positive representation of older people (Roy and 

Hardwood, 1997). Thus the stage seemed set for a sitcom that might challenge 

hegemonic representations of older women on the screen. 

Despite a few episodes that opened the door to alternative representations 

of older women, that is, representations that might effectively interrupt hegemonic 

discourses and stereotypical representations, overall Everybody Loves Raymond 

presents few opportunities for a resistant reading. The narrative premise of the 

sitcom is grounded on two stay-at-home middle class white women featured 

mostly in the private sphere. The male characters are depicted with myriad public 

sphere interests: Frank, Marie 's husband , had a group of cronies he would get 

together with in order to socialize. Raymond and his brother held jobs and sport 

interests, successfully, outside the home. The women 's private and social locus, 

however, was the home and the sitcom offered few instances for them to be 

engaged in or hold any interests that were not related to family and caretaking 

duties . While younger, unattached women occasionally appear in the show and 
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are portrayed as having outside interests, the few times that Debra and Marie were 

shown to hold interests outside the home were isolated events that usually ended, 

in the producers words, "disastrously." Thus, the male characters ' interests 

outside the home were normalized. Meanwhile, the women's interests outside the 

home served as a moral for the story, the moral more often than not being that an 

older woman ' s most productive years are over--both as a child-bearer and a 

productive member of society at large--and that she is best served staying at 

home, engaged in care-taking duties. 

The sitcom provides some avenues for alternative readings. Debra was 

portrayed once as belonging to a book club and Marie as venturing out to an art 

class. But as opposed to Frank' s card-playing cronies and Raymond's golf, the 

women ' s interests were offered as once-in-a-lifetime occurrences to serve as 

fodder for yet another "disastrous" result. 

On the other hand, Debra's mother has been portrayed as either actively 

interested in sex, and/or actively engaged in outside interests with very little 

interest for home and family occupations, both of which are scenarios that might 

provide alternative representations for the possibilities for older women. Debra 

and Marie, in contraposition to the stereotype of older women being uninterested 

in sex (and as to how they were usually represented) were occasionally portrayed 

as having sexual agency and being sexually attractive to their spouses. The 

network and sitcom itself evidence, as well, an effort to engage older audiences. 

However, these constructive openings are somehow minimized when balanced 

with the hegemonic portrayal of the older women who are the main characters in 
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the show and the lack of viable alternatives offered to women as they age 

compared to men in the same age bracket. 

The second research question led me to an analysis of the paratexts--that 

is, to examine critics ' reviews, interviews with the main actors and producers, and 

the summaries provided by the official website. As demonstrated before, critics ' 

reviews would often and specifically single out Doris Roberts for personal attacks 

in relation to her age and gender, echoing scholars read previously in this thesis 

such as Cohen (2002), Grebner ( 1998), Scodari (2004), and Scodari and 

Mulvaney (2005) who find that older women are particularly demonized in the 

public sphere. The characters of Debra and Marie, as shown in the analysis 

section of this thesis, are recipients of a higher rate of offensive adjectives used 

than shown the male characters in the sitcom. That is, they are often described by 

critics in what is normally considered traditionally negative terms--"shrewish," 

"sour," "angry," "acid ," "manipulative," ' 'jealous," are some that have been used-

-with implications that they are asexual and incapable of maintaining interests in 

the world away from home. The commentary from critics seem to suggest, as 

well , that Roberts--a grandmother who is proud to attend awards ceremonies with 

her grandchildren--has no place in awards ceremonies and that her working days 

are over. 

The interview section, however, demonstrates that actress Doris Roberts is 

not only an active and seasoned professional actor, but also that she is actively 

engaged in political spheres as an advocate for the elderly. Interviews with her 

co-workers reiterate that Roberts, in the professional arena, was the most actively 
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engaged of the actors, or in the words of Patricia Heaton, "she was always 

working" (King, 2005, para. I). The interview section reifies, as well, the extent 

to which the sitcom reflected the view of its producers, Rosenthal and Romano-

two middle-aged white men--and their traditional views on gender, age, and 

family. These views filtered down to the writers, as they shaped the stories based 

on "real life" experiences of the producers, and occasionally on the experiences of 

the (male) writers of the sitcom. It is important to reaffirm that these interviews 

might provide, as well, paratextual filters for audience interpretation. 

In interviews with Roberts and Heaton, it is clear that both are 

professional women with very busy professional lives. Heaton's interviews, 

however, focus on her activities as a wife and mother of four, as well as on her 

pro-life views. In these interviews, Heaton's career seems to take a much lesser 

role, despite the fact that she admittedly needs help in order to function in her role 

of traditional motherhood and in order to attend to the busy demands of her 

career. That is, although the interviews might filter Heaton's experience as 

reflected in her televised role, the reality is that while Heaton does work outside 

the home and gets help in her professional as well as private life, her televised 

character does not enjoy any of these perks. These factors do not impede 

journalists and critics, however, to reify the "realness" or closeness to "reality" of 

the sitcom, despite some protests from Heaton herself that the kind of support she 

receives is not a reality for most women. Thus, while the show's narrative is 

narrowly shaped through the lens of middle-class male producers and writers, and 

does not reflect the lived experience of its female actors, the discourse constructed 
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by many critics, fans , and interviewers is that the sitcom is closely aligned with 

reality. The fantasy fed to the audience is shaped as "very real " and the 

implications of such stereotypes for older women are very real and harmful. 

The sitcom 's summaries, as well , serve to filter the sitcoms, sometimes 

through a more hegemonic lens than provided by the sitcom itself. The rare 

instances of openness or alternative portrayals for older women are often re

aligned into a hegemonic framework by the synopses ' creators. Potentially 

harmful or offensive behavior by the male characters does not open discussion 

about the acceptability of said masculine behaviors, but normalizes or ignores 

them. As in the episode "Young Girl" discussed previously, the stories are often 

re-shaped to cast the female characters in a d iscriminatory light and normalize 

masculine behavior. Thus, there are myriad voices in the text and paratext, many 

of them resistant, from which alternative and/or emancipatory readings might be 

garnered . The convergence of producers ofthe text and paratext, however, seem 

to carry a centripetal agency in casting the sitcom--and the social roles of older 

women--into a narrow hegemonic mold. 

Implications 

Recent studies find that elderly stereotypes are pers istent and tied to 

perceptions of class, with the elderly and the poor perceived as less competent and 

less attractive than any other social group (Cuddy, Norton & Fiske 2005; Donlon, 

Ashman and Levy 2005 ; Kite, Stockdale, Whitley, Johnson , 2005). Furthermore, 

to paraphrase a study by the American Psychological Association ( 1992), 

negative age stereotypes may adversely affect a wide array of cognitive and 
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physical performances of older individuals, such as memory and blood pressure. 

Such stereotypes tend to be, however, socially condoned and even perpetuated, 

with the serious possibility of such stereotypes becoming internalized by 

individuals across age and class, causing the elderly to be--and feel--further 

stigmatized. Moreover, such stereotypes produce very real outcomes of adversely 

affecting discrimination and government funding for members of low status age 

groups (Garstka, Hummert & Branscombe 2005). Being that women are, 

undeniably, still socially oppressed and marginalized, elderly women suffer a 

double burden of oppression and stigmatization (Gerbner et al 1998). 

Status is seen, in the United States, as a direct result of personal 

competence and 

ability (as opposed to opportunity, luck, inheritance--or lack thereof) , whereas 

those who suffer are perceived as having brought about their own pain (or 

somehow deserving of it) . There is an ideological self-interest, in an obsessively 

youth-oriented culture such as ours, in perpetuating systems that stigmatize 

others--in this case, older women--depicting socially unjust systems as the fair 

outcome of competence, ability, and hard work, and explaining away the misery 

of others as the result oftheir own incompetence. This lessens the feelings of 

responsibility among hegemonic groups for social inequalities in the world around 

them, and confers a flattering view ofthe worthiness of high status groups. 

(Lerner & Miller 1978; Jost and Banaji 1994). The question arises, then, of who 

benefits from this state of affairs? According to some scholars, for example, 

"disadvantaged groups are motivated to believe in the fairness of structural 
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inequality, in the belief that they might yet succeed, in turn endorsing their own 

groups negatives stereotypes" (Jost, Burgess & Mosso 200 I). If this view is true, 

the poor would be motivated to believe that despite oppressive socio-economic 

conditions, hard work and persistence might buy them access into the upper 

classes. It follows from this model , then, that older women might be motivated to 

buy into the representations that depict older women detrimentally, believing that 

a "younger self' would provide access into the benefits now denied them. The 

problem is that while the poor might not view gaining access into the middle 

classes as impossible, reversing age is impossible and hence, a losing battle. Yet 

might it not be worth a try? 

Beauty and fashion publications are full of advertisements showcasing 

beautiful and well-preserved older women who proudly declare war against aging 

by way of using a wide array of allegedly youth-enhancing (wrinkle-erasing, lip

plumping, skin-firming) products. As the bulk of baby boomers age, the media is 

awash in information on the benefits and increasing prevalence of youth

preserving surgical procedures and women over forty (and fifty!) who prolong 

their fertility years by the newest--often untested--medical procedures. The 

growing multi-billion dollar health and beauty industry, the convergence of media 

corporations, and the fierce competition for advertising dollars--not to mention 

the prevalence of product-placement strategies on film and television--may 

account for the persi stent (and increasing) contempt in which older women are 

depicted. 
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As baby boomers age and as medical advances prolong life, society will 

have more aging individuals than ever before, the majority of them being women. 

Whereas this should and might have been a motive for celebration reflected in 

media portrayals-- and cause for an increased empowerment of older women--the 

opposite seems to be true. That is, Everybody Loves Raymond had ample 

opportunity of providing alternative and emancipatory roles for older women. An 

argument could be made that one of the female characters, Marie, gets more 

"space" than her sitcom spouse, Frank. However, while Doris Roberts ' character 

Marie is presented in richer hues and provided more agency and space than the 

character of her husband Frank, the latter is always portrayed in a much lesser 

detrimental--and even less scornful--light than Marie. 

An even more disturbing factor discovered by social scientists and 

scholars seems to be that in ethnic groups where respect for the elderly was one of 

the most important socio-cultural mainstays, such as China, Taiwan, Hong Kong 

and Japan, an overview of recent studies show deterioration in perceptions ofthe 

elderly, reporting that age stigmatization is a cross-cultural phenomenon (Cuddy, 

Norton & Fiske 2005). Other scholars look at the ways in which screen cultures 

perpetuate, among young and old, cultural stereotypes of the aged: " In Western 

society, with its division between young and old, one of the ways in which the 

younger generation creates images of older adults is through viewing them as 

characters portrayed in television" (Cohen, 2002, p. I). For older women, this 

creates a double burden of discrimination (Cohen, 2002; Friedan, 1993; Gerbner 

1998; Scodari , 2004; Scodari and and Mulvaney, 2005). Echoing the voices of 
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other scholars, Cohen (2002) finds that whereas older men are appreciated for 

their wisdom, older women become invisible once they are no longer recognized 

by their biological contributions to society. Thus, in Cohen's view, "the social 

construction of the older woman has led to the subjugation and devaluing of older 

women to this society" (p. 2). Whereas Everybody Loves Raymond, for example, 

could have presented the older female character, Marie, as a repository of wisdom 

and knowledge, the narrative more often than not has her daughter-in-law Debra 

competing with Marie instead of approaching her for advice. 

Furthermore, televised representations of older women are based on 

representations of middle-class heterosexual white women. Such representations 

become a compounding hegemonic factor, as they fail to problematize ethnic 

representations. That is, the aging process is not gender-neutral and it is not 

ethnic-neutral either. The "double marginality" ofwomen is compounded by 

racism, as there is a great diversity in the aging experiences of women across 

ethnic and cultural boundaries, and such experiences are seldom reflected in 

televised representations (Cohen, 2005). The aging experiences of women are 

narrowed to, mostly, representations of older white women in television. Aging is 

also, according to Cohen (2005), "a women's issue" being that most of the aged 

are women and their circle of family, friends and caregivers tend to be mostly 

women as well (p. 2-3). Thus, in a youth-oriented culture, which values looks and 

fertility over wisdom and experience, representations of older women serve to 

perpetuate a hegemonic patriarchal bias, to neutralize and normalize the aging 
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experience within a narrow lens, and to compound oppressive and marginalizing 

stereotypes of older women. 

As stated before, because stereotypes die hard and stigmatization is 

persistent, the social effects of patterns of marginalization have dire 

consequences. Such discrimination is reflected in institutionalized policies that 

shape, for example, the medical and/or employment arenas. It condones social 

behaviors that marginalize and isolate older women, potentially (and possibly 

effectively) affecting their psychological and physical well-being. In an era that 

faces increasing cuts in social expenditures for the aged and the poor, these 

stereotypes encourages, as well , the exploitation of aging women as a target 

market for corporations that profit from a vastly growing industry of youth

enhancing products. In the end, then , these reductive and oppressive 

representations rob women ofthe power gained by knowledge and experience. 

They perpetuate, as well , patriarchal and capitalist social systems that benefit the 

few at the expense of the many. 

The ubiquity of detrimental and oppressive representations of older 

women indicates an ontological pathology that does not reflect contemporary 

reality, does not represent the variety and complexity of older women ' s 

experience. These findings are echoed again in Everybody Loves Raymond, where 

the female characters are cast in narrow representations with very little avenues 

for agency and self-fulfillment, and very few people of color are shown, 

especially older women of color. 

109 



The result, unfortunately, is that aging may appear to many women, young 

and old , as a dreaded stage ofthe living process. And yet, representations of older 

women have not always been detrimental. The filmic history of actors such as 

Gloria Swanson, Mae West, Bette Davis, and Joan Crawford attest to a past in 

which older women were represented as vibrant and empowered. The decades of 

the seventies and eighties witnessed an imperfect but definite progression in the 

televised representations of women, including older women (Dow 1996). The end 

of the eighties, however, suffered an incremental reversal ofthe aforementioned 

evolution, paralleled by an increase in revenues from and promotion of youth

enhancing products . As some scholars have demonstrated, there is a powerful 

relationship between television entertainment, published media, and the 

advertising industry (Dow, 1996). Make no mistake about it, these are driving 

forces behind the televised representation of women in general, and older women 

specifically. 

Finally, these issues must reflect a concrete concept of public sphere. The 

public sphere, in Habermas ' view ( 1962), is both actual and ideal. As stated 

before, public sphere as reflected in the media is a virtual ideal. ln its ideal 

conception, the public sphere offers space and opportunity for a free and open 

debate. The latter, in a Habermasian view, has policy consequences for 

democratic society. Though an ideal is never perfectly aligned with actuality, 

however, a virtual public sphere should offer a model that allows debate and 

discussion for subordinate and marginal classes. That is, an idealized public 

sphere offers a space for social justice, for empowerment of groups and 
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individuals through practices of everyday life. The sitcom, then, is a narrative 

that takes place in the arena of television, which offers the contradictory dynamic 

of privately-owned public commons. Historically, as discussed previously in this 

thesis, the sitcom has had a double function: that of entertainment and education. 

By "naturalizing" narrow and oppressive representations of older women as 

white, middle class, infantilized and dysfunctional , the sitcom distorts and 

marginalizes meaning-making possibilities for older female viewers. Moreover, 

such institutionally-fueled narrowness of representation warps the social 

structures that enable conditions favorable to dissent and democratic 

representation. Consumers, however, are not passively conditioned recipients of 

mediated cultural artifacts. Feminist theory and practices provide theoretical 

models for scholars to frame the alternative experiences, subversive readings, and 

critical thinking of older women audiences. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

On developing the methodological structure of this thesis, it was my 

intention to explore the interconnections of the elements pertinent to this research 

through the multivariate lense of an interdisciplinary theoretical model. I 

expected that this would allow me to cycle, so to speak, among different possible 

standpoints and orientations that might prove useful to this research. Thus the 

combination of feminist, media, and I iterary theoretical models helped clarify (in 

a sometimes increasing and sometimes decreasing way), the variables involved in 

issues of representations of older women on prime time television. It is 

impossible, of course, to map such a multiple variation of elements and theories 
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rigidly into a linear model. Moreover, epistemologies are dynamic rather than 

static, and as many of the scholars grounding this research make clear, such as 

Walters (1995), linear maps cannot model--or encase--constantly shifting 

subjectivities. Thus, while the research journey has illuminated important issues, 

it has also shed light on unexpected complexities and raised questions that call for 

further research. The existence of historical, feminist models has provided the 

primary basis for this thesis, as it is uniquely equipped to analyze myriad elements 

of female experience. The juxtaposition of gender and age with media 

representations, socio-economic interests, race, and class, however, has further 

complicated the issues, calling for theories that might address each of these 

variables. In using such models, rather than seeking to produce "correct results," I 

was more concerned with uncovering the possible hidden dynamics in older 

women 's televised representations, in getting a sense of the imp! ications of such 

representations among its consumers, and in addressing the testable implications 

discussed in this thesis. 

Finding that "negative images of older women are infused into all parts of 

our society" and that "there is a lack of proactive and effective inventions at the 

societal or institutional level ... to interrupt and reconstruct these messages" 

(2002, p. 60 I), Cohen endeavored to show a couple of episodes of the eighties 

sitcom The Golden Girls--which ran for seven seasons and portrayed the lives of 

four women over 65 years-of-age--to a group of students enrolled in a social work 

class. From this experiment, Cohen found that "By providing new and affirming 

portrayals of growing older and older adults ... the audience can construct images 
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... that will encourage them to embrace growing older, rather than dreading this 

stage" (p. 615) Moreover, Cohen stated: 

Based on the findings ofthe study, three recommendations can be 

made. First, viewers need to be educated to develop media literacy 

and critical thinking skills to challenge the cultural stereotypes of 

older women, Second, the gap between the demographics of the 

aging population and the demographics of older adults needs to be 

lessened. Third, it is important that television programs and 

commercials portray older women engaged in meaningful 

activities, significant relationship, and realistic situations that 

demonstrate the multiple and conflicting representations of old 

age. (p. 614) 

Cohen calls for educators to search for contemporary images of older women in 

order "to build critical thinking skills that will help them to be more effective in 

working with older adults" (p. 618), a recommendation that can apply to many 

educational fields and disciplines. Scholars who intend to deal with the 21 st 

century, however, should be facing up to not only representations of older women 

are mostly negative, but there is also a lack of representations of white and ethnic 

women from which to work from. On the other hand , though scholars have found 

that older adults are underrepresented in commercials, when seen they are 

represented positively (Roy and Harwood, 1997). There are, besides 

commercials, some films, sitcoms and shows that have characterized- albeit 

imperfectly--older women in a more realistic and emancipatory light. These 
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might provide an opening for alternative subjectivities and material for critical 

discussion . 

However we cannot, as communication scholars, afford to just go back to 

the historic roots of representations of older women. What we need is to 

understand, speak about and teach how the system works, how it relates to our 

society, how it relates to women ' s nature, and what the arts and social sciences 

disciplines can do about it. 

What is missing from this picture--and what is beyond the scope ofthis 

thesis--are the subjectivities of older women in the audience as well as a more in

depth look at how fans consume the product. Focus groups of women--young and 

old--to view Everybody Loves Raymond or other sitcoms portraying older women 

might provide scholars with knowledge an a deeper understanding of the 

meaning-making possibilities for women in the audience. Such focus groups 

might also provide opportunity for discussion sessions that could challenge 

hegemonic representations and open venues for a transformative experience, as 

focus group members exchange experiences and ideas. Exploring fans sites in the 

internet, such as Salon.com, in order to read fan postings might also provide 

scholars with opportunities to examine the subjectivities of fans and gain a deeper 

understanding of the ways intersections of age, gender and text-consumption 

operate to shape audience subjectivities. 

Because aging, as discussed previously, is a woman's issue (Cohen , 2002), 

it is appropriate to study its representations not only from a media studies lens, 

but most importantly, from a feminist standpoint. Feminism has provided insights 

114 



into the communication process of men and women, a framework through which 

the intersections of gender and communication processes can best be understood, 

and have helped scholars visualize alternative forms of reading, representation 

and discourse. We need, then, to act from an interdisciplinary theoretical 

framework, informed by a feminist lens, in order to theorize and problematize the 

representations of older women, so that both women and men, young and old, can 

begin to envision ways to change their worlds. 

This thesis has addressed the discontinuities, the gaps between narrow and 

oppressive televised representations of older women, the ways these 

representations are paratextually mediated, and speculated on the potential 

subjectivities of older women. It has also uncovered the inherent polysemy of 

such representations, that is, the potential and the promise of an opening up of 

myriad meaning-making or reading possibilities for viewers--especially aging 

women--as they consume the text. Where--and how--might aging women find 

positive representations? What constitutes a positive representation? I would 

argue that one ought to contemplate, instead of a positive representation for 

women--which might imply the sort of essentialism that Walters decries--a wider 

variety of representations, such as allow emancipatory, inspirational, enjoyable 

representations of older women, and which might reflect a wider range of 

women ' s epistemologies. 

I end this thesis by calling for more audience research among academia 

and a serious incorporation of feminist theory, in order to gain a better understand 

the effects of media representations on its audience and of aging women ' s 
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subjectivities and experiences. I hope that the use value of this thesis is to add a 

voice to those that struggle against oppressive representational discontinuities of 

older women, to shed light on the ways that representations are narrowly 

mediated by text and paratext, and to provide a model for research and activism. 

The possibilities for dialogue and action are wide-open, as older women might be 

supported, aided, and encouraged, through community-oriented efforts such as 

classroom participation, focus groups, workshops and even book clubs, to open 

spaces of resistance, expression, signification, representation, and criticism of 

their own. 
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