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     In an intersectional feminist analysis of Dexter in both the novels by Jeff Lindsay as 

well as the Showtime television series, this dissertation will explore the challenging but 

compelling nature of the serial killer as a pop culture icon, and address themes of gender 

and sexuality as well as class, ethnicity and regions as they are portrayed in the series. 

Dexter Morgan, on the Showtime series and in the novels, both exposes popular culture’s 

problematic identification with the serial killer and solidifies it by being a socially 

palatable anti-hero. 
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INTRODUCTION

 

     “I am a very neat monster” (Lindsay, Darkly Dreaming 12). In this deceptively simple 

line, fictional serial killer Dexter Morgan has defined both himself and his cultural 

appeal. In one sense, this anti-hero has self-deprecatingly confessed his lack of humanity, 

“beating us to the contempt we might be inclined to feel toward him, undercutting [the 

reader] psychologically just as [their] super-egos” are triggered (Howard, “Introduction—

Killing Time with Showtime’s Dexter” xv). In another sense, Dexter is clarifying his 

separateness from the average monster. He is “neat,” and this application implies Dexter 

is not only tidy, but somehow pure, worthier than his villainous victims. And it is that 

difference that is his invitation to the audience to not only keep reading, continue 

watching, but to become complicit in his misdeeds. 

     Dexter is the title character in a series of novels by Jeff Lindsay (Darkly Dreaming 

Dexter, Dearly Devoted Dexter, Dexter in the Dark, Dexter by Design and Dexter is 

Delicious, Double Dexter, Dexter’s Final Cut, and Dexter is Dead), all published 

between 2004 and 2015, which in turn has inspired a television series on Showtime that 

ended after eight seasons in 2013. The books are bestselling, and the TV show was highly 

acclaimed and consistently Emmy and Golden Globe nominated. Dexter is a serial 

killer—and a pop icon. In an intersectional feminist analysis of Dexter in both his literary 

and television incarnations, this dissertation will explore the challenging but compelling 

nature of the serial killer as a pop culture icon, and address themes of gender and 

sexuality as well as class, ethnicity and geographical regions as they are portrayed in the 
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series. Dexter Morgan, on the Showtime series and in the novels, both exposes popular 

culture’s problematic identification with the serial killer and solidifies it by being a 

socially palatable anti-hero. 

     Much discussion has already centered on the celebrity of the serial killer, whether the 

figure is real or fictional. Jane Caputi argues, for example, that Jack the Ripper heralded 

what she calls an Age of Sex Crime and so became a folk hero for the twentieth century: 

the sex killer who ritualistically mutilates and murders women. Rather than being 

appalled by the Ripper’s murders of young women, popular media from the Victorian age 

through the new millennium reflexively applauds his violent removal of the prostitutes, 

society’s supposed trash. Other such sensationalist figures, including Ted Bundy, have 

fascinated the public, inspiring bestselling books and popular movies, documentaries, and 

podcasts. Modern serial murder—specifically, those crimes dating from World War II to 

the present—has been presented through the conventions of mythic formulas, including 

the application of menacing monikers like the Zodiac Killer, the Boston Strangler and 

Son of Sam, and, as a result, the criminals take on an almost superhero status.  

    Even the term “serial killer” is associated with entertainment. FBI agent Robert 

Ressler, in 1974, compared the series in which these killers committed violent and sexual 

murders as comparable to “serial adventures” that used to be popular in matinees of the 

1930s and forties. Each episode from the series would end in a cliffhanger to prolong the 

suspense until the next installment, and Ressler proposed that the lack of a satisfying 

conclusion each week mirrors the tension of the killer who seeks release with every new 

victim (Bonn). The ferocious desire of the serial murderer, therefore, is not unlike the 

audience member’s ravenous hunger for sensational stories. 
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     Fictional serial killers like Hannibal Lecter, Norman Bates, Patrick Bateman—and 

now Dexter Morgan—have been the focus of extremely popular and award-winning 

works. It’s likely these characters are so compelling not just because they are monstrous 

and terrifying, but because audiences subconsciously find them heroic and even identify 

with them in varying ways. After all, they—predominantly white men—do the dirty work 

of white patriarchal society. They—borrowing Dexter’s own words—“take out the trash.” 

In The Age of Sex Crime, Caputi argues that real serial killers target and attack women 

(along with people from other marginalized groups) as a kind of sexual terrorism. In fact, 

Schmid notes how, after September eleventh, the rhetoric about serial killers changed in a 

way that often compared the figure to a terrorist: “Mainstream discourse about serial 

murder [was brought] much closer to radical feminist writing about ‘terroristic’ serial 

violence that was previously dismissed as extremist” (Schmid, Natural Born Celebrities 

255). The individual crimes are committed in a ritualistic manner to suggest those 

marginalized groups remain passive and oppressed. Just as racist violence is committed 

to provoke fear among people of color, so the serial killer’s crimes are meant to imprint 

on his community through the mangled bodies of his victims. For example, Nicole Ward 

Jouve described living in Yorkshire during the time of Peter Sutcliffe’s span of 

murdering prostitutes between 1975 and 1980:  

You felt. . . guilty. Apologetic. About going out in the dark. About wearing 

attractive clothes. Being out in the streets. Almost, about being a woman. Being a 

woman meant that you were murderable, and it was wrong of you so to be. In 

order to make up for it, you had to be specially [SIC] good. Stay indoors. Not 
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wander away from the protective side of a man: your man. For no other was safe 

and perhaps even he? (qtd. in Cameron and Frazer 165) 

Victims are blamed for their own annihilation by a disinterested public and law 

enforcement, and potential victims blame themselves. According to Eric W. Hickey in 

Serial Murderers and Their Victims, these victims are seen as receiving “their ‘just 

desserts’ because in American society victims of crime are often perceived as losers, not 

typical Americans. Thus, victims get what they deserve, and the killer is admired for his 

intelligence, skills, and elusiveness” (303). The victims are also more likely to come from 

already vulnerable populations. For example, Hickey goes on to reference a study by Kim 

Eggers which found that seventy-eight percent of all victims of serial killers between 

1960 and 1995 were female sex workers. Consider, too, the case of Gary Leon Ridgeway, 

the Green River Killer, who murdered at least forty-eight sex workers over the course of 

twenty-one years before he was caught. “Consider the public reaction,” Hickey writes, “if 

the 48+ victims had been respectable, middle-class, tax-paying, law-abiding citizens” 

(303). In other words, those who live and those who die can be determined by who we 

value and who we don’t. 

    Of course, Dexter is supposedly “different” because he disposes of other killers rather 

than individuals “othered” by society. He would also rather remain anonymous and is 

alarmed when some of his murders are investigated and he is popularly dubbed the “Bay 

Harbor Butcher.” Real serial murderers, as well as most of their fictional counterparts, 

often attack people from marginalized groups, such as sex workers, poor women, gay 

men and lesbians, transgender individuals, as well as people of color, and it is more likely 

they won’t be caught since these crimes will not be investigated and prosecuted as 
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vigorously. The choice of such victims could be due to an unconscious understanding of 

power differences and a deep-seated aspect of the killers’ ego formation. They often 

celebrate the coverage of their killings and even participate in the creation of their public 

persona (as Jack the Ripper and the Zodiac Killer supposedly did, and Son of Sam 

definitely did). Also, serial killers sometimes envision themselves as cleansing society, as 

did Peter Sutcliffe, the Yorkshire Ripper, when he claimed that “he heard a voice from 

God telling him to go out and rid the streets of prostitutes” (Cameron and Frazer 128). 

But Dexter reverses this expectation, providing a serial killer that audiences can 

overtly—rather than subliminally—empathize with and celebrate. 

     Dexter’s name, from Latin, means “dexterous one,” suggesting Dexter dexterously 

endeavors for the betterment of society, as opposed to the criminals who are threatening 

with their violent deeds. In fact, Lindsay’s original title for the first volume was The Left 

Hand of God—suggesting the duality of this figure. The (dexterous) right hand is 

righteous and the left is sinister. This also conjures the idea of manual dexterity—in 

particular, a surgeon’s precision. That the television show is titled simply Dexter, and that 

each of the Lindsay novels includes the name in their titles, signals to the reader that they 

must identify with him above anyone else in the stories.  

          Despite the widespread sexualizing of the serial killer as a pop culture icon, 

though, Dexter is initially uninterested—sometimes even terrified of—sex. This makes 

him appear unthreatening to women, particularly his girlfriend (and eventual wife) Rita 

as well as the series’ female audience. Perhaps Dexter’s violent needs have become his 

outlet for sexual tension. It also aligns Dexter with other prominent fictional serial killers, 

such as Norman Bates, Patrick Bateman, Hannibal Lecter, etc., in that he lacks traditional 
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masculinity and is often portrayed as feminine. The characters have outwardly passive 

demeanors and are particular about their personal appearances and the neatness of their 

home environments. They also come from so-called “troubled” homes, either with absent 

(or dead) parents or parents who defy gender roles—a detail often stereotypically linked 

with the creation of a homosexual identity. Consider, for example, how Norman Bates 

lacked a father but was raised by a mother whose domineering personality (at least in his 

imaginative memory, which may not be reliable) actually becomes part of his own 

dissociative identity disorder. Dexter himself lost both of his biological parents before 

being subjected to an emotionally abusive relationship with his adoptive father. That 

Harry forces Dexter to keep a lifelong secret, isolating him from everyone else, is 

potentially a metaphor for incest. In the eighth and final season of the television show, 

Dexter meets Evelyn Vogel, a psychiatrist who developed the code with Harry and who 

claims to feel as though she is Dexter’s “spiritual mother.” The fact that Dr. Vogel has 

trimmed hair and a constant air of seriousness makes her part of a long line of 

domineering mothers who stereotypically create gay and/or effeminate sons. For 

example, Robin Wood writes how “Psycho. . . produces at its center, and as its problem, 

the figure of Normal Bates, the feminized male who becomes transformed into the 

masculinized female, the avenging mother. . .” (Hollywood 129). That this “masculinized 

female” may only ever have existed in Bates’s mind doesn’t absolve her from the 

storyteller’s blame. Psycho suggests the mother’s presence in her son’s mind, including 

his violently sexual desires, is so powerful that she ultimately takes it over. The 

domineering mother, such stories suggest, creates monsters out of repressed, non-

masculine men. Wood has observed how homosexuality is metaphorically depicted as 
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monstrous in the horror genre. And, as Richard Dyer notes in “Rejecting Straight Ideals: 

Gays in Film,” “The bleak view of sexual relations in U.S. thrillers. . . means that gayness 

is seen as part of a web of sexual sickness.” Dexter’s apparent or implicit queerness is 

part of a more insidious history in popular culture of linking psychopathy and serial 

killing with not being straight. 

     Despite Dexter’s lack of interest in sex in Lindsay’s novels, the television version of 

Dexter begins having regular sex—both with Rita and with another girlfriend—and he 

still kills. This might be due not only to the popular program’s need to market Dexter as a 

romantic lead, but also to provide a semi-conventional portrait of heterosexual 

masculinity even if it contradicts the character’s overall affect. The story’s preoccupation 

with Dexter’s masculinity aligns with true-crime narratives. Serial killers are usually 

portrayed as “lust killers” of women. As Annalee Newitz, in “Serial Killers, True Crime, 

and Economic Performance Anxiety,” writes, “Often in true-crime books we find a kind 

of self-reflexive cultural analysis of American masculine identity gone awry” (68). But 

this is complicated in fictional portrayals because Dexter—along with his male and 

female counterparts in television and film—is portrayed in a non-heteronormative way. 

Writers tend to bury these queer and even gay aspects of the characters by the forced 

inclusion of heterosexual relationships. Dexter’s girlfriends and wife are beards created in 

a desperate move to heterosexualize a potentially queer character. The messaging is 

confusing. 

     This is also a South Florida story, and the dissertation will focus on how Dexter 

manipulates the social and environmental climate to suit his needs. South Florida has 

become synonymous with corruption because of highly-publicized cases featuring 
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dishonest politics and law enforcement. In 2012, for example, according to the 

“Corruption Risk Report: Florida Ethics Laws,” Florida led the country in public 

corruption convictions. The study was created by the nonprofit Integrity Florida, and it 

found that, between 2000 and 2010, there has been an average of seventy-one federal 

public corruption convictions per year (Wilcox and Krassner). South Florida law 

enforcement has been similarly infamous. In the 1980s, the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation pursued “'allegations of obstruction of justice, bribery, racketeering, 

robbery, theft, homicide, narcotics trafficking, perjury, extortion and gambling-related 

offenses by present and former members” (Nordheimer), much of which was connected 

to vast quantities of cocaine being smuggled into South Florida from Latin America. That 

association between law enforcement and corruption in South Florida hasn’t waned in the 

following decades. The Miami Herald, for example, spent eight months investigating Bal 

Harbour Police and the Glades County Sheriff’s Office, ultimately uncovering how 

officers laundered $55.6 million in drug-related cash between 2010 and 2012 (Sallah). 

Such well-publicized and numerous scandals have permanently damaged the reputation 

of South Florida political leadership and law enforcement.   

     Dexter takes advantage of this corrupt state by violating the law in order to secure his 

own brand of justice, knowing the likelihood of his being caught is slim in such a flawed 

system. The reader is therefore further invited to connect with and rejoice in Dexter 

Morgan’s success in a moral and legal wasteland. Dexter’s story further belongs to the 

noir genre, in which the criminal underbelly of an urban setting—whether it be Miami, 

Los Angeles, Chicago, etc.—is exposed. The characters are cynical and morally 

ambiguous, often operating on both sides of the law and in their own personal interests. 
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    Lindsay, in the novels, presents Miami as a noir setting by exemplifying what are, at 

best, eccentricities and, at worst, depravities of the region by simply stating they belong 

to the city. For example, in Darkly Dreaming Dexter, the narrator introduces the 

character of Rita, who was abused by her former husband, as successfully recovering 

because “broken arms and ribs are routine for Miami physicians” (56). There is an 

implication here that, while doctors will treat such commonplace injuries, they will 

ignore the larger issue of domestic abuse. And, while Rita mistakes Dexter’s avoidance 

of sex with her as the patience and respect of a gentleman, Dexter states, “Perhaps such a 

man existed in Victorian England—when there was a knocking shop on every corner 

where he could blow off steam between flowery protestations of frictionless love. But 

not, to my knowledge, in twenty-first century Miami” (56-57). Brothels may no longer be 

as prominent, but prostitution has certainly not disappeared. Despite this, Rita is 

portrayed as foolish for expecting genuine kindness in her prospective partner because, 

according to the anti-hero, that cannot exist in this setting.  

    Later in the novel, while explaining the normalcy of a home invasion in the city, 

Dexter states, “This was Miami, after all. People come home every day to find their TVs 

gone, their jewelry and electronics taken away; their space violated, their possessions 

rifled, their dog pregnant” (125). All manner of depravities can be expected. The 

implication, at least from Dexter’s point of view, is that all Miamians are expected to 

exploit others and be exploited in return. 

    South Florida is a distinct setting in the stories’ portrayal of culture and ethnicity as 

well, though this is not necessarily a positive portrait. There are only a few prominent 

characters who represent Cuban and Haitian cultures, but—at least in Lindsay’s books—
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these figures manipulate their heritage for political gain. The novels ultimately present a 

covert racism that trades in post-Civil Rights era pejorative ethnic stereotypes. 

     The analysis will also focus on the marketing of Dexter, particularly his television 

incarnation, as “America’s Favorite Serial Killer.” He is presented as an openly heroic 

figure with over-the-top irony, which is characteristic of gay camp. According to Jack 

Babuscio’s “The Cinema of Camp (aka Camp and the Gay Sensibility),” one element of 

camp is: 

theatricality. To appreciate camp in things or persons is to perceive the notion of 

life-as-theatre, being versus role-playing reality, and appearance. If ‘role’ is 

defined as the appropriate behavior associated with a given position in society, 

then gays do not conform to socially expected ways of behaving as men and 

women. Camp, by focusing on the outward appearances of role, implies that roles, 

and, in particular, sex roles, are superficial—a matter of style. Indeed, life itself is 

role and theatre, appearance and impersonation. (123)  

This performance is extended to both photo stills and TV advertisements in which Dexter 

dons a charming grin, even angel wings on occasion, and is sardonically portrayed as a 

heartthrob with “killer looks” who will “make your heart stop” (“Dexter: the L Word 

Girls on Dexter”). The intended audience for the “L Word” ad is likely women, 

suggesting Dexter is the one serial killer around whom they can let down their guard. He 

will keep them safe, after all, from the “real” bad guys. This also relates—albeit self-

reflectively and openly—to a long history of the media’s implicit adulation of both real 

and fictional serial killers, which arguably promotes oppression as it celebrates the 
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elimination of marginalized figures and heroizes the violent male enforcer. Dexter 

Morgan is a new figure in this history, though one with a complicated background and 

motivation, and while his role is more socially conscious than the average killer, his story 

still valorizes ritualistic violence and violent masculinity. 

          The first chapter, “Dexter’s Miami: ‘It’s Such a Neat Town,’” will concentrate on 

regionalism in the series. Serial killers are often associated with the areas in which they 

hunt or in which remains are found—such as the Green River Killer, the Boston 

Strangler, the Vampire of Dusseldorf, the Monster of the Andes, etc. In the second season 

of the Showtime series, Dexter’s crimes are discovered and the media dub the unknown 

killer the Bay Harbor Butcher. Though it’s a title (and attention) he abhors, he becomes 

part of that regional notoriety, verging on celebrity. 

          Also significant to this discussion is the series’ portrayal of South Florida culture. 

There are immigrant and first-generation Cuban and Haitian communities that impact the 

shape of the stories. Language proficiency—specifically, his ability to speak both 

Spanish and English—lend credibility to Dexter, who is able to interview at crime scenes, 

while his sister Debra is unable to communicate with a large percentage of the people she 

encounters at her job as a detective. And it is that breakdown in communication that 

allows Dexter to manipulate circumstances while his police counterparts are struggling to 

understand the people they are assigned to protect. 

     Regional food, too, is significant to Dexter, who loves to indulge his appetite. Long 

passages in Lindsay’s novels are devoted to one Cuban dish after another. He is ravenous 

even as he observes and contemplates bodies from crime scenes. In the opening moments 
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of the Showtime pilot for Dexter, the title character purrs, “Miami is a great town. I love 

the Cuban food. . . pork sandwiches, my favorite.” Also, the television series has a love 

affair with South Florida music. Several scenes take place in dance clubs or are set to 

Caribbean songs. The books, too, make references to artists such as Tito Puente. What is 

important to note, though, is that for all the attention paid to the cultural contributions of 

South Florida’s immigrant community, little respect is paid to its people—especially in 

the novels. With the exception of Lieutenant Migdia/ Maria LaGuerta (who is murdered 

in the first book and television finale of the penultimate season, respectively) and Angel 

Batista, there are virtually no prominent recurring characters from Caribbean cultures. 

Also, they are considered incompetent, especially since it is suggested LaGuerta only 

advanced as a result of the supposedly corrupt system of affirmative action. Dexter, 

though, as a white, heterosexual, middle class male, has the opportunity to exploit the 

treasures of South Florida culture without actually being responsible to them. Because he 

is a member of the privileged class, his actions—indeed, his whole story—are seen as 

more significant than those of anyone else.  

     The second chapter, “Harry’s Son: The Convenient Creation of Dexter,” explores how 

Dexter was molded into a monster. Part of the mythology surrounding the serial killer 

culture is the source of his or her murderous impulses. Were such criminals as Ted Bundy 

and Richard Ramirez shaped by their circumstances, or were they born to commit bloody 

violence? Are they even human? Indeed, much of the fascination surrounding serial 

killers is the possibility that they are somehow more than human but actually 

supernatural. Again, borrowing Caputi’s explanation of the Age of Sex Crime, the serial 

killer in popular culture fulfills a purpose of enacting misogyny and masculinist 
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domination over “others” as required by patriarchal society. The murderer is mythicized 

and becomes the hero with his own origin story, not unlike the superhero in a comic 

book. Even the origin story of Dexter being in the room when his mother is dismembered 

is a mythic narrative; there are two brothers grievously affected by this. Such an utterly 

exceptional event has already put Dexter into a mythic origin story, which is then cast 

secondarily into the comic book frame. This is certainly emphasized in season two of the 

television show when Dexter sees his future mother-in-law help his stepson overcome his 

fear of the Bay Harbor Butcher stories on the news by dressing the child as the killer. 

Dexter borrows this concept when, in a reverie, he imagines himself as the “Dark 

Defender” swooping in to save his doomed mother from the criminals who killed her in 

front of him when he was an infant. This also mirrors the famous comic book origin story 

of Batman, who witnessed the murder of his parents and was set on a path of vigilante 

heroism. 

     In the Dexter series—both the original Lindsay collection as well as the television 

incarnation—the source of the anti-hero’s murderous desires is ambiguous. Was he 

innately disturbed? Warped by early childhood trauma? Or perhaps molded into his 

present serial killing character by his foster father Harry? This dissertation will explore 

all three but ultimately endorse the third possibility, since Harry saw early signs of 

Dexter’s violent tendencies and might have helped him seek treatment, but he decided 

rather to exploit his child so he could punish criminals, picking up where the limitations 

of the law left off. Dexter, in other words, is forced to pay for his position in this idyllic, 

nuclear family with his soul. In the third novel, Dexter in the Dark, the title character 

begins to train his own two stepchildren in the “Code of Harry.” It is possible Lindsay is 
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suggesting the nuclear family structure itself is corrupt. The patriarchal home, after all, is 

the site where one’s sense of normalcy and justice is shaped. On the other hand, little of 

the texts actually condemns patriarchal power but enjoys its ironies. Harry is a respected 

cop and, though both Dexter and his sister Debra periodically question the value of 

Harry’s training, they both eventually affirm its “rightness.” 

     This problematic notion of family leads Dexter to seek connections with those around 

him. The television series is especially designed around this idea. Almost every season 

revolves around the title character bonding with, breaking with and in most cases 

annihilating someone he had hoped would understand his plight. In the first season, 

Dexter’s serial-killing brother tries to reach him; the second season introduces Lila, an 

arsonist who embraces Dexter’s dark side; in the third season, District Attorney Miguel 

Prado unleashes his own violent tendencies as a result of befriending Dexter; in season 

four, Dexter meets the Trinity Killer, Arthur Mitchell, someone who initially seems to 

serve as an example of the murderer who can balance a family life while still sating his 

Dark Passenger; season five introduces Lumen Pierce, a kidnapping and rape victim who 

teams up with Dexter to destroy her tormentors; in season six, Dexter meets Brother Sam, 

a reformed murderer who now counsels nonviolence; season seven includes Hannah 

McKay, a poisoner and love interest for Dexter, as well as Isaak Sirko, a Ukrainian 

gangster who understands Dexter’s instincts; and, in season eight, Dexter meets Dr. 

Evelyn Vogel, a psychiatrist who claims she helped Harry develop the code and shape 

him into the killer he became. In most of these relationships, we observe the supposed 

split between the more traditional notion of the “bad” serial murderer and the comparably 
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“good” serial murderer. Every time Dexter vanquishes his latest opponent, his sense of 

justice is validated. 

     The third chapter, “Arousing Dexter: Hearth, Home and Homicide,” will analyze 

gender and sexuality in Dexter’s stories. In Jeff Lindsay’s novels and the first half of 

season one of the Showtime series, Dexter is uninterested in sex. This is consistent with 

his sociopathic character because sex is an emotional activity and therefore is difficult for 

him to fake. In some ways, this aspect of Dexter’s TV persona makes him more palatable 

for female viewers. This is much like the adoration toward Edward Cullen of Stephanie 

Meyers’s Twilight series, a character who is unthreatening sexually even as he enacts 

stalking of Bella and confesses his murderous desires. As stated earlier, Dexter’s 

avoidance of sex and his nontraditional masculinity comes from a long pop culture 

history linking serial killing with supernatural powers as well as queerness.  

     Dexter, regardless, participates in a committed relationship with Rita, a divorced 

woman recovering from an abusive marriage. Lindsay’s Dexter of the novels shows 

disdain for this exercise, though, by acknowledging the mythicization of the chaste 

courtship, a stereotype reinforced by literature. “Instead of realizing that all men are 

beasts, [Rita] had come up with this lovely romantic picture of a perfect gentleman who 

would wait indefinitely for her to open slowly, like a little flower” (Lindsay, Darkly 

Dreaming 56). In other words, any attempt to make Dexter out to be more than a monster 

is fraudulent. That he, in this instance, aligns himself with all men (of course, a glaring 

generalization) suggests Dexter is—like those popular killers of fact and fiction before 

him—recognizing his position as an enforcer of patriarchal domination in disguise. 
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     Eventually, though, the television version of Dexter begins having habitual sex—both 

with Rita and a series of girlfriends. Why does he change? Perhaps Dexter, in order to 

remain a compelling character we must watch (rather than read), has to evolve 

personally—even if that evolution contradicts the sociopath’s psychology. It reinforces a 

conventional notion of masculinity that desperately tries to contradict the character’s 

apparent queerness and also reinforces the woman-as-salvation stereotype. Could the 

audience continue to respect a male protagonist (even if he is an anti-hero) if he cannot 

make love to his female partner? 

     Also, though Dexter isn’t motivated sexually to commit murder like the typical sex 

killer, there is a blurring of this convention in his short-lived relationship with Lila in 

season two of the television show. Their affair is initially motivated by Dexter’s 

frustration with her, and their trysts are often aggressive. It might also be no accident that 

Rita, Dexter’s steady partner for four seasons, and Lila, his disposable one, have names 

that are assonant—suggesting a parallel. Lila and Rita have similar appearances, too, in 

that they are both tall and slim with long, flowing hair—only Rita is light and Lila dark—

alluding further to the limiting roles of women in a misogynist climate that breeds the sex 

killer. Alison Peirse, too, explores this duality in Dexter’s love interests, particularly as 

they resemble the portrayals of women in the genre of film noir. “Lila is a complex 

character: beautiful, devious, intensely sexual but needy, paralleling Phyllis Dietrichson 

in Double Indemnity. . . [Lila] is a dangerous, volatile, and sensual woman, and 

patriarchal society cannot allow her to escape her misdemeanors” (Peirse, “In a Lonely 

Place? Dexter and Film Noir” 198-99). The story thereby forces us to justify Lila’s 

annihilation even as her crimes pale in comparison to Dexter’s. And once Lila, the femme 
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fatale, is dispatched, Dexter can now resume “the wholesome pleasures of life with 

blonde-haired homemaker Rita” (Peirse, “In a Lonely Place? Dexter and Film Noir” 203). 

In the long tradition of patriarchal double standard, women are seen either as whores 

deserving of violence, or they are innocent and in need of protection.  Gerda Lerner, in 

The Creation of Patriarchy, describes how women’s status has historically been 

determined by their relationships with men: 

The class position of women became consolidated and actualized through their 

sexual relationships. It always was expressed within degrees of unfreedom on a 

spectrum ranging from the slave woman, whose sexual and reproductive capacity 

was commodified as she herself was; to the slave-concubine, whose sexual 

performance might elevate her own status or that of her children; then to the 

“free” wife, whose sexual and reproductive services to one man of the upper 

classes entitled her to property and legal rights. While each of these groups had 

vastly different obligations and privileges in regard to property, law, and 

economic resources, they shared the unfreedom of being sexually and 

reproductively controlled by men. (Lerner 215) 

The female characters in Dexter’s world, while seemingly modern figures with sexual 

independence, still live or die based on their willingness to be controlled by Dexter. 

    Dexter’s need for control of the women around him is further exemplified through 

Lumen Pierce (season five) and Hannah McKay (seasons seven and eight). Lumen, 

obsessed with revenge against the predators who abused her, requires Dexter’s help and 

is ultimately seen as healed—as her name’s symbolism would suggest—by his 
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involvement with her. Hannah, despite being a serial killer like Dexter, often needs him 

to save her from other killers or law enforcement.   

     There are predominantly heterosexual lifestyles in the stories, and very few 

explorations of sexuality outside of a heteronormative dynamic. Gay and lesbian 

characters are almost entirely absent from the Showtime series, despite their significant 

presence in the real South Florida. A couple of prominent characters seem to offer a 

subtext of stereotypical homosexuality, though. Debra, Dexter’s sister, is almost resentful 

of her traditional attractiveness, so she often hides her figure with long-sleeved business 

shirts and slacks—a wardrobe typically read as masculine or “butch.” The television 

version of Debra is also somewhat promiscuous and, even when she tentatively enters 

longer-term relationships, she selects male partners who are emotionally unavailable or 

inappropriate—such as a married man, a confidential informant, a much older FBI 

investigator, a drug dealer under investigation, and her detective partner. She even briefly 

develops an incestuous infatuation for Dexter. These “serial” trysts and flirtations with 

monogamy might suggest a compulsive denial of her real sexuality. This behavior could 

also be a result of a dysfunctional family and incestuous father. If Harry was abusing 

Dexter, this also sets up the sister as a child witness to abuse, which is itself a form of 

abuse. 

     Then there is Vince Masuka. In both the television and print incarnations, Dexter’s 

fellow lab technician colleague/ friend is intended as a comic foil, someone whose 

masculinity is so diminished as to make Dexter appear attractive by contrast. Vince is 

almost never in a relationship, and he is constantly making tasteless sexual jokes in the 
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workplace. Like Debra, his preoccupation with a pornographic heterosexuality suggests 

he is overcompensating for his real inclinations. 

     Season five introduced the first two gay characters of the Showtime series, but both 

were marginal figures of contempt. The first is a lesbian tattoo artist called Michael 

Angelo. Recommended as an expert in her field who can offer information on a tattooed 

suspect, Michael Angelo briefly and harmlessly flirts with Debra, who leaves the meeting 

visibly and inexplicably frustrated at having been an object of same-sex desire. The 

second gay character is a Herb Baumeister figure—a serial killer who attacks other gay 

men in public restrooms—who becomes Dexter’s victim.  

     Then, in season seven, mobster Isaak Sirko leaves scores of bodies in his wake and 

loses his professional standing—all to avenge his partner (in crime as well as love), 

Viktor Baskov. These portraits are not especially progressive because they lack any 

complicated identity outside of their sexuality; the absence of more complex portrayals of 

gay men and women in a South Florida storyline is troubling because this is a limited 

portrayal of the culture.  

    In Lindsay’s novels, there are several prominent gay characters, but they are each 

portrayed as (violently or socially) monstrous. In Dexter in the Dark, Dexter’s wedding 

cake designer is stereotypically fey and bitchy. Then Dexter by Design features one half 

of a gay couple as the anti-hero’s nemesis. This “bad” killer is working on a larger 

project bent on revealing the “New Miami” through the bloody displays of his victims’ 

bodies. In each of these messy portrayals, the gay male characters are fussy designers 

who have to be annihilated. Harry M. Benshoff has written how, in horror stories and 
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monster movies, the presence of queerness “[disrupts] the heterosexual status quo.” And 

they also tend to:  

narrow the scope of the word “queer” by reflecting the dominant culture’s 

masculinist bias, wherein all of queer’s multifarious plurality is most frequently 

signified in terms of (white) men and male homosexuality. The female here serves 

as the source of the monstrous taint: the male homosexual or queer is monstrous 

precisely because he embodies characteristics of the feminine, either in outward 

displays or in the selection of a sexual object choice traditionally reserved for 

women. (120)  

In Dexter’s Final Cut, the seventh book of the series, Robert Chase is a famous actor 

whom Dexter assumes is gay but who is later discovered to be a pedophile. That these 

two sexualities are able to be conflated by the author is also problematic. 

     In addition, there is the possibility that Dexter himself is gay or at least queer. Before 

taking on the title role of the Showtime series, actor Michael C. Hall was best known for 

playing David Fisher, an undertaker in a long-term relationship with another man, on the 

critically praised HBO series Six Feet Under. Even if Dexter himself is meant to be read 

as straight, audiences might likely still associate him with that role. In fact, author Jeff 

Lindsay, when informed of Hall’s casting, thought the actor would be terrible for the part 

simply based on that association. It was only when Lindsay visited the Dexter set and saw 

Hall perform in character that he was convinced of the leading actor’s abilities. 

     The fourth chapter, “Murderabilia for the Masses: Dexter as an Advertising 

Commodity,” focuses on the marketing of the murderer. The Showtime series was 
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particularly aggressive in its campaign of Dexter Morgan as “America’s Favorite Serial 

Killer.” Print advertising offered him a heroic, even angelic persona, while television ads 

portrayed Dexter as a sex symbol or the man with it all—a home, wife, children—but a 

“little time to kill” (“Dexter Season 4: Tease - Dexter Under Pressure”). To promote 

season four, Showtime released an animated webisode series called Dexter: Early Cuts, 

about some of the killer’s past cases. This version of Dexter is far more savage, using a 

chainsaw in one instance rather than his usual scalpel. He is also more like the 

prototypical sex killer, targeting a buxom black widow by enticing her on a date and 

kissing her before he traps her. “You’re stupid,” he says as he plunges a hypodermic 

needle in her throat (“Cindy Landon: Chapter Three”). The chainsaw later serves as a 

substitute phallus, one he considers to be “much more fun” when his victim offers him 

sex in exchange for her freedom (“Cindy Landon: Chapter Four”). Despite the implied 

gruesomeness of this scenario, the scene is played for comedy because the black widow 

assumes her seductiveness will appeal to her kidnapper while the audience is already well 

aware that Dexter’s bloodthirst is more ravenous than his sexual libido. 

     In addition to the animated spin-off, Showtime features an online store that has even 

carried a number of Dexter products, including action figures (such as the “Dark 

Defender”), bobble heads, plexi-glass coasters in a wooden box (made to look like 

Dexter's souvenir blood sample slides) and clothes (including Dexter's "kill" uniform 

with the long-sleeved grey shirt). Sold elsewhere have been dining sets, flatware, pillows, 

etc. Designer Amy Lau created a Dexter-themed dining room made to resemble one of 

the character’s crime scenes, and Johnny Grey designed a kitchen based on the Art Deco 



 

22 

style of Dexter’s Miami. Like Thomasville’s Bogart and Hemingway furniture 

collections, Dexter is being associated with a desirable, artistic lifestyle.  

     Some non-Dexter-related products even borrow Dexter’s persona in order to appeal to 

a supposedly suppressed Alpha-male demographic. For example, a Dodge Charger 

commercial aired during the 2010 Super Bowl featuring Michael C. Hall’s voiceover: “. . 

. I will shave. I will clean the sink after I shave. . . I will say yes when you want me to say 

yes. I will be quiet when you don’t want to hear me say no. . . I will watch your vampire 

TV shows with you. . . and because I do this, I will drive the car I want to drive.” Hall’s 

voice is clearly in character as the serial killer, and it suggests the interior monologue of a 

series of men staring into the camera, their faces deadpan but their eyes seething with a 

barely contained rage. “The Charger. . . MAN’S LAST STAND” are Hall’s final words 

in the advertisement, and they clearly allude to a backlash against feminism and what is 

considered to be the subsequent emasculation of the American male (“2010 Super Bowl 

XLIV Dodge Charger Man's Last Stand Commercial”). Such examples suggest that, 

unlike the stated target of Dexter’s sense of justice, the enemy is not the violent 

criminal—the sex killer—but it is still those women and other marginalized figures who 

have diminished the authority of the white patriarchal establishment.  

          Dexter Morgan is a new figure in the history of pop culture killers, though one with 

a complicated background and motivation, and while his role is more socially conscious 

than the average killer, his story still valorizes ritualistic violence. Though Dexter claims 

to prefer targeting other predators, women and people from other marginalized groups 

remain objectified and exploitable.
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CHAPTER 1: DEXTER’S MIAMI: “IT’S SUCH A NEAT TOWN”

 

     In an interview on the extreme conservative news web site WorldNetDaily in 

November of 2006, Colorado Republican Congressman Tom Tancredo compared Miami 

to a “Third World County,” saying, “You just pick it up and take it and move it 

someplace. You would never know you’re in the United States of America. You would 

certainly say you’re in a Third World country” (qtd. in Alfano). The critical statements 

caused a feud between the congressman and then-Governor Jeb Bush, who defended 

Miami’s rich cultural heritage. Tancredo’s accusation, though, when divorced from its 

context, saw support from some South Florida residents. Packaged in a brief soundbite, 

the Third World comparison was initially interpreted to be about the city’s well-known 

issues with corruption and criminality, such as the infamous cocaine-related crime 

epidemic of the seventies and eighties. NBC 6 News even aired a poll for viewers to 

weigh in on what Tancredo had said and whether Miami was indeed a “paradise lost.” 

Tancredo, however, was actually conflating Miami’s criminality and its immigrant—

specifically Cuban, Haitian, and Latin American—cultural influence, particularly the 

city’s popular use of the Spanish language. His comparison, in other words, suggested 

that Miami’s non-white immigrant population itself was suspect and therefore inferior to 

European immigrant and white American society. 

     Miami specifically and Florida generally are associated with strangeness, wildness, 

and danger. Public perceptions include a Twitter handle named @_FloridaMan, which 

publishes the most sensational headlines produced in the Sunshine State, such as “Florida 
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Man Arrested For Beating Drag Queen With Tiki Torch While Dressed as Member of 

KKK, Now Running For Mayor.” In a segment titled “Florida Haters” on The Daily Show 

in 2015, host Jon Stewart similarly presented a compilation of news segments about 

Florida criminals. He concluded by calling the state “a giant cockroach-choking, hazard-

infested, Hooters-dining, reptile-abusing, Everglades-draining, election-ruining, stripper-

motorboating, ball-sweat-scented, genitalia-shaped twenty-four-hour mugshot factory” 

(Stewart). Even when Florida isn’t presented as an absurd alternate universe, it is known 

as treacherous territory. Movies like Scarface, directed by Brian de Palma and released in 

1983, depict Miami as a hotbed for drug-related crime committed by Cuban immigrants.  

    The above political and artistic depictions of Miami as a separate world unto itself may 

seem validated when viewing or reading about Dexter. The opening moments of the 

Showtime pilot close in on select elements of a crowded street on South Beach as Dexter 

seeks out his latest victim. These brief images include men and women in scantily clad 

outfits meant to offer some relief from the humidity as much as they are to titillate one 

another, a beggar profusely sweating as he performs in the hope of cash from passersby, a 

thin, frail woman rubbing her temples and shaking her head in what’s likely a symptom 

of drug withdrawal, and a man with a python draped across his shoulders like a scarf. 

Amidst all of this is a tribal beating of drums on the soundtrack. Dexter’s story—in both 

the show and novels—highlights the multicultural population of Miami but also depicts it 

as strange or even suspicious.  

    As for the food and music created by the city’s immigrant population, Dexter gleefully 

gulps it down. In the same first seconds of the Showtime pilot referenced earlier, the title 

character purrs, “Miami is a great town. I love the Cuban food. . . pork sandwiches, my 



 

25 

favorite.” Also, the television series has a love affair with South Florida music. Several 

scenes take place in dance clubs or are set to Latin songs. In the books by Lindsay, 

Dexter and his family frequently dine at their favorite Cuban restaurant, Café Relámpago, 

enjoying medianoche sandwiches and batidos de mamey. What is important to note, 

though, is that for all the flattering attention paid to the cultural contributions of South 

Florida’s immigrant community, sparing deference is given to its people—especially in 

the novels. Lindsay’s books depict characters of color as caricatures. Some, such as 

Detective Migdia LaGuerta (or Maria, as she is known in the television series), are even 

presented as taking advantage of their ethnicity in the supposedly corrupt system of 

affirmative action. She and her ethically suspect colleagues in the Miami-Dade Homicide 

Department are more concerned about PR strategies and political advancement than they 

are catching criminals and protecting the city. In contrast with them, Dexter—the 

vigilante killer—is the antihero Miami seemingly deserves. Protected by racial privilege, 

he can navigate the city’s dirty streets and make them clean again, one garbage bag at a 

time. 

    Dexter’s whiteness in this multicultural climate affords him both privilege and 

invisibility. As a native Miamian and fluent Spanish speaker, he can talk with almost 

anyone in the city and traverse its neighborhoods in order to gather intelligence. 

LaGuerta, despite her Cuban background and language skills, lacks the charm to gain the 

trust of witnesses at crime scenes. And Debra, despite having been raised alongside 

Dexter, is unable to speak Spanish or tactfully converse with colleagues and civilians and 

is therefore hindered from progressing in her job. Dexter, though, as a white male, is 

supposedly able to exercise his power without standing out. This is typical in most 
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literature by white storytellers in that characters are assumed to be white unless they are 

explicitly described to be otherwise. Dexter’s whiteness is both there and not there. 

According to Richard Dyer, “Whites must be seen to be white, yet whiteness as race 

resides in invisible properties and whiteness as power is maintained by being unseen” 

(White 45). These “invisible properties” include Dexter seeming not to be affected by the 

complexity of communication between Spanish speakers of different cultures.  

     The Hispanic population in Miami is not homogenous, and though Cuban Americans 

are probably its most prominent group, there are also immigrants and descendants of 

immigrants from elsewhere in the Caribbean and throughout Central and South America. 

While the Spanish language may be the expected unifier among these groups, the reality 

of course is that Spanish takes on different forms from country to country—as do cultural 

practices. For example, the first novel—Darkly Dreaming Dexter—introduces Migdia 

LaGuerta, a Cuban American woman, berating a possible witness who is a Guatemalan 

immigrant at a crime scene. Her animosity for him is revealed to be motivated by cultural 

prejudice when she refers to him as “Indio” afterward, implying he is of a lower caste 

because of his indigenous background (Lindsay, Darkly Dreaming 29). Just a few lines 

earlier, Dexter’s narration mocked LaGuerta’s Cuban dialect, suggesting it is an 

altogether different language: “The Cuban dialect is the despair of the Spanish-speaking 

world. The whole purpose of Cuban Spanish seems to be to race against an invisible 

stopwatch and get out as much as possible in three-second bursts without using any 

consonants” (Lindsay, Darkly Dreaming 28). By the third chapter of the first book, two 

groups of Spanish speakers have been portrayed in derisive ways—one directly and the 

other indirectly. And while Dexter’s narration may seem to show equal opportunity in 
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slighting all the characters for operating at a slower pace than him, such examples set a 

tone in establishing non-white figures as untrustworthy. Dexter’s whiteness is written as 

elevating him from these complications. While his colleague Angel Batista (a medical 

examiner lab technician in the books and a detective on the show) may call him “white 

boy,” Dexter is not portrayed as having the same social barriers as his Hispanic peers 

(Lindsay, Darkly Dreaming 25).  

    In at least one instance of Darkly Dreaming Dexter, the title character has special 

access because of his ethnicity. When a body is found on the ice rink in the Office Depot 

Center (now the BB&T Center) in Sunrise, LaGuerta wants someone who knows about 

hockey to view the crime scene. Dexter, of course, is more than familiar with the 

stereotypically white sport of hockey. The selection of this location as a crime scene is 

certainly not coincidental because we later learn the killer is actually his half-brother 

Brian, and Brian likely studied Dexter’s habits and routines before choosing a site he 

frequented (Lindsay, Darkly Dreaming 93-94). None of his predominantly non-white 

colleagues, though, have any association with this sport. The convenience of this 

exclusion is never acknowledged. Dyer suggests that we need to reframe the way we 

think about whiteness, and that white people must recognize their own privilege. “White 

people need to learn to see themselves as white, to see their particularity. In other words, 

whiteness needs to be made strange” (Dyer, White 10). On the one hand, Dexter does 

have a kind of awareness. He already feels separate and strange from others, and perhaps 

that includes a conscious understanding of his whiteness as one part of his “person suit.” 

But he clearly feels no obligation to act on that awareness. Even his choice of victims—

“people who deserve it”—is arbitrary; Dexter was merely trained to hunt murderers, so 



 

28 

he’s not motivated because he truly cares what happens to their victims (Lindsay, Darkly 

Dreaming 43). 

    At times, the invisibility of Dexter’s whiteness seems to grant him almost supernatural 

powers to be literally invisible. He can stalk suspects in non-white neighborhoods 

without being questioned by members of the community as to why he is there, and often 

without even being seen. For example, in the pilot episode, Dexter breaks into future 

victim Jamie Jaworski’s house in broad daylight, picking the lock with barely a glance or 

two around to check if he has been spotted. Even after Jaworski’s dog spies the intruder 

and barks for several minutes, Dexter hasn’t aroused anyone’s attention. From the state of 

Jaworski’s home, his neighborhood is likely lower income but its ethnic makeup is 

unclear because we see no one (“Dexter”). And in the premiere of season two, titled “It’s 

Alive!” Dexter stalks and later kidnaps a voodoo practitioner named Jimmy Sensio 

outside of Little Haiti. Though Sensio’s blindness might make him initially seem 

unthreatening, it is revealed he has poisoned at least three people. The exact location of 

this area is not revealed, but because Sensio and all of his victims are Haitian, it is 

plausible that he resides in a predominantly Haitian community. We do not see Dexter 

approach this site on either of the two occasions he goes to Sensio’s store; Dexter just 

appears. The strong possibility that Dexter would stand out in this neighborhood is 

completely overlooked. Once Dexter injects Sensio with a chemical that renders him 

immobile, Dexter’s voiceover states, “A blind man. Not very sporting, I know, but I’m 

not one to discriminate based on race, gender, or disability” (“It’s Alive!”). This line, 

obviously intended to be humorous, shows the speaker’s obliviousness to the power 

discrepancy between both men.  
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    That same episode, Dexter tries to kill the hit man, Little Chino, of a notorious gang in 

East Side Miami. Again, somehow Dexter magically appears behind Little Chino in his 

own neighborhood without being noticed. After failing in his first attempt, Dexter hunts 

the gangster in the following episode, titled “Waiting to Exhale,” and finds him outside a 

busy house party.  

 

Figure 1. Dexter and Little Chino 

While it turns out that Little Chino anticipated this and had friends lying in wait to catch 

his opponent, Dexter still manages to disappear within moments—even though the 

gangsters are obviously more knowledgeable about their own neighborhood. He hides 

behind a gutter, and while the gangsters shine their flashlight over him, Dexter remains 

almost magically unseen. This example implies not only the invisibility of Dexter’s 

whiteness but also how his privilege extends to a control over any environment he 

occupies.  

     That control is also exemplified in Dexter’s home and the immaculate care he takes in 

it, what his sister Debra would call a “semi-lived in, museum quality” space (“Waiting to 

Exhale”). Contrasted with the colorful homes and streets in the rest of the South Florida 

scenes, Dexter’s apartment is a sea of white and pale green. These lighter shades 
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emphasize Dexter’s desire for neatness in all things. We see this extend to how he 

arranges his kill rooms with plastic sheeting over the walls, floor, and surfaces. Dexter’s 

chief characteristics—“cleverness, cleanliness, care and attention to detail”—are 

stereotypically white characteristics to contrast with those of non-whites as “stupid, dirty, 

and sloppy” (Kirkland 213). At the same time Dexter’s white, clean surroundings make 

him seem banal, even boring, he is also presented as superior. In Ewan Kirkland’s 

analysis of “Dexter’s Whiteness,” he writes that, “Across the range of DVD box covers, 

promotional stills and publicity material defining the show, actor Michael C. Hall is 

consistently presented dressed in white against a white background, smiling 

conspiratorially from a toneless canvas which is as much—maybe more—a component of 

his ethnicity as his own blood flecked skin” (215). One example would be this 

promotional image for the show’s first season: 

 

Figure 2. Dexter Season 1 Promotional Image 

Dexter, clad only in white, seems to be the virtuous if mysterious hero. He is set apart 

from his sister and other colleagues of the homicide department by not only the plastic 

barrier but by the secret he is keeping from them. The veil is, in fact, a symbol of the 

separation between Dexter and humanity. His colleagues are wrongly focused on the 
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body rather than him. He, meanwhile, looking at the camera, sees us—the possible source 

of the violence. Also, he is living; the rest is tableau. Another example includes the DVD 

art for season six, which focuses on Dexter’s pursuit of a religiously motivated serial 

killer. 

 

Figure 3. Dexter Season 6 DVD Cover 

The advertised comparison of Dexter to a saint is obvious to the point of being ironic. His 

bloody halo in the image on the right and the bloody spray of angel wings in the image on 

the left, along with his sardonically raised eyebrows in both, suggest he is a kind of 

trickster—someone who appears to be good but perhaps intends to do harm. 

   This is ultimately the consequence of all of Dexter’s efforts. Despite his justification of 

the bloodshed he has caused, he has destroyed the lives of all those around him—his 

wife, his child and stepchildren, his sister, and his colleagues and friends. Dexter’s story 

is, in a way, a parable for the predominance of white culture over non-white people and 

the havoc it has wreaked. In Valerie Babb’s analysis of the construction of whiteness, she 

writes: 



 

32 

In studies of history, culture, and the theory, the “why” of the study often gets 

lost. In reflecting upon whiteness, something that exists everywhere and nowhere 

in American culture, there is an even greater danger of losing sight of the “why.” 

As veiled as it may sometimes be, however, an awareness of whiteness as an 

ideology, a system of traditions practices and beliefs that privileges some over 

many, is vital to the continued thriving of a multiracial, multiethnic, and 

multireligious culture. (167-8) 

Traditionally, though, the cultures of non-white people are associated with darkness, 

which is often connected in literature and common expression to evil and sorrow. 

Kirkland observes that “Behind the mask of his white ordinariness lurks Dexter’s 

‘shadow self,’ his ‘Dark Passenger,’ the Dark Defender” (214). Before he realizes the Ice 

Truck Killer is his own brother in the first season, Dexter refers to him as his “shadow 

companion.” This connection between evil and darkness is expressed visually in the 

image below, which is a promotional photo for the eighth and final season of Dexter: 

 

Figure 4. Dexter Season 8 Promotional Image 
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Like many similar advertising materials for the show, Dexter is set against a white 

background which suggests the overall purity (or sterility) of his violent actions. Usually 

the title character is dressed in white to portray him as the “good guy.” This time, though, 

Dexter is instead clad mostly in black with only a white shirt; Debra, perched next to him, 

is dressed half in black and half in white. Their presentations are more complex than 

merely good or evil because they are both—or neither. The above image depicts Debra as 

her brother’s accomplice because she is now aware of his murderous behavior and has 

even been driven to kill an innocent woman—LaGuerta—in order to protect him. The 

supposed purity of these two characters is diluted because Debra has “fallen” from grace 

and Dexter was the one who pushed her. Finally, the show, at least in this one example, 

has depicted Dexter as something more nuanced than an avenging angel. 

    The television series’ finale in the eighth season, though, offers a possibly more 

insidious connection to the darkness inside Dexter’s character—that it is connected to, 

even inspired by the moral wasteland of Miami. After Dexter’s decisions led to an event 

that caused his sister’s death, Dexter takes her body out to sea on his boat, seemingly to 

dispose of both her remains and his life as he has done already to countless victims. He 

steers the boat into a hurricane, his narration asserting that he must protect those who 

love him from even more pain. As the sky clears and a new day shines on Miami, it 

seems that Dexter has finally corrected the state of things by sacrificing himself. 

Moments later, though, we see that Dexter has once again been almost supernaturally 

transported—this time to Oregon—removing himself as far as possible from Miami while 

still remaining in the country. And while he has made a sacrifice, he was not willing to 
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die and remove all chances that he will kill again unless we are meant to believe that it 

was his environment in Miami that created those temptations in the first place. 

    So we return to the depiction of white moral purity contrasted with the seductiveness 

and mystery of communities of color. One of the ways this is emphasized on the show is 

with the use of a specific kind of Cuban music. Enrique Fernandez, in an article on the 

Latin music permeating the complicated episodes of Dexter’s life, writes, “The episodes 

take place in today's Miami, but if they were to convey our current musical tastes, the 

soundtrack should be filled with SoBe's dance music. . . Instead, in key moments we hear 

the Cuban music of decades ago, the Buena Vista Social Club sound; indeed, the show 

features Buena Vista artists Elíades Ochoa and the late Rubén González.” Dexter’s music 

supervisor, Gary Calamar, believes the old Cuban music adds mystery to the thrilling 

story, especially because of its association with the island nation: “Cuba is this place that 

is very mysterious, a place a lot of people in the U.S. don't know” (qtd. in Fernandez). 

While to some extent, Cuba may be considered “mysterious” because of the embargo that 

cuts off financial ties to and political recognition by the United States, that does not mean 

Americans are actually blind to its existence. Cuba is only a “mystery” because the 

U.S.—at least from a predominantly white perspective—insists on thinking of it that way. 

This is not unlike the colonial thinking that saw Africa as a “dark continent” in the mid-

nineteenth century—a label associating it with mystery due to whites’ ignorance about 

and abhorrence of darker-skinned people. “Mystery” in these terms refers to what is 

unknown but also what is suspected to be evil. 

    Part of this “dark” association with Cuban Americans derives from the wave of Cuban 

immigrants during the Mariel exodus to Florida in 1980. While some included prisoners 
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who Fidel Castro wanted to expel, the majority of the refugees were law-abiding and 

ready to be responsible guests and eventual American citizens. Also, “compared with 

previous refugees, these migrants most closely represented the island’s native population. 

They came from diverse geographical areas, were younger, and had a greater percentage” 

of people of color (Soruco 9). Because this influx of non-white Cubans appeared as the 

local crime rate rose, and because there had already been a growing resentment of the 

Cuban presence in Florida, the group’s overall image suffered in the U.S.  

The crime wave that followed these Cubans’ arrival in Miami dealt a blow to the 

traditionally law-abiding image Cubans had enjoyed there since 1960. Worse, it 

stigmatized all Mariel refugees. . . In the months that followed the Mariel exodus, 

young and old Cubans faced open hostility from the Anglo population. A county 

referendum on bilingual education and the film Scarface did nothing to improve 

Miami’s Anglo-Cuban relations or the stereotype of the Marielito as a criminal. 

(Soruco 9) 

Such stereotypes of non-white Miamians generally or Cubans specifically have not 

evaporated through their portrayals on Dexter. 

   Another stereotype perpetuated in Dexter’s world is the association with Hispanics and 

hot-blooded passion, either through lust or violence. This is particularly exemplified by 

the character of Angel Batista on the show. In the fifth episode of the first season, titled 

“Love American Style,” Batista tries to school Dexter on the key to love: “la pasión.” 

Though Batista never exactly defines the term, he says, “it keeps the relationship alive,” 

and insists “la pasión” is more important than communication or trust. It is revealed a few 
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minutes later, though, that Batista’s wife kicked him out of the house; passion, evidently, 

was not enough to keep their marriage together. Such is also the case when Angel Batista 

and Maria LaGuerta begin an affair and get married in season four; their relationship is 

passionate and potentially destructive for both their careers, and ultimately it fizzles out. 

 

Figure 5. Maria LaGuerta and Angel Batista 

Angel’s emotional outbursts extend to violence, too, even if they are often for protective 

reasons. In both seasons three and four, he gets into physical altercations with men who 

have either assaulted or made offensive comments toward women he is dating. That these 

parts of his character are linked to what he describes as la pasión suggests he is culturally 

predisposed to value emotion over logic, a clear generalization. 

      The Haitian culture of South Florida does not get nearly as much attention in either 

the books or show, but there are some influences. For example, in episode nine of the 

first season, titled “Father Knows Best,” Sargeant Doakes shoots a Haitian immigrant 

named Jacques Bayard in what he claims is self-defense against gunfire. The 

circumstances are suspicious, though, and it turns out that Bayard’s real name back in 

Haiti was Rene Thibault and that he was a military officer in the Milice Volontaires de la 

Sécurité Nationale (MVSN), commonly known as the Tonton Macoutes, a ferocious 

death squad responsible for the murders of 30,000 to 60,000 Haitians during the regimes 
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of Francois “Papa Doc” Duvalier and his son Jean Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier. Doakes 

presumably recognized him from his prior role in American military special operations 

and decided to execute Thibault. Because of Thibault’s past, the investigation into the 

shooting is quietly closed. Here is one of the potentially ignorant ways the show creators 

depict elements of South Florida’s immigrant culture. The timeline doesn’t match the 

story. Actor Erik King, who plays Doakes in the series, would have been thirty-seven 

years old during the filming of season one in 2006. Because special ops troops generally 

have several years training before they serve in this role, they are usually between the 

ages of twenty-nine and thirty-four (Diaz and Koran), so Doakes would have served in 

the late-nineties to early 2000s. By that time, the Tonton Macoutes had largely disbanded 

along with the fall of Duvalierism in 1986. That the show creators would make such a 

glaring historical error shows an ignorance about Haitian culture along with a tendency to 

demonize Haitian immigrants. 

    A similar plotline involving Doakes exists in the novel Dearly Devoted Dexter, but it 

places him as a figure in the civil war of El Salvador between 1980 and 1992. Of course, 

it is never explicitly named as such in the text; Dexter simply refers to the conflict as “a 

true three-ring circus of torture, rape, and name-calling” (76). Doakes’s presence is 

revealed to have been in Special Forces during a covert mission toward the end of the 

conflict, executing people in support of El Salvador’s government (107 and 108). The 

novel version of Doakes is written as about fifteen years older, so at least the timeline is 

consistent here. Despite the complicated political entanglement of the United States 

backing José Napoleon Duarte’s civilian government in opposition to the side of the 

Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN), though, Lindsay merely refers to 
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the conflict as “that stuff. . . in El Salvador” (109). In both the show and in the novels, 

our complex international relationships are presented in overtly simplistic ways. 

    Sometimes Miami’s ethnic character is described as a quirk in Lindsay’s novels. For 

example, in Dexter in the Dark, the third volume, the narrator describes the arrival of “the 

official city of Miami babalao”:  

Our fair city exists in a permanent blinding haze of cronyism and corruption that 

would make Boss Tweed jealous, and every year millions of dollars are thrown 

away on imaginary consulting jobs, cost overruns on projects that haven’t begun 

because they were awarded to someone’s mother-in-law, and other special items 

of great civic importance, like new luxury cars for political supporters. So it 

should be no surprise at all that the city pays a Santería priest a salary and 

benefits. (43) 

While it is explained that the babalao earns his money through the respectful collection of 

offerings by the courthouse and for ceremonial services, these assignments are also 

presented as absurd. Spiritual representatives of Christian faith often participate in public 

affairs, but the above description of the babalao suggests Santería isn’t as legitimate a 

practice. 

    Weird Miami, in all its cultural eccentricities and multi-ethnic populations, is not 

necessarily a unique locale for a story such as Dexter’s. Especially in the series, Dexter’s 

world is inspired by film noir. Romeo Tyrone, the show’s cinematographer, described the 

Dexter’s style as “film noir graphic novel” (qtd. in Tyree 82). Movies in the noir genre 

are set in an urban backdrop in moral decay, whether it be New York City, Los Angeles, 
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or Chicago. The main characters, including the protagonist, are cynical and morally 

ambiguous, often including gangsters and the detectives who pursue them, along with the 

prostitutes or femme fatales who drive them all to distraction. Usually the protagonist 

narrates the events of the film, as does Dexter in both versions of the story. His monotone 

voice permeates the episodes with a disdain for all he sees, not unlike the gumshoes or 

criminals that would lead us through a film like Dark Passage. And the figures 

surrounding him are equally dark and morally ambiguous. 

    In the second season of Dexter, the character of Lila acts as the femme fatale, someone 

who helps him discover himself and open up romantically and sexually. As his 

“addiction” sponsor, she offers him a support he hasn’t had before in a friend. When they 

become lovers, though, there is an almost vampiric transfer of energy that strengthens 

him while she grows more desperate. The femme fatale is often depicted as changing. 

According to Christine Gledhill, “The femme fatale is noted for changeability and 

treachery. . . Not only is the hero not frequently sure whether the woman is honest or a 

deceiver, but the heroine’s characterization is itself fractured” (qtd. in Christopher 198). 

Such an example would be Cora, played by Lana Turner, in The Postman Always Rings 

Twice, in which the femme fatale exhibits a series of irrational mood changes 

(Christopher 198). Eventually, Lila’s many shifting roles and her attachment to Dexter 

are destructive, so he decides she must die—a typical fate for the femme fatale in noir—

in order to return fully to the more passive and pure woman in the story. Rita, in this case, 

is like the small-town fiancée who is left by Jeff Bailey in Out of the Past (Christopher 

198), someone static and faithful, uncreative and unchanging. 
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     The genre of film noir seemed to flourish especially in the 1940s, and that timing is 

not coincidental. After the bombing of cities throughout Europe, especially in London, 

during World War II, the urban landscape seemed to be an especially vulnerable site. On 

the one hand, the city can be a center for art and culture; on the other, a potential 

graveyard. Nicholas Christopher writes, “Every American city is always a tale of two 

cities: the surface city, orderly and functional, imbued with customs and routine, and its 

shadow, the nether-city rife with darker impulses and forbidden currents, a world of 

violence and chaos” (36). Dexter has apocalyptic fantasies of the world around him, both 

embracing the light of Miami as “a new and daring section of Disney World. Dahmer 

Land” (Lindsay, Darkly Dreaming 24). But, in episode five of season one, he also wishes 

away all of humanity: “I like to pretend I’m alone, completely alone, maybe post-

apocalypse or plague. Whatever—no one left to act normal for, no need to hide who I 

really am. It would be freeing” (“Love American Style”). His nihilistic view arises not 

out of the Atomic Age but of one depicted in the media as under threat from terror attacks 

like 9/11. This nihilism is consistent with the depiction of the urban landscape in film 

noir, one that is simultaneously alluring but also threatening. 

     Whether Dexter’s Miami is intended to be seen as a general noir landscape or as a 

unique cultural climate, the city is depicted as a moral wasteland in which a killer like 

Dexter can be born in blood, raised by knife, and live by his twisted code. His whiteness 

affords him an unacknowledged privilege in a multicultural setting. And while the Cuban 

and Haitian influences are visible throughout, they are presented more as exploited, 

unexamined resources for the enjoyment of the better-drawn protagonist. 
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CHAPTER 2: HARRY’S SON: THE CONVENIENT CREATION OF DEXTER

 

     In the pilot episode of the television series Dexter, Harry reassures his adopted 

teenage son, “Remember this forever. You are my son, you are not alone, and you are 

loved.” Such assurances are due any child from their parent, but the context is that 

Dexter’s father has just introduced Dexter to the code that will require him to kill others 

as a means to satisfy his violent urges. From a young age, Dexter has been made to 

believe that he is different from others because of a trauma he did not choose to endure 

and a subsequent rage he did not choose to feel, and Harry has exploited these feelings 

for his own agenda. Harry implies that his adopted son must act out the role Harry has 

written or lose his place in the family. Dexter, believing he owes Harry for the love and 

safety of a home that should belong to any child, condemns himself to a cycle of violence 

that perpetually reenacts his original trauma. 

    Dexter may believe he is a psychopath, and his claims to lack emotion may seem to be 

consistent with this, but his actions and expressions suggest otherwise. One of the earliest 

signs of Dexter’s behavior that Harry attributes to psychopathy is Dexter’s killing of 

animals, but the son’s motives are more complicated than a need to commit violence. 

Dexter explains that a dog he killed had been keeping his sick mother from being able to 

sleep, and he had kept his actions a secret because he knew his parents wouldn’t like 

them (Lindsay, Darkly Dreaming 39-41). According to Dr. Lisa Firestone’s analysis in 

Dexter and Psychology, “At that point in Dexter’s childhood, his desire to remain in the 

good graces of his adoptive father outweighed his urge to commit murder. . . Despite 
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Dexter’s insistence that he cannot genuinely feel for people, he does everything in his 

power to keep the people that he should care about safe and content” (18-19). Dexter’s 

devotion to his father and family is cemented early on, even as Harry’s early teachings 

seem to deny that Dexter is capable of such attachments. 

    As he first explains his reasoning for the code to his son, Harry tells Dexter that his 

unorthodox plan is one he never could have imagined as a young parent. “Ten years ago, 

I would have wanted you in an institution somewhere,” he says, and Dexter 

acknowledges that statement “almost hurts”—another way of suggesting it actually does 

hurt (Lindsay, Darkly Dreaming 42). Harry has set up a false dichotomy for his son: that 

Dexter either belongs shut away forever in the cell of a mental institution or that he must 

resign himself to becoming a murderer. Either way, Dexter must be removed from 

humanity. And it is instilled in Dexter that Harry, by choosing to save him from 

incarceration and train him in killing instead, granted Dexter a favor that mainstream 

society would not allow—a notion that further isolates Dexter because it reinforces how 

he doesn’t deserve to be accepted by others. Worse still, this reprieve is something Dexter 

is encouraged to keep secret, a tactic often used in child abuse. 

    What the child in Dexter cannot recognize and the adult he grows up to be has buried, 

is that Harry has chosen a path for his son that only serves Harry’s best interests. By 

choosing the code, Harry avoids the public embarrassment of institutionalizing his child 

along with accusations that he has failed as a parent. Also, as a jaded law enforcement 

officer, Harry is sending Dexter to complete the jobs Harry considers unfinished, to 

correct the limitations of an imperfect legal system. Douglas L. Howard, in Dexter: 

Investigating Cutting Edge Television, writes, “Dexter’s ‘education’ really becomes the 
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ultimate act of selfishness, as Dexter later realizes when he describes himself as Harry’s 

‘own personal vendetta machine’” (“Harry Morgan: (Post)Modern Prometheus” 66). In 

other words, Harry is pretending to be altruistic in channeling Dexter’s violent urges 

when Harry is actually doing this for his own benefit. Firestone writes: 

[Harry] could not accept this part of himself that longed for vigilante justice, and 

tried to rid himself of it by sublimating it in his police work and projecting it onto 

Dexter. He disowned the unacceptable elements of his own character and saw 

them instead in his adopted son, believing him to be an untreatable monster. The 

veteran detective even went so far as to use Dexter to act on his behalf to right the 

wrongs that he identified in the criminal justice system. (27) 

Harry is, therefore, a failure of toxic masculinity. A flashback in episode ten of season 

two, titled “There’s Something about Harry,” emphasizes his real motives. Debra’s 

birthday dinner with Harry and Dexter is interrupted by news that the alleged perpetrator 

in one of Harry’s homicide cases, Juan Ryness, was released on a technicality. While he 

and Dexter are alone, Harry says, “I did the right thing in training you. This just proves it. 

I did the right thing.” His repeated use of the word “right” might actually suggest an 

insecurity; Harry is possibly trying to reassure himself of what he has done in an 

emotional moment. It also harkens back to the “righteousness” of Dexter’s name origin 

and how—at least in Dexter’s mind—he does what is right and just. 

    The scene of Debra’s interrupted birthday dinner highlights another abusive tactic used 

by Harry with his children, which is isolating them from one another. On the one hand, 

there is a necessary secrecy in teaching Dexter how to kill in a way that he won’t be 
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caught. But that secrecy means that, throughout his life, Dexter is taught to never fully 

trust or confide in anyone but Harry. “Keeping the truth from the people closest to you is 

how you’ll survive. . . and how you’ll protect them if anything ever goes wrong” 

(“Return to Sender”). With this advice, Harry acknowledges that Dexter can be close to 

people and feel concern for their safety, but Harry also wants to limit any possibility that 

Dexter can truly connect with another person—even his sister. After years of following 

his father’s instructions, Dexter comes to believe he is not even human due to this lack of 

intimacy. 

   And from Debra’s perspective as a child, she is abandoned while her father spends 

virtually all his free time with her brother and not with her. She is left behind on hunting 

trips with no explanation.  

 

Figure 6. The Morgans 

And, years later, when she is a teenager showing the same professional curiosity about 

crime scenes as her brother, Harry shouts at her to get back in the car while he quizzes 

Dexter about the nature of the crime. Regardless of Harry’s intentions, Debra likely 

believed she was excluded because she’s a girl, and her insecurity about that leads her to 

increasingly desperate actions in hopes of acceptance. These actions start out relatively 
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small, such as slicing her father a gargantuan piece of cake at her birthday dinner and 

later offering to vacuum after her father has broken a glass in an emotional outburst 

during what should have been a celebration in honor of her. Eventually, though, Debra 

seeks out relationships with men as emotionally unavailable as her father, such as a much 

older FBI agent who drifts in and out of her life. Harry was withholding to both of his 

children, but that neglect was demonstrated differently. For Debra, there was the 

consistent message that she didn’t belong, that she wasn’t one of the boys and never 

would be. And for Dexter, Harry communicated that he was the only person in the world 

who could understand and accept his son. 

   Because Dexter feels gratitude to Harry for this supposedly undeserved love and care, 

he submits to all his father’s lessons, which initially include reinforcing the idea that 

Dexter continue killing animals to supposedly sate his drive to kill. Firestone writes: 

Unfortunately, Harry did not stress the inherent wrongness of killing animals, nor 

did he take action to stop Dexter from acting sadistically toward them. Instead, he 

assumed that Dexter was on an inevitable course of destruction and encouraged 

him to commit these “small” acts of murder in the hope that it would keep him 

from harming people, when a more appropriate response would have been to get 

Dexter psychological help. (Firestone 20)  

By sending Dexter on this course, Harry is also further traumatizing his impressionable 

son. The crimes against animals were likely young Dexter’s way of trying to understand 

the pain of an experience he couldn’t remember before joining Harry’s family. “Nobody 

should remember that,” Harry asserts, withholding the reason for Dexter’s confusion 
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about his feelings (Lindsay, Darkly Dreaming 43). And because Dexter goes so long 

without consciously remembering that he witnessed his mother’s violent murder, he 

reenacts that terrible memory every time he takes a life, ultimately experiencing that 

trauma over and over again. That is the fate Harry has condemned him to repeat. 

   It’s likely not a coincidence that the first two novels begin with Dexter killing child 

murderers—first Father Donovan in Darkly Dreaming Dexter and Randy MacGregor in 

Dearly Devoted Dexter. His particular sensitivity to the abuse of children speaks to his 

own experience with abuse—not only by witnessing his mother’s murder but by Harry’s 

treatment of him. In season two, Dexter discovers that his father died not of a heart attack 

as he once believed, but that he killed himself. This realization gives greater meaning to a 

memory Dexter recalls about how, shortly before his death, Harry walked in on him 

dismembering the body of Juan Ryness, the killer whose escape from the system spoiled 

Debra’s birthday festivities. Though Dexter didn’t know why in the moment, Harry 

became ill and backed out of the room, telling Dexter to “stay away” from him. Years 

later, conscious of how this moment led to Harry taking his own life, Dexter states, “The 

idea of a code was one thing. A grand idea. A noble cause. But the reality of it? Harry 

walked in on what he created, and he couldn’t live with himself.” Though Dexter seems 

to blame himself, saying, “I killed my father,” it appears that Harry was the one who 

refused to take responsibility for what he did (“There’s Something about Harry”). Like 

Dr. Frankenstein fleeing his laboratory after bringing the monster into the world, Harry 

left his creation to fend for himself. As Douglas L. Howard writes, “When Harry finally 

sees Dexter in action. . . his reaction is not one of elation or pride or satisfaction; rather it 

is Victor’s ‘breathless horror and disgust’ in Frankenstein” (Howard, “Harry Morgan” 
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67). Toward the end of his life, Harry may have realized that blood vengeance will not 

bring back the dead, but his lack of explanation along with his suicide communicate to 

Dexter that the son was to blame for the sins of the father. 

   One of the other cruel results of Harry’s training is that Dexter believes he is incapable 

of regular human emotion and therefore is something alien. Because he has been 

discouraged from confiding in those around him, Dexter cannot know that he isn’t that 

different from other people. While dealing with a confusing stage in his relationship with 

Rita, Dexter thinks, “Many times in my life I have felt like I was missing some essential 

piece of the puzzle that everybody else carried around with them without thinking about 

it. . . [At times], I feel like I am missing out on a great reservoir of warm wisdom, the lore 

of some sense I don’t possess that humans feel so deeply they don’t need to talk about it 

and can’t even put it into words” (Lindsay, Darkly Dreaming 132). Hasn’t everyone felt 

similarly about a partner, unsure what a word or gesture might mean merely because it 

comes from someone else who is not us? Part of being human is living with the 

restrictions of our own perspective. Made to believe he has a “monster inside of [him]” 

and therefore must hide his true face, Dexter never learned this growing up (“See-

Through”). 

   Another hindrance is that Dexter’s seeming lack of emotion is a consequence of the 

abuse he has endured. Psychiatrist James Gilligan, in his book Violence: Reflections on a 

National Epidemic, writes, “For the violent, . . . death refers to the death of the self, 

which has occurred while the body is still living. So we speak of [violent people] as ‘the 

living dead,’ biologically alive yet spiritually and emotionally dead” (Gilligan 36). From 

his work with violent criminals, Gilligan learned that these individuals have been victims 



 

48 

of violence themselves since their early childhood (Gilligan 45). It’s not that Dexter is 

defective, only that his survival was dependent on him being able to suppress his real, 

understandable emotions. Gilligan continues, “When emotional pain is overwhelming it 

provokes an automatic, unconscious, reflexlike self-anaesthetization, a self-deadening” 

(Gilligan 50). Although Dexter believes he is performing emotions when among other 

people, there is a possibility that his real performance is convincing himself that he 

cannot feel. If his early childhood trauma and subsequent emotional abuse by Harry were 

significantly painful, then perhaps Dexter developed the coping mechanism of pretending 

not to know pain or anything else. He could only keep up appearances of normality, or so 

he thinks. 

    In Lindsay’s series but especially throughout the Showtime program, Dexter surrounds 

himself with people for reasons other than superficial alliances meant for him to seem 

normal. Sometimes his protective actions surprise him because they contradict the careful 

manner in which he was trained to act. For example, in episode ten of season one, titled 

“Seeing Red,” Dexter hits Rita’s ex-husband Paul over the head with a frying pan. Paul 

had previously gotten away with violently threatening Rita and then started to imply he 

would do worse if Rita or Dexter interfered with his visitation rights with the children. 

After Paul collapsed to the floor from the strike, Dexter even acknowledges he has 

become “emotionally involved.”  

    A similar but far more gruesome event takes place after Rita has been murdered by the 

Trinity Killer. In the first episode of season five, titled “My Bad,” Dexter takes out his 

grief on a man who antagonized him in a public restroom, bludgeoning the man to death. 

“That’s the first human thing I’ve seen you do since she died, Dexter,” Harry says in 
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Dexter’s projection of him. “It’s okay, son, to show what you’re feeling.” Of course, this 

whole conversation is in Dexter’s head, but it emphasizes how Harry has stifled Dexter’s 

need to be human and express his emotion in productive, nonviolent ways. Even as an 

adult in mourning for his wife, Dexter requires Harry’s approval to let out his grief. 

   Rita, despite Dexter’s assertion in the first novel, was never just Dexter’s “beard” 

(Lindsay, Darkly Dreaming 133). And though their union may not have been the 

romance Rita herself believed it to be, Dexter seems to have chosen her (among other 

partners) for her similarity to his long dead mother. According to Beth Johnson’s article, 

“Sex, Psychoanalysis, and Sublimation in Dexter,” “Laura, Dexter’s mother, is startlingly 

similar in appearance to Rita. Both women are fair, with virtually identical hairstyles, 

similar face shapes, ages and bodily statures. According to Freudian theory, the mother-

fixation is often identified in this way” (83). 

 

Figure 7. Laura Moser and Rita Bennett 

With her, Dexter has the reassurance and safety of a home again. She comes with two 

children from a previous marriage, Cody and Astor, for whom Dexter even admits 

affection. Though Dexter portrays his relationship with Rita and her family as matter of 
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convenience, their connection is likely one of greater understanding than he admits to 

himself. Rita and her children are survivors of abuse by Paul, and Dexter must recognize 

in them the suffering he once knew as a child. 

    Dexter is traumatized by an event from his childhood—an “origin story” not unlike 

those faced by comic book heroes such as Batman—that he fantasizes reversing. The 

creators of the television series make this comparison more explicit in season two when a 

trove of Dexter’s victims is discovered, and the police hunt for the figure known to the 

media as the Bay Harbor Butcher. The story inspires a local comic book store owner and 

artist to create a graphic novel titled The Dark Defender about a “stalker of night” whose 

“blade of vengeance turns wrong into right.” Though the artist is murdered before 

bringing his story to life, in a moment of art imitating life imitating art, Dexter has a 

reverie of himself as the Dark Defender swooping in to save his mother from her bloody 

fate and his young self from a lifetime of pain.  

 

Figure 8. The Dark Defender 

The dream is filmed in intentionally overdramatic fashion, with Dexter in a hooded 

leather cloak wholly inappropriate for a confined, unventilated space in the humidity of 

Miami. In combat with the would-be murderers, Dexter as the Dark Defender suddenly 

knows martial arts and makes defeating the gangsters the work of only a few seconds. 
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“It’s okay, Mom,” Dexter says as he looks down at his awestruck mother. “You’re safe.” 

His dream ends with the sound of applause—not for the Dark Defender’s heroism but for 

the last speaker at an AA meeting during which Dexter briefly dozed. 

   The scene, while projecting Dexter’s desire to be a hero to his mother, also betrays his 

wish to be saved and protected like he should have been in the first place. Dexter longs to 

undo that origin story that made him a murderer. In that same episode, titled “The Dark 

Defender,” Dexter confronts his mother’s last surviving killer, Santos Jimenez, nearly 

killing him before he retreats to his sponsor and later lover, Lila, who mothers him by 

holding his head in her lap as she whispers, “It’s okay, baby”—reminding us of the words 

he said to his mother in his dream. 

 

Figure 9. Lila West with Dexter 

   Harry’s chokehold over Dexter’s upbringing left no room for his need for a mother. 

And while Dexter certainly did have a foster mother in Harry’s wife, she is almost 

entirely absent from Dexter’s memories in the books as well as the show. So, as an adult, 

Dexter seems to replace her with various partners—first Rita, then Lila, Lumen, and 

finally Hannah. A lover is not a parent, though, so Dexter’s romantic relationships are 

doomed to dysfunction. As in his avenging dream, Dexter seeks to save these women as 

he wished he could rescue his mother, thereby saving himself. 
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   Gradually, at least in the show, Dexter comes to realize the destructive effects of 

Harry’s code. He is not an impassive monster at all, but someone with a complicated 

emotional life. This is demonstrated by a pattern in which Dexter seeks a connection with 

someone who can truly understand him in almost every season of the series. The standard 

is first set with Dexter’s brother Brian in season one. Even before Dexter realizes that 

Brian is his blood relative as well as the Ice Truck Killer who has been secretly sending 

him messages, they are bonding over steaks and beer. But that relationship, even after 

Brian’s identity has been revealed, is stunted once he nearly kills Debra. Dexter, 

therefore, has to dispose of Brian “for the safety of [his] sister.” While this action 

reasserts Dexter’s commitment to the family ties and code Harry created, the way in 

which Dexter kills Brian illustrates how this is a deeply emotional moment for him. In 

her essay in The Psychology of Dexter, Marisa Mauro notes how he “did not take slides. . 

. from his brother” because “[this individual was] personal to Dexter and he had no desire 

to recollect the kill” (58). He certainly has no desire to celebrate it. Dexter deviates from 

his ritual with Brian, asserting that his brother is not a trophy for him, before lowering his 

head so that their foreheads might touch. And as he watches his brother die, Dexter’s face 

is twisted in anguish and he even begins to cry (“Born Free”). Though this emotion is 

communicated in the context of a murder, it establishes that Dexter wants to be seen and 

understood by another person. 

   And though Harry’s code still determined Dexter’s actions with his brother in season 

one, the protagonist’s value system slowly begins to shift as Dexter learns that his father 

wasn’t the man he once believed him to be. Dexter discovers that Harry had been having 

an affair with Laura Moser, Dexter’s mother, before her death. Howard writes, “As much 
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as Dexter would like to believe that Harry’s interest in him, then, was largely pure, 

genuine, and benevolent, this connection casts a pall over his character and leads Dexter 

to doubt the true nature of his intentions” (Howard, “Harry Morgan” 65). And as a result 

of this realization, Dexter allows himself the freedom to open up to others more—at least 

for a time. In season three, his relationship with Rita has begun to blossom as they plan 

their wedding and expect their first child together, and Dexter has been able to sculpt 

something close to friendship with his colleagues such as Angel and Vince. “You taught 

me loneliness is an art form,” Dexter says to his mental projection of his father. But guess 

what? I finally have a life with a family and now a friend who I trust” (“Sí Se Puede”). It 

is Dexter’s introduction to and friendship with Miguel Prado, Senior Assistant District 

Attorney for the City of Miami, that tests Dexter’s rebellion from Harry’s values.  

    While he remains a vigilante killer, Dexter starts to trust Miguel enough to train him in 

the code. Miguel Prado is a suave, manipulative character, and he knows what Dexter 

wants and needs to hear: “I know you, Dexter. I see who you are. We’re like-minded. 

Together, we can make a difference” (“Sí Se Puede”). Even though he is skeptical of 

Miguel’s use of the word “we,” Dexter cannot help but be charmed by the promise of 

someone who seeks a true connection with him and who is similarly damaged. Another 

means of understanding between the two is the fact that Miguel was raised in an abusive 

household, too. And while it’s likely that prior abuse shaped in Miguel a dysfunctional 

sense of justice, he uses that past as an additional way to manipulate Dexter to let his 

guard down. Despite their temporary ease with one another, it’s important to note that 

Miguel and Dexter are not likely peers. There’s a sixteen year age gap between Jimmy 

Smitts and Michael C. Hall, the actors who play them, so it appears that Miguel becomes 
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just another dysfunctional father figure to Dexter, someone with years more life 

experience. At six foot three, Smitts towers over the five foot ten Hall, emphasizing a 

physical power discrepancy. Miguel likely embodies a replacement for Harry.  

 

Figure 10. Miguel Prado and Dexter 

Ironically, though, Miguel also acts as a protégé in killing to Dexter, who later feels 

guilty for “creating” a monster when Miguel becomes a reckless murderer who kills an 

innocent woman because he saw her as a professional obstacle (“About Last Night”). 

Howard writes, “With the revelation that Miguel has killed Ellen Wolf and gone outside 

of the code (even as Dexter more broadly defines it), he, begrudgingly, begins to see the 

value and the intent of Harry’s lessons, just as he better understands the responsibilities 

of creation” (Howard, “Harry Morgan” 73). After it becomes clear that Miguel has 

become uncontrollable and must be killed, Dexter thinks, “Harry was right. He’s always 

been right” (“Go Your Own Way”). And this is the pattern set in the show: Each time 

Dexter reaches out to a fellow “monster” he hopes will understand him, that relationship 

goes sour—reinforcing how he is the “good killer” and validating Harry’s code. 

   As a parent, Dexter decides to model himself after his father and, in the novels, this 

means training his stepchildren in the code. During a near death experience, Dexter 

realizes the significance of clues from quirks in the children—especially Cody’s 
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behavior—that they have Dark Passengers as well. He recognizes their trauma may have 

made them, like him, vulnerable to this existence, and he says of Cody, “I had a son. 

Someone Just Like Me” (Lindsay, Dearly Devoted 184). This generation of training 

begins with the keeping of secrets. “You can’t tell anybody else in the world, not ever. 

Just the three of us, nobody else, understand?” Dexter cautions the children. “Most 

people wouldn’t understand. Not even your mom” (Lindsay, Dearly Devoted 213). And 

Dexter, like his father decades before with him, takes two children who have already 

been abused and misunderstood, and sets them up for a life in which they will be even 

further isolated from others. 

   While the television show doesn’t take this dark turn with Astor and Cody, it does 

allude to the way that American culture normalizes and even glorifies violence, 

particularly serial murder. During season two, Cody begins having nightmares after 

hearing about the Bay Harbor Butcher on the news and, despite Dexter assuring him that 

“he only gets bad people” and “doesn’t hurt kids,” the boy cannot eat or sleep due to fear 

that minor childish infractions will make him a target. The irony that the object of Cody’s 

fear is secretly his own future stepfather alludes to the way in which violence stems too 

often not from the stranger in the shadows but from those in our own family. This is 

emphasized when, at the end of the episode titled “See-Through,” Rita’s mother and the 

children’s grandmother makes a costume for Cody to dress up as the “Butcher Man,” 

proclaiming it will “help him with the nightmares.” Sure enough, Cody appears 

overjoyed to play the predator. “Chop chop chop chop,” he chants while running with 

what one hopes is a plastic butcher knife into the kitchen to announce himself to Dexter 
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and Rita. Rather than discourage this transformation, both parents laugh and Dexter even 

swoops Cody into his arms, adding that the Butcher Man can also fly. 

 

Figure 11. Dexter and Cody 

Better that the child become the monster than fear it? In a way, that is the 

accomplishment of Dexter’s character in both the television series as well as Lindsay’s 

novels: He is a reprehensible character we are encouraged to root for. 

    Like Cody, Dexter makes the mistake of emulating a serial murderer—in this case, 

Arthur Mitchell, also known as the Trinity Killer—and the consequence is the destruction 

of his family. On the surface, Arthur seems to live an enviable domestic existence as a 

loyal husband and father of two children, all while collecting victims over the course of 

decades. He is likely inspired by Dennis Rader, the BTK murderer, who was a church 

going family man and a supposed pillar of his community before it was discovered he 

had killed at least ten people over twenty years. Like Rader, though, Arthur’s mask as an 

ideal husband and father slips right off after close inspection. Dexter enters his life and, 

before long, discovers that Arthur terrorizes his family between killing people. By the 

time Dexter makes that discovery, however, he has exposed himself and his own family 

to Arthur’s wrath.  
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    In the previous three seasons, Dexter has always managed to kill the “bad” serial 

killers and evade both capture by law enforcement and vengeance from his rivals while 

maintaining his growing family. And by the end of the fourth season, the final episode 

seems to be building to its usually heartwarming conclusion of the anti-hero embraced by 

those in his care. He catches Arthur and shames him for his cruelty to his own wife and 

children: “You destroyed your own family. You took everything. Their future. Their 

dignity. Their hope. . . I can’t believe there was a time I thought I could actually learn 

something from you.” Dexter, of course, sees himself as different and, as he disposes of 

Arthur’s remains off his boat that evening, he ruminates on how he and Rita are 

“connected by light,” probably looking at the same moon at the same time—an overtly 

romantic sentiment from the man who once believed he couldn’t feel. His voiceover 

declares that it’s finally his time to get what he wants, and that is to “embrace [his] 

family” and someday to “be rid of [his] Dark Passenger.” When he returns home, this 

hopefulness is emphasized by a wall full of framed family photographs—a happy 

defiance of all that Harry once told him he couldn’t have and that he himself believed he 

didn’t deserve. Moments later, though, Dexter discovers his wife’s lifeless body. Before 

Dexter caught him, Arthur had broken into his home and murdered Rita.  
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Figure 12. Born in Blood 

The tableau before Dexter is nearly identical to the one in which Harry discovered him 

thirty years before: Dexter’s baby, Harrison, sits in a pool of blood dripping from the 

bathtub where Rita’s throat was slit (“The Getaway”). 

    The irony isn’t lost on Dexter as his voice-over says, “Born in blood, both of us.” 

Unfortunately, the moment’s significance reinforces to Dexter, again, that “Harry was 

right. I thought I could change what I am, keep my family safe. But it doesn’t matter what 

I do, what I choose. I am what’s wrong. This is fate” (“The Getaway”). Rather than see 

what happened as the culmination of his father’s poor choice in training him to commit 

murder and his own misguided decision to continue along the path that Harry set for him, 

Dexter proclaims that what happened was destiny. And because Dexter refuses to accept 

that resigning himself to being just a “monster” is wrong, he continues, over the next four 

seasons, to cause even more heartbreak and death—including the corruption and demise 

of his own sister. 

    Viewers and readers may partly sympathize with Dexter not only for a vicarious 

enjoyment of his vigilante justice against predators, but because they believe Harry’s 

code directed Dexter’s violent urges in a more productive way. We imagine that, because 
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Harry loved his son, he raised him in a way that was best for Dexter and not guided by 

his own jaded agenda. But what the father actually does is form in his child a deep sense 

of loneliness and unworthiness that Dexter is never able to overcome. This training 

tarnishes all of his relationships, arguably causing more pain and death of the innocent 

than it saved. 

 



 

60 

CHAPTER 3: AROUSING DEXTER: HEARTH, HOME, AND HOMICIDE

 

    About a month before the premiere of Dexter on Showtime, the network gathered the 

cast members of one of its more established shows, The L Word, in an unusual attempt at 

cross promotion. The advertisement features a montage of the actresses in character as 

lesbians to discuss the surprising attractiveness of Dexter’s title character—a male serial 

killer. Amidst corny jokes about how Dexter will “make your pulse race” and “your heart 

stop” as well as compliments about the anti-hero’s “great abs,” one character asserts that 

Dexter is “the one man [she] could be attracted to” (“Dexter: The L Word Girls on 

Dexter”). The message, however absurd or tongue-in-cheek, is that Showtime’s new 

series would revolve around a sexy leading man whom female viewers would love. 

   That the leading man in question would prefer killing to sex is not mentioned in the 

advertisement. Throughout almost the entirety of Jeff Lindsay’s book series, which partly 

inspired the television program, Dexter is decidedly non-sexual. He can perform for his 

girlfriend and eventual wife Rita and other partners when he must, but otherwise would 

prefer to avoid any intimate activity that requires more than he can convincingly fake. 

Dexter’s avoidance of sex is featured on the show as well—but only for the first few 

episodes of the first season. The demands of a primetime audience include enthusiastic 

sexuality of the characters, and so it isn’t long before Dexter discovers and embraces an 

arguably healthy sexuality on the show. 
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   On the one hand, Dexter’s manufactured heterosexuality in the series is intended to 

counter the character’s otherwise nontraditional masculinity. Numerous fictional 

portrayals of serial killers feature queer characters—including Norman Bates, Catherine 

Tramell, Hannibal Lecter, Leatherface, and Buffalo Bill—that ultimately pathologize 

queerness, reinforcing negative stereotypes of queer identities as dangerous and 

predatory. In Dexter’s case, his feminine qualities and possible asexuality in the novels 

are correlated with his murderous tendencies. On the other hand, while Dexter is not the 

typical sex killer who ritualistically targets women, some of those conventions appear in 

his relationships on the television show. Women are, in the twisted tradition of 

patriarchal double standard, seen either as whores who deserve the violence they 

experience, or as innocent and in need of protecting by our anti-hero. The female 

characters in Dexter’s Miami, although they may initially seem to be modern women who 

have sexual agency, still live or die based on their willingness to be controlled by Dexter. 

     There are also predominantly heterosexual lifestyles in both the Showtime series and 

novels, and very few explorations of sexuality outside of a heteronormative dynamic. 

LGBTQ characters are almost entirely absent from the stories, despite their significant 

presence in the real South Florida. And despite Dexter’s seeming departure from 

traditional fictional predators as “America’s Favorite Serial Killer,” his world still reflects 

the destructive nature of patriarchal control of marginalized groups. 

     Even though people who are LGBTQ are more likely to be victims of violence, 

including murder, in the real world, queer identity is often portrayed as threatening in 

fiction. In fact, the most iconic fictional serial killers are gender nonconforming or non-

heteronormative. The quintessential example of this would be Norman Bates of Alfred 
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Hitchcock’s 1960 film Psycho, a figure who initially seems to be passive and shy but who 

is revealed to be a violent killer with Dissociative Identity Disorder (more commonly 

known as Multiple Personality Disorder). When his “mother” inhabits Norman’s mind, 

he/she acts out the mother’s supposedly jealous rage by killing women he desires. We are 

led to believe that, in life, the mother had been so domineering and possessive that she 

hindered Norman’s ability to develop outside attachments—leading to a severe Oedipus 

Complex that destroyed any possibility of Norman becoming more traditionally 

masculine. Despite the psychiatrist’s claim in the exposition-heavy conclusion of Psycho, 

we never actually hear the mother’s side of the story. Norman killed his mother and then 

consumed her identity. “So complete is his consumption of the mother that other 

characters in the film, as well as most reviewers, accept as true his version of what she 

actually, in life, was like,” writes Jane Caputi. “Murdered by her own son, of course, she 

cannot speak for herself” (Caputi, Goddesses 16). All we see is Norman’s projection of 

his mother. And that projection is likely so compelling in the viewer’s mind because it 

conforms to societal stereotypes of how the domineering mother makes monsters out of 

repressed men. 

    Throughout this period of American history, the monster of Psycho represents the 

marginalized of a given society made visible through horror—what Robin Wood would 

call the “return of the repressed.” In his article, “The Monster and the Homosexual,” 

Harry M. Benshoff writes, “To create a broad analogy, monster is to ‘normality’ as 

homosexual is to heterosexuality” (117). Norman Bates is abnormal not just because he is 

violent but because he is a “feminized male who becomes transformed into the 

masculinized female, the avenging mother. . .” (Wood, Hollywood 129). His non-
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heteronormative identity and murderous behavior are thus conflated for the audience. 

“The female here serves as the source of the monstrous taint: the male homosexual or 

queer is monstrous precisely because he embodies characteristics of the feminine, either 

in outward displays or in the selection of a sexual object choice traditionally reserved for 

women” (Benshoff 120). Films like Psycho support such misguided understandings of 

gender and sexuality. Decades later with the television adaptation of Dexter, we see a 

shadow version of this stereotypical narrative. Our vigilante serial killer’s apparent or 

implicitly queer identity is linked to his violent psychopathy. Before the series concludes, 

Dexter’s murderous legacy is revealed to have begun with a monstrous mother figure. 

    Dr. Evelyn Vogel, who appears in season eight of the Showtime series, is a psychiatrist 

who claims to have worked with Dexter’s father Harry to develop the “code.” And 

though she was seemingly absent during Dexter’s childhood, Dr. Vogel tells him she 

considers herself his “spiritual mother.” Here the blame for Dexter’s lifetime of serial 

murder is now shifted from Harry to this new “masculinized female,” a woman who—

with her short hair and constant air of seriousness—is decidedly unfeminine.  

 

Figure 13. Dr. Evelyn Vogel 



 

64 

This figure falls into the homophobic stereotype that gay and/or effeminate sons must 

have been created by domineering mothers. 

    And while Dexter may not be gay, his lack of interest in sex in the novels and 

temporarily on the show might suggest that he is asexual or has a repressed sexuality. He 

has no desire for sex and only takes part in it when a relationship he requires as a cover 

for normalcy demands it. There is certainly no direct correlation between asexuality and 

violence, but the stories imply that a sexual drive must exist in some capacity and 

therefore Dexter must be using killing as his outlet in place of sex. 

   A couple visits to the therapist (along with the murder of said therapist) on the 

Showtime series, though, and Dexter is remarkably “cured” of his asexuality. That 

sudden and illogical shift might be due to the popular program’s need to follow through 

with their L Word promise of a romantic lead, but this portrayal of conventional 

masculinity contradicts the character’s overall affect. The producers’ fixation with 

Dexter’s masculinity tracks with true-crime narratives. Most serial killers who have 

become household names—Jack the Ripper, Ted Bundy, Albert Henry DeSalvo (the 

Boston Strangler), Edmund Kemper (the Coed Killer), and Gary Leon Ridgway (the 

Green River Killer)—were “lust killers” of women. Caputi writes, “Thus sex crime is 

lifted out of the historical tradition of gynocide and represented as some mysterious force 

of nature, the expression of deeply repressed ‘human’ urges, a fact of life, a supernatural 

evil, a monstrous aberration—anything but the logical and the eminently functional 

product of the system of male domination” (Caputi, Age of Sex Crime 30). But this is 

complicated in fictional portrayals because Dexter—along with several of his male and 

female counterparts in television and film—is portrayed in a non-heteronormative way. 
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Writers typically bury these queer aspects of the characters by the forced inclusion of 

heterosexual relationships. Dexter’s girlfriends and wife are beards created in a desperate 

move to straighten a potentially queer character, and the depiction is contradictory.  

   In episode eight, titled “Shrink Wrap,” of season one, Dexter sits down with a therapist 

he suspects has manipulated several of his high-powered female patients to commit 

suicide, and Dexter ends up sharing and benefitting more than he intended from their 

sessions. Dr. Emmett Meridian quickly observes how Dexter’s need for control in all his 

relationships has created an anxiety about sex because it is an activity in which one needs 

to relinquish part of one’s power to connect with another person. Between sessions with 

Dr. Meridian, Dexter’s then-girlfriend Rita, a survivor of domestic abuse, finally feels 

comfortable enough with Dexter to assert herself sexually, explaining she is “ready” 

before disrobing and straddling him. Because Dexter isn’t yet prepared for that step, he 

quickly mutters an excuse and escapes. Later in the episode, when Dexter has finally 

processed his feelings enough to sleep with Rita, he doesn’t actually let go of his control 

but rather physically dominates Rita. In a stark contrast to the previous scene they shared, 

Dexter silently approaches Rita, grabbing her neck and pushing her against a wall before 

initiating sex. Rather than acknowledging the semi-violent nature of what happened, 

especially considering Rita’s past, the producers depict this as a love scene, a 

breakthrough for Dexter’s character which is also pleasurable for Rita. In his analysis of 

Dexter’s sexual identity, David Greven writes, “The gift of ecstatically functional sex 

rewards Dexter for his outlandish but socially beneficial form of serial killer justice. It’s 

almost as if serial killer energies, when directed toward the larger societal good, can 

produce a version of American white manhood that is more desirable, more functional, 
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than many others out there.” That Dexter’s introduction to enthusiastic sex does not 

require sacrificing his violent proclivities may seem to justify them. 

   As for Rita, her angelic, long-suffering passivity makes her the perfect partner for 

Dexter—for a time. And as long as she quietly plays her part, she remains safe in his 

world. As much as Dexter’s storytellers try to present him as a contrast to the traditional 

sex killer, the reality is that his character’s values are not that different. Fictional serial 

killers—like those in real life—are the subject of public fascination. Hannibal the 

Cannibal and Norman Bates are as well-known as Ted Bundy—not just because of the 

fear they evoke but because audiences subconsciously desire to understand them. The 

killers, who are predominantly white men, serve white patriarchal society by “taking out 

the trash,” as Dexter would put it. Jane Caputi, in The Age of Sex Crime, argues that real 

serial killers target those who are othered by mainstream society as a kind of terrorism. 

Murders are committed in a ritualistic manner to suggest those marginalized groups 

remain passive and oppressed. Just as white supremacists seek to provoke fear in the 

populations they target with lynchings, so the serial killer’s crimes are meant to imprint 

on his community through the mutilated remains of his victims.  

    For all the fascination towards serial killers and attempts to understand them, 

significantly less sympathy is afforded their victims, especially if they are from a 

marginalized group such as women. In Kim and Steve Eggers’ examination of serial 

murder,  

. . . the victims are referred to as the “less-dead” because they were “less alive” 

before their violent demise and now become the “never-were.” These victims are 
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the devalued and marginalized groups of society or community. They are the 

vulnerable and the powerless. For example, prostitutes, migrant workers, the 

homeless, homosexuals, institutionalized persons, and the elderly who are 

frequently the victims of serial killers are considered the “less-dead.” These 

groups lack prestige and in many instances are unable to alert others to their 

plight. They are powerless given their situation in time, place, or their immediate 

surroundings. (qtd. in Hickey 302-3)  

 Because these victims are never considered truly part of the communities in which they 

are killed, their deaths are less likely to be of interest to law enforcement. If anything, 

they are blamed for their own demise. According to Eric W. Hickey in Serial Murderers 

and Their Victims, these victims are seen as deserving of their fate because they are 

perceived as trash. Meanwhile, the killer is esteemed for his acumen and ability to avoid 

capture (303). Consider the case of Gary Leon Ridgeway, the Green River Killer, who 

murdered at least forty-nine women, most of whom were sex workers, over the course of 

twenty-one years before he was caught. During his confession to authorities, Ridgeway 

said, “I picked prostitutes because I thought I could kill as many of them as I wanted 

without getting caught” (qtd. in Hickey 25). Historically, that presumption has been 

proven to be true. In other words, those who live and those who die can be determined by 

who we value and who we don’t. 

    At the same time, the coverage of such predators often attempts to normalize them, at 

least in a manner that doesn’t question the status quo of white heteronormativity. 

Consider, for example, Ted Bundy, the supposed boy next door who happened to have 

murdered at least thirty women. As Jane Caputi has written in Goddesses and Monsters, 
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“Bundy himself was depicted as the fatherland’s (almost) ideal son—handsome, 

intelligent, a former law student, a rising star in Seattle’s Republican party” (127). In The 

Deliberate Stranger, a 1986 television miniseries depicting Bundy’s crimes, the trailer 

describes him as “a loving son. . . everybody’s friend. . . someone to share a lifetime 

with.” The reality, however, is Bundy’s poor grades forced him out of law school, and he 

was depressed and abusive of alcohol. Although the media’s “idealization falls apart 

upon examination,” Caputi writes, “it provided an attractive mythic persona for purposes 

of identification” (Goddesses 127). While he may not have been the “golden boy” the 

media believed, Ted Bundy does represent an ordinariness of American violent 

misogyny. “The serial killer,” Caputi writes, “is a product of normalcy, the logical, if 

extreme, manifestation of a systematically misogynist culture that subordinates and 

objectifies women (in traditional religion and home as well as pornography) and one that 

associates violence with virility” (Goddesses 131).  Most true-crime narratives, though, 

stop short of drawing the connection between serial killing by white heterosexual men 

with their privileged status. David Schmid writes that there is “a denial of the hatred of 

women as a motive for serial murder, because admitting the existence of such a motive 

would make it more difficult to distinguish serial killers from other groups of men who 

commit crimes of violence against women” (Natural Born Celebrities 220). We consume 

story upon story about a charismatic murderer of women whose violence is depicted as 

born in some supposed deviation from normality—for example, in Ted Bundy’s case, 

“being illegitimate and rejected by a woman he was in love with”—that absolves the 

society that truly created it (Schmid, Natural Born Celebrities 220). We may ultimately 

condemn Bundy and others like him by legally prosecuting and executing them because 
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we refuse to recognize how their crimes reflect the cruelty of racist patriarchal values. 

Schmid writes, “Bundy is the contemporary equivalent of Frankenstein’s monster: 

something we have made that has to be destroyed to protect ourselves from the 

knowledge of our involvement in the creation of monsters” (Natural Born Celebrities 

215). And now we identify with the fictional creation of Dexter Morgan. 

    Because he is the protagonist of his series in print and on television, Dexter initially 

seems different. After all, he targets and preys upon other killers as opposed to those 

“othered” by American society. Real serial killers, including most of their counterparts in 

fiction, attack people who are already marginalized by mainstream society, including sex 

workers, gay men and women, people in poverty, non-binary individuals, as well as 

people of color, and it is less likely these murderers will be caught because such crimes 

are not investigated as rigorously and will go underreported. The lack of consideration 

afforded these victims is due to their killers’ unconscious understanding of power 

differences and a deep-seated aspect of ego formation. Serial killers such as Peter 

Sutcliffe, the Yorkshire Ripper, claimed God called upon him to “go out and rid the 

streets of prostitutes” (Cameron and Frazer 128). It wasn’t until he began to target 

women who weren’t sex workers that British law enforcement started to give the crimes 

serious consideration. Four years after Sutcliffe claimed his first victim, Jim Hobson, 

West Yorkshire’s Acting Assistant Police Chief Constable, issued a plea to the public and 

the killer: 

He has made it clear that he hates prostitutes. Many people do. We, as a police 

force, will continue to arrest prostitutes. . . But the ripper is now killing innocent 

girls. That indicates your mental state and that you are in urgent need of medical 
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attention. You have made your point. Give yourself up before another innocent 

woman dies. (qtd. in Caputi, Age of Sex Crime 93 and 94) 

Hobson’s statement seems to rationalize the killing of sex workers because they have 

operated outside of the conventions expected of “good” women. The murderer’s actions, 

therefore, align with the patriarchal worldview. This attitude is certainly the case even 

now as impoverished women, especially those in the sex industry, go missing with little 

concern from the public or police.  

   One current example is the missing women of Chillicothe, a small town of Ohio. Over a 

period of two years (2014-15), six women went missing; four have since been found 

dead, and foul play is suspected. Most of the women were sex workers who had spent 

time in prison, and all had a history of drug abuse. That so many women could go 

missing in a relatively small community before any of their cases caught the serious 

attention of law enforcement signals that they were not a priority. Caputi considers this 

figure the “professional victim” because she is “stigmatized and targeted as a member of 

a sacrificial sex/class” (Age of Sex Crime 95). In 2017, Spike TV released an eight-part 

docuseries chronicling the investigation titled Gone: The Forgotten Women of Ohio. And 

though the recent media attention drew some renewed interest in the victims, including 

more tips to law enforcement, the cases remain in limbo. As Jona Ison writes in 

Chillicothe Gazette: “A common theme throughout the series and among the families has 

been a frustration with law enforcement who have remained tight-lipped about what they 

have investigated or found out about the cases.” Because the families have little social 

capital and the local police have so few resources, the victims do not get the attention 
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they deserve. Then the disappearances and deaths provide entertainment through the 

increasingly popular true-crime narrative, further objectifying these women.  

    Women who are victimized often find themselves violated again as judges and even 

the media side in favor of rapists while believing that women are complicit in their own 

violation. Consider the infamous case of Brock Turner, the twenty-year-old convicted of 

raping an unconscious woman. In media coverage, Turner’s status as a swimmer and 

student at Stanford University were highlighted, suggesting that the preservation of his 

bright future was more important than punishing his actions. That his victim was 

intoxicated made her the subject of doubt, and Turner was eventually sentenced to six 

months of jail, a result only less shocking than the fact that he served just half that time 

before his release. Even more disturbing is the example of Montana Judge G. Todd 

Baugh, who claimed a fourteen-year-old rape victim was “older than her chronological 

age” and “as much in control of the situation” as the fifty-four-year-old man who 

attacked her. Before the case even went to trial, Cherice Moralez committed suicide. But 

the judge’s perception of Moralez, a child, influenced him to give the rapist, Stacey 

Rambold, only thirty-one days of jail rather than the expected term of ten years in prison. 

Even though the media outcry and protests that followed led Rambold to be resentenced 

by another judge to a decade, he was granted parole in 2017 after only three years of 

imprisonment. 

   That Moralez, even as a young girl, was depicted as a sexual aggressor is likely a result 

of internalized racist beliefs. “Yes, this could have happened to a child of any ethnicity or 

race,” writes a contributor on the Tumblr titled Red Light Politics, “however, more often 

than not these very specific stereotypes about oversexualized girlhood are applied to girls 
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and women of color” (“Former Senior High teacher gets 30 days for rape of student”). 

That victimized girls and women of color are usually either blamed or outright ignored is 

best exemplified by the social media attention surrounding the missing girls of D.C. in 

2017.  

    When Commander Chanel Dickerson was promoted to lead the Metropolitan Police 

Department’s Youth and Family Services department, she created a social media 

campaign with the hashtag #MissingDCGirls to raise awareness of hundreds of missing 

children. Many of them are black or Hispanic girls whose disappearances often go 

unrecognized by the public. Dickerson’s tactic worked, and the hashtag not only trended 

on Twitter but became a cause celeb with social media posts by Ludacris and Viola Davis 

(Stolberg). This resulted in a city council member declaring there was an epidemic of 

missing girls, and a Town Hall meeting was flooded with hundreds of angry residents 

demanding action. While it turns out that the “surge” in disappearances was exaggerated, 

with missing children reports actually on the decline over the past year, the campaign did 

highlight an underreported problem faced by an underrepresented community. Sheryl 

Gay Stolberg, in an article for The New York Times, writes, “In this city of haves and 

have-nots, the uproar has exposed a part of the capital the rest of America rarely sees, and 

it points to a deeper and more nuanced problem: at-risk youths, disproportionately black 

and Latino, whose lives and struggles — sometimes involving sex trafficking — are often 

ignored by public officials and the news media.” In other words, only some victims are 

valued in this multicultural society, and those who don’t “matter” are made even more 

vulnerable. 



 

73 

    Though specific groups of women are targeted more than others, their victimization is 

intended to send a message to all women in a patriarchal society. Caputi writes: 

All women are meant to internalize the threat and message of sexual terrorism. . . 

The life or death injunctions could hardly be more explicit: stay off the streets at 

night; live behind locked doors; do not live alone; never travel alone; seek 

patriarchal “protection” (control); and maintain a nonthreatening position in the 

“concepts and communities of Western men” by keeping one’s place in the 

institutions/confines of marriage and the family. Women who cannot or will not 

keep to these directives are told every day in a multitude of ways that their lives 

are expendable and could easily be destroyed. (Caputi, Age of Sex Crime 118). 

These repeated threats of bodily harm internalized by women over their lifetimes are 

meant to discourage women from being a part of public life and taking equal part in the 

workforce and other male dominated spaces. The serial killer—in real life and in 

fiction—epitomizes patriarchal codes of male dominance over women. Dexter 

supposedly reverses this expectation, providing a serial killer that audiences can 

overtly—rather than subliminally—empathize with and celebrate. 

    The result is that we are less likely to expect characters from marginalized groups—

especially women—to still get exploited and killed on Dexter and in the Jeff Lindsay 

series. And though Dexter likes to think of himself as a figure separate from both man 

and monster (at least those upon whom he preys), Dexter’s treatment of women conveys 

the attitude of the typical sex killer. This is especially evident in his brief relationship 

with Lila, an artist and recovering addict in season two of the television series. While she 
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initially offered Dexter emotional support as his addiction sponsor, Lila becomes his 

lover in a moment of sexual violence bordering on assault. Their affair is, at first, 

motivated by Dexter’s frustration with Lila, and their trysts are often hostile. In addition, 

it’s unlikely a coincidence that Rita, Dexter’s partner for four seasons, and Lila, his 

disposable one for season two, possess names that are assonant—suggesting a parallel. 

The women also have similar appearances in that they are both tall and slim with long, 

wavy hair—only Rita is light and Lila dark—suggesting further a contrast of purity 

versus filth, of feminine virtue versus wickedness. This limiting portrayal of women in 

Dexter’s world is consistent with the misogynistic climate that breeds the sex killer. 

Caputi, citing psychiatrist John Liebert, who worked on the Green River case, explains 

how serial killers “either idealize women or degrade them” and see women as “‘angels or 

whores’ with no sensible middle ground” (qtd. in Caputi, Age of Sex Crime 94). 

Unfortunately, this lack of sympathy is often shared by law enforcement and the public at 

large. 

 

Figure 14. Rita and Lila 

This characterization compels us to view Lila’s eventual death by Dexter’s hand to be 

justified, even as her crimes pale in comparison to his. Her destruction also paves the way 

for Dexter to return to the loving arms of the “good” woman characterized by Rita. 
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   That is, until Rita evolves into a more assertive, sexually confident woman. When she 

and Dexter first met, she had been broken by years of abuse, including rape, at the hands 

of a drug addicted husband. And though she was brave enough to open her life and home 

again to romantic possibility, Rita still viewed her body as a site of pain and believed 

herself too damaged to have sexual fulfillment. This insecurity is reflected in her 

conservative clothing and overall lack of care in her personal appearance, as well as her 

skittish mannerisms and fear of eye contact. Over the course of four seasons, though, as 

her family grows with a husband, a new baby, and a community of friends, Rita begins to 

blossom—transforming not only in her more revealing clothing and attention to her 

makeup and hair but also in overall confidence. The passive angel who rarely questioned 

Dexter’s unusual behavior, including his sudden absences to work on secret projects late 

at night, was gone. And the woman who replaced her remained loving and nurturing but 

also was willing to demand what she needed from their relationship.  

 

Figure 15. Rita Before and After 

     Her one transgression, if it can even be called that, is a moment one chaotic 

Thanksgiving in season four when she allows herself to be kissed by the helpful next-

door neighbor. Almost immediately, though, Rita rejected his advances and returned 
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home. She even confessed what occurred to Dexter, and this is when Rita transformed 

from angel worth protecting to whore worthy of disposal. Because Dexter is supposedly 

the killer with the moral code, he did not dispatch of Rita himself. But, however 

subversive the story is meant to be, this remains a world of patriarchal control and violent 

domination, so Rita is marked for death by the series as punishment for daring to develop 

a self-possessed identity. 

    In the finale of season four, titled “The Getaway,” Rita is murdered by Arthur 

Mitchell, popularly known as the Trinity Killer. Mitchell was a figure onto whom Dexter 

once projected his aspirations for a life that could somehow combine serial murder with 

domestic bliss—that is, until he learned that whole life was an abusive façade. Because 

Dexter identified so closely with Mitchell before their tentative friendship exploded and 

Mitchell set out to punish Dexter by killing his wife, it’s possible the Trinity Killer served 

as a projection of Dexter’s unconscious desire for Rita to die. And the way she died was 

violent and exploitative, forced into a nude embrace with her murderer in a bathtub 

before he slit her throat. The tableau was obviously meant to emphasize her vulnerability 

and remind Rita that her escape from the violence she knew as a young woman was only 

temporary. The life of a woman in a world that celebrates killers such as Dexter, 

therefore, is one that is constantly under threat of violation. 

     And though Dexter temporarily spirals after losing Rita, he recovers his balance fairly 

quickly as he moves out of the family house they shared and returns to his old, 

comfortable apartment where he is able to settle in again as a serial killing bachelor. “Life 

seems different now. Manageable. Everything in its right place,” his voiceover muses as 

he returns his box of blood slide trophies to its air conditioner hideaway (“Everything is 
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Illumenated” [SIC]). Thanks to Trinity, Dexter has been able to shed some of the 

complexities of family life and therefore restore his sense of order and personal power. 

     In season five, Dexter even galvanizes himself by becoming a savior to Lumen Pierce, 

a victim of a group that ritualistically rapes and murders women. Perhaps acknowledging 

the inadequacies in a system that dismisses women’s stories and denies them justice, the 

show focuses on revenge against Lumen’s rapists. She is eventually able to track down 

and kill them, but the story still portrays her as hopelessly naïve and in need of Dexter’s 

help. She is also depicted as a romantic possibility for Dexter, even though it is 

unrealistic for her to pursue a sexual relationship while she is still struggling with the 

emotional and physical trauma of being victimized. The relationship is therefore more 

likely written to fulfill a need in Dexter’s life. Recently widowed, Dexter uses his 

connection with Lumen as an outlet for his desires, and it’s not likely a coincidence that 

she strongly resembles both his late mother and his late wife. 

 

Figure 16. Lumen Pierce 

     Further, Dexter can repair his sense of self by saving Lumen after he failed to save 

Rita. While he could only fantasize about rescuing Laura Moser from her captors when 

he was just an infant, Dexter is granted redemption at the cost of Lumen’s pain. The 
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consequence is that the women in Dexter’s world, though they are sympathetic, are never 

treated with the consideration they deserve. 

     Besides the threats against women like Rita and Lumen, LGBTQ communities in a 

heterosexist society are also vulnerable, and the world of Dexter reflects that. In popular 

culture, that is usually communicated with the total erasure of characters who are non-

heterosexual or non-binary. It isn’t until season four of the television show and book 

three of Jeff Lindsay’s series that any gay characters appear and, when they finally do, 

their effect on the overall story is minimal and the vast majority of these characters are 

killed. Such a limited portrayal is particularly striking because of the story’s setting in 

South Florida generally and Miami specifically where there is a visible community. Some 

of the presumably heterosexual and cisgender characters, however, have a queer subtext. 

First, of course, is Dexter with his presumably temporary asexuality, which was explored 

earlier in this chapter. This is consistent with his assertion that he is hiding his true self 

while donning a social mask before the real world. But despite Dexter’s belief that he is 

exceptional, other characters are possibly faking it, too.  

     His sister Debra’s appearance and romantic journey are nontraditional. Though she is 

described in the books as voluptuous and beautiful and, as portrayed by actress Jennifer 

Carpenter, she appears conventionally attractive on the TV show, Debra is unfeminine, 

preferring button-down shirts and slacks to the more curve hugging clothes worn by her 

female peers like LaGuerta at the Miami-Dade Homicide Department. One of her 

colleagues even describes Debra’s footwear as “man boots” (“First Blood”). She is also 

frequently abrasive and has difficulty conveying her emotions, often resorting to arm 

punching and swearing if she feels too vulnerable. And her serial romantic pursuits are 
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inappropriate and doomed to fail. When Debra is introduced in the first season of the 

television show, she is dating a married man who will predictably be unable to commit. 

And throughout the series, she becomes attached to men who are implicated in her 

professional life—Brian Moser, a witness’s doctor (who also turns out to be the Ice Truck 

Killer); Special Agent Frank Lundy, a much older FBI investigator with whom she works 

on a case; Anton Briggs, a confidential informant connected to another case; Andrew 

Briggs (no relation to the previous Briggs), a drug dealer under investigation; and Joseph 

Quinn, her detective partner. Add to this her temporary infatuation with Dexter—her 

adoptive brother—and it seems Debra’s doomed romantic entanglements convey more 

than a profound lack of judgment from an otherwise intelligent character. She may be 

compulsively in denial of her real sexuality. This would also explain her disgusted 

reaction to one of the rare visible gay characters on the show: a tattoo artist named 

Michael Angelo who is consulted for information on an active case. Angelo, played by 

Katherine Moennig (who is best known for her role on The L Word), briefly and 

harmlessly flirts with Debra, who hesitates to shake her hand and then is eager to take it 

back again. Immediately following their interaction, Debra orders Vince Masuka—who 

introduced them—to not “ever speak about this” (“First Blood”). Her embarrassment 

makes no sense unless she is somehow uncomfortable with what Michael Angelo’s 

openness signals to Debra about what she herself is in denial. 

    As for Vince, although he also identifies as straight, both the books and TV series 

present him in ways that audiences are meant to read as queer. Dexter’s lab technician 

colleague and friend is intended to be a comic foil, someone who is so non-threatening as 

to make Dexter appear conventionally masculine by contrast. Vince is always flirting 
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with women, even in the context of his work life, and he is constantly making crude 

sexual jokes to the point that he appears to be overcompensating in his presentation of 

heterosexuality. In the novels, Dexter believes that—like him—Vince is hiding who he 

really is. Their friendship is somewhat one-sided, though. While Dexter cannot answer 

basic questions about Vince, despite their years of acquaintance (Lindsay, Dexter’s Final 

Cut 20), Vince is devoted to being Dexter’s best man as he prepares to marry Rita, 

hosting an elaborate engagement party within hours of the announcement and helping to 

plan a stylish wedding. This includes calling in favors to get a premiere caterer, Manny 

Borque, to design the wedding cake. Vince’s meticulous concern for Dexter’s nuptials is 

likely presented to recall the sissy stereotype for the reader.  

     Texts such as The Celluloid Closet assert that the sissy, as a stock character, would 

make “everyone feel more manly or more womanly by occupying the space in between. 

He didn’t seem to have a sexuality.” In other words, in a homophobic society, gay 

characters are only widely accepted if they are humorous and no overt references to their 

interior life are indicated. Vince may qualify as the stereotype in his social awkwardness 

as well as his more feminine characteristics. And for all his risqué jokes and advances 

towards women, he never actually has any romantic or sexual relationships with women. 

Even when he discovers in season eight that he has a teenage daughter, it is revealed that 

she was conceived as a result of his sperm donation as a young man. 

     If LGBTQ characters are visible at all, they are also usually presented in stereotypical 

ways. The aforementioned Michael Angelo is perceived—at least by Debra—as 

predatory. And Manny Borque, Dexter’s wedding cake designer in Dexter in the Dark, is 

flamboyant, demanding, and self-important. When he is later murdered by a member of 
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the cult of Moloch, his demise is portrayed as yet another projection of Dexter’s desires 

than a tragedy. As a result of Borque’s death, Dexter no longer has to deal with emotional 

whims or exorbitant fees.  

    The only other gay characters are murderous figures in opposition to Dexter. In season 

five, Lance Robinson is pursued and ultimately killed by Dexter for his murders of other 

gay men in erotic encounters (“Everything is Illumenated”). And Lindsay’s novel Dexter 

by Design features gay antagonists in the form of a couple—Alex Doncevic and Brandon 

Weiss—who create grisly tableaus of bodies satirizing South Florida’s tourism industry 

in a series they call “The New Miami.” It is later discovered the body parts belonged to 

corpses stolen from the morgue and were therefore not from murder victims, but Dexter 

doesn’t learn this until after he kills Doncevic. This action propels Weiss, Doncevic’s 

lover, to ascend to actual murder. At any rate, when the novel introduces gay antagonists 

for Dexter, those figures are still presented through stereotype as disgruntled designers. 

Beyond that, their relationship and gory motives are not carefully examined or explained. 

   In the show, though, Angelo and Robinson only have a few minutes of screen time and 

are the only openly gay characters until season seven when Isaak Sirko, a Ukrainian 

gangster, is introduced. Though he is one of the major antagonists of the show, Sirko is a 

significant departure from earlier stereotypes in that he is charismatic and fully developed 

with a personal sense of honor. The conflict arises after Dexter murders one of Sirko’s 

men, Viktor, in his criminal organization. It isn’t until eight episodes into his arc, though, 

that it is revealed that Sirko is gay and that Viktor was more than his friend 

(“Argentina”). 
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    That Sirko can show his desire for men through subtle references in dialogue and 

nothing else suggests the show will only go so far in its portrayal of sexuality that isn’t 

heteronormative. On the one hand, Sirko is closeted due to homophobia within his crime 

organization, but that seems like an excuse. Greven writes, “Sirko, and the series 

handling of the character, exemplifies the new form of ‘straight homosexuality,’ which 

represents a willingness to depict major characters as gay without typing them as 

anything other than heterosexual. The characters are gay in name only.” Even the setting 

where Sirko comes out in conversation with Dexter barely registers as a gay bar aside 

from the predominance of men in conversation having drinks. And just like Lumen, Sirko 

ultimately becomes a plot device for Dexter’s fulfillment. The two men form a truce 

while fighting other criminal antagonists, and as Sirko dies he offers Dexter relationship 

advice (“Helter Skelter”). As a result, the protagonist can continue to move forward with 

his own life, regardless of the bodies left in his wake. 

     Dexter Morgan seems to be a new figure among pop culture killers, though one with a 

complicated background and motivation. And while he seems more socially conscious 

than the average killer, his story still features ritualistic violence against those who are 

already socially and physically vulnerable. While Dexter claims to prefer targeting other 

predators, it’s women and people from other marginalized groups—whether they are 

individuals of color or LGBTQ communities—who remain objectified, misunderstood, 

threatened, and exploited. 
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CHAPTER 4: MURDERABILIA FOR THE MASSES: DEXTER AS AN 

ADVERTISING COMMODITY

     As a result of the 100-day Writers Guild of America walkout between November 2007 

and February 2008, CBS—along with several other networks—was scrambling to find 

content to fill the void in their primetime schedule created by the strike. So it borrowed a 

highly edited version of a recent hit show from its sister network Showtime. In the ten 

p.m. slot of what would typically be considered a premium time for original content, CBS 

began airing a cleaned-up version of season one of Dexter on Sunday, February 

seventeenth. The move was not without controversy. Shortly after the announcement of 

Dexter’s syndication, the Parents Television Council issued a newsletter urging CBS to 

cancel their plans to air the drama and encouraging their members to put pressure on the 

network by signing a petition and contacting their local affiliates. Following a grisly 

description of what Dexter does with his victims, the newsletter states that “the biggest 

problem with this series is something no amount of editing can get around: the series 

compels viewers to feel empathy for a serial killer, to root for him to prevail, to hope he 

doesn't get discovered” (Winter). Such a show would supposedly be damaging to young, 

impressionable viewers who watch television after ten o’clock and therefore does not 

belong on a broadcast network. But serial killing has long been of popular interest, even 

outside of premium programming. On CBS alone, though, scripted shows like Criminal 

Minds and NCIS focus on bizarre crimes of serial murderers. Dexter isn’t necessarily 

outside the mainstream. 
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   Following one of the cleaned-up episodes, the late-night news show on CBS Miami, the 

local affiliate station, aired a segment on murderabilia, which served as both a tie-in to 

the serial killer content on Dexter as well as a removal from the relatively safe boundaries 

of network television to a market revolving around fascination with real-life serial killers. 

The term “murderabilia” was coined by Andy Kahan, director of the Houston-based 

Mayor's Crime Victims Office, and it refers to collectible items related to murders, 

murderers, or other violent events (Vinciguerra 2(L)). There is a particular fascination 

afforded to killers such as John Wayne Gacy, who created dozens of self-portraits in his 

persona as Pogo the Clown, Jeffrey Dahmer, and Charles Manson. The racial and gender 

privilege enjoyed by the vast majority of these figures has made it more likely that the 

collectors—themselves overwhelmingly white and male, an inference drawn from the 

people who populate the various documentaries, docuseries, interviews, and articles 

about murderabilia—will identify with the killers more than the victims who are 

frequently othered racially and/or sexually.  While murderabilia as an industry has 

existed in one form or another for many years, its fringe status makes it easy to criticize 

for its exploitation of victims’ suffering in exchange for financial profit.  

     But just like the ubiquity of violent primetime series about serial murder, markets for 

merchandise about fictional serial killers are commonplace. Even network web sites like 

Showtime carry collectors’ items related to their popular series. And in the case of 

Dexter, the story has branched out into other media, including graphic novels, an 

animated series, and gaming apps. The normalization of this grim content has extended to 

renewed interest in past serial killers, both actual and fictional, in popular culture. This 
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attention, both on the margins and in the mainstream, forces us to reconsider the concerns 

we have for the murderers and not for their victims. 

    During the fourth season of Dexter, Showtime released an animated web series titled 

Dexter: Early Cuts to run concurrently on its site, presenting short tales from the 

beginning of the protagonist’s life of killing. Each chapter illuminates the origin of one of 

Dexter’s rituals—from his collection of blood slide trophies after murdering a hunter-

turned-war criminal (“Alex Timmons: Chapter Four”), to his purchase of the Slice of Life 

boat on which he transports his victims’ remains to the ocean after an improvised 

disposal of an arsonist (“Gene Marshall: Chapter Four”). In one story, Dexter dispatches 

a magician’s assistant, Cindy Landon—who murders her wealthy, elderly husbands—by 

slicing her in half with a chainsaw. After Cindy accuses him of being no better than her 

because he lied to her and set her up, he realizes he must keep everyone in his life at a 

figurative arm’s length;  much like his victim only performed or acted as a supportive 

spouse in her short-lived marriages, Dexter has to pretend in his own relationships 

(“Cindy Landon: Chapter Four”). The most personal of the animated series, “Dark Echo,” 

finds a college-aged Dexter meeting a murderer who resembles him, both physically and 

spiritually, and the conflict affords Dexter a glimpse into what he would be like without 

the guiding influence of his father Harry, who had died the previous year. As he leans 

over his nemesis to kill him, Dexter says, “When I do this, I honor [Harry’s] memory” 

(“Dark Echo: Chapter Six”). And in the final season of the web series, titled “All in the 

Family,” Dexter targets a father and son pair of killers who murder sex workers and their 

clients in a vengeful projection against the wife/mother who left them for another man 

years before. The parallel of a father urging his son to violently act out his own agenda 
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should be apparent to Dexter, but instead the story concentrates on his relationship with 

Debra (“All in the Family: Chapter Six”). In childhood, she was the keeper of his secrets 

as he tore apart her dolls without understanding why. As an adult, however, Dexter 

knows that he can’t share his urges with Debra the way his father-son victims do. The 

irony, of course, is that these webisodes—which aired between seasons six and seven of 

Dexter—follow Debra’s discovery of her brother’s serial killing. 

 

Figure 17. Dexter: Early Cuts 

     For all the small character revelations, however, Dexter: Early Cuts is merely about 

the murders. Gone is the psychological context for Dexter’s crimes, how they perpetuate 

his childhood trauma and ultimately damage his relationships with others, and in its place 

is a disturbing focus on violence, a pornography of violence. Each chapter runs only 

about two to three minutes, and each story runs between four and six chapters. In that 

running time, there is only enough room for the formulaic stalking and ultimately the 

mutilation of Dexter’s victims. There is an assumed acceptance on the part of the 

audience for the web series. Whereas, with the show and book series, one could arguably 

see a contrast to the anti-hero through his sister and the other members of the Miami-

Dade Homicide Department and the toll his self-righteousness takes on them, Dexter: 
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Early Cuts only concludes with the title character’s victory. He suffers no consequences 

for his actions. 

    Dexter’s world also extends to the medium of the graphic novel. Written by Jeff 

Lindsay, author of the original series of books, and illustrated by Dalibor Talajić, the 

comic books make Dexter’s second season dream of being a superhero come to life. 

Dexter and Dexter Down Under are both published by Marvel, so the serial killer has in 

some sense joined the ranks of the Avengers. By association, his crimes are elevated to 

acts of heroism. Like the animated web series, these volumes limit the scope of Dexter’s 

story to his past murders; the other characters only exist to move along the basic plot. 

And both graphic novels portray Dexter as the most praised of protagonists in a 

structurally racist and misogynist society—the white savior. In the first volume, simply 

titled Dexter, the anti-hero frees a secret slave colony forced to work on a resort island 

off the coast of Florida. Dexter Down Under, the second volume, finds him outlandishly 

enlisted by police in Australia to help solve a series of homicides involving 

undocumented immigrants. He tracks the evidence to a white supremacist organization 

that hunts Asian immigrants for sport. Once the millionaire who runs it is killed, Dexter 

and his temporary partner from Australian law enforcement set free the detainees who 

had been kidnapped after arriving in the country, but they don’t seem to have any interest 

in safeguarding them beyond opening the gate. This is all that’s demanded of a white 

savior, though. He need only make a grand—in this case, violent—gesture on behalf of a 

non-white group of characters, and then his obligation is over. 



 

88 

     In Dexter Down Under, the contrived reason for the invitation to Australia in the first 

place is that Dexter had recently published a text on blood spatter analysis. Despite his 

presumed preference for anonymity, he—like most serial killers—is a narcissist.  

 

Figure 18. Dexter Down Under 

Dexter may be basking in pride over his first published effort in the field of forensics, but 

it’s not unusual for both real and fictional serial killers to be fascinated with their public 

image. Film critic Amy Taubin has spoken on the “extreme narcissism of the serial 

killer” who is “obsessed with his own image in the act of killing” (qtd. in Murder by 
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Numbers). And Tomás Guillén, in his text on serial killers, has written about how these 

criminals show great interest in the potential books and movies that could be created from 

their exploits. Gary Leon Ridgway traded ideas with then-King County Sheriff David G. 

Reichert for book titles about the investigation, and he even proposed that Tom Cruise 

play him in a movie adaptation (Guillén 150). Also, Dennis Rader, more commonly 

known by his nickname as the BTK Strangler, wrote to a local Kansas newspaper in the 

1970s, about three decades before he was caught, to complain that his crimes were not 

getting the national attention he believed they deserved (Schmid, Natural Born 

Celebrities 17). And during his murderous spree as “Son of Sam” in 1977, David 

Berkowitz wrote several letters to the newspapers, which were competing for coverage of 

this sensational case. Later Berkowitz admitted that, after his fourth shooting,  

I didn’t much care anymore, for I finally had convinced myself that it was good to 

do it, necessary to do it, and that the public wanted me to do it. The latter part I 

believe until this day. I believe that they were rooting for me. This was the point 

at which the papers began to pick up vibes and information that something big 

was happening out in the streets. Real big! (qtd. in Caputi, Goddesses and 

Monsters 132) 

At the time of the killings, Berkowitz became encouraged by the coverage of his murders 

and thereby believed they were justified. 

     Among the most notorious examples of this obsession with fame would be Ted 

Bundy. The serial killer enjoyed the theatricality of conducting his own defense for his 

capital murder trials in Florida. This included courtroom exclamations of his own 

physical and emotional discomfort behind bars as well as an impromptu proposal to his 
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girlfriend. Bundy also seized attention surrounding the Green River murders for himself 

by volunteering to help investigators build a profile of the murderer. This participation 

led to a book titled The Riverman: How Ted Bundy and I Hunted the Green River Killer, 

written by Robert T. Keppel and William J. Birnes, and published in 1995. Less than a 

decade later, an A&E film adaptation aired. The public feeds into the narcissism of these 

figures with our consumption of such materials, including true crime books, podcasts, 

and docuseries. David Schmid, in his analysis of serial killers and celebrity, writes, “One 

consequence of the fame bestowed upon some serial killers is that such killers are 

increasingly aware of their status as celebrities, as public figures who have an audience 

and therefore the potential to capitalize on their fame” (Natural Born Celebrities 16). The 

merchandising of Dexter, even though he is a fictional character, perpetuates the folk 

hero status of the white male serial killer because it normalizes what he does. Dexter is 

supposedly a subversion of the typical murderer because he preys on predators; this 

seems to position him on the side of conventional morality. Nonetheless, this 

representational serial killer only makes the work of actual serial killers more palatable to 

a modern-day audience. We are not as socially advanced or sophisticated as we might 

like to believe. Sissela Bok, in her book Mayhem: Violence as Public Entertainment, 

writes about how people can become desensitized to the act of killing when it is 

portrayed as righteous: 

They can be easily persuaded that it is right to engage in killing when such action 

is held out as legitimate, authorized, commanded; still more when it is portrayed 

as glamorous, admirable, heroic, and deserving of imitation and when the victims 
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are held to be unworthy of ordinary concern and respect, perhaps less than human 

or as having chosen to take the risk of dying. (32) 

Many people may abhor violence in general but can be habituated to accept or even revel 

in it if told the “right” story. 

    This consequence-free enjoyment of crime and adoration of the killer extends into a 

series of gaming apps created from the show. In 2009, the same year Dexter’s fourth 

season was released, Showtime introduced Dexter: The Game. Developed by Icarus 

Studios and published by Marc Ecko Entertainment, the game features the voice of actor 

Michael C. Hall, and it positions the user in the role of Dexter himself as he stalks and 

murders victims from the show’s first season. The game begins with the same kill as the 

pilot episode: Mark Donovan, philanthropist and child killer. Prior to attacking him, the 

player/Dexter visits the site where Donovan buried his young victims. Though the 

graphics are not sophisticated enough to see much detail, the player can still perceive that 

the figures they unearth are rotting corpses. Following the discovery of evidence and 

setting up of the “kill room,” the player relocates to an isolated location to kidnap 

Donovan. Once he is collected and transported to the kill room, the player can enact the 

final stages of Dexter’s ritual, which includes presenting the victim with the “evidence” 

(in this case, the rotting bodies of children) and coercing a confession from him. The 

player can choose “Dark, Neutral or Light” approaches in speaking to Donovan, and the 

result of that choice can later affect Dexter’s abilities (“Dexter - The Game [PC] 

playthrough part 1”). 

    Once the confession has been won, Dexter can proceed with the murder, but rather 

than jump to a cutscene in which Donovan is killed or even to the next event in the game, 
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the player can actually participate in the kill. Instructions read, “Click, hold and trace the 

patterns that appear on the screen to complete your kill. Each success helps to lower your 

Dark Passenger score” (“Dexter - The Game [PC] playthrough part 1”). The screen goes 

black, and the player then sees seemingly innocuous arrows they must trace. As they do 

so, however, the lines they trace are replaced with blood spatter and Donovan’s screams 

can be heard, at least for the first four of eight slashes in which his body is presumably 

being mutilated.  

 

Figure 19. Dexter: The Game 

After Donovan has been fully dispatched, Dexter returns to his apartment; the game’s 

instructions clarify the balance with which Dexter is meant to act out his life. 

Your actions pursuing Donovan have affected your Mask and Dark Passenger 

scores, which are located at the top of the screen. Mask is the white bar that 

represents Dexter’s control over his dark urges. If his Mask drops to zero, the 

game is over. Dark Passenger is the red bar that represents Dexter’s dark urges. 

As the bar rises, Dexter will find it much easier to lose his Mask and much harder 

to gain it back. (“Dexter - The Game [PC] playthrough part 1”) 

In other words, the murders themselves are not the only goal of the game. Dexter has his 

day job and relationships with colleagues, sister, and girlfriend to maintain in order to 
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succeed. The game, therefore, offers a slightly broader context for the violence, but it also 

portrays these life moments and interactions like tasks. After all, it’s a video game. 

 

Figure 20. Dexter: The Game (Objectives) 

Bringing breakfast to Camilla, a family friend who works in the records department, and 

showing his girlfriend Rita a good time are just as much a part of his responsibilities as 

work and homicide. This commodified approach to everyday life activities is also 

consistent with the way Dexter views them in the show and the book series; they are the 

price he pays to pass as a regular person so he can pursue his “dark urges.” An update of 

the game was released in the fall of 2012 to coincide with the seventh season of the show. 

Both versions offer an “uncanny valley effect” (a term for how a simulation for humanity 

can be familiar, but only to a point. “The sense of viewer familiarity drops sharply into 

the uncanny valley once the artificial figure tries but fails to mimic a realistic human”) in 

the visual depictions of the characters’ faces, making them resemble hospital training 

mannequins (Hsu). And while this limited design shows the game’s age, it also 

emphasizes how Dexter sees himself and others: as robots wearing masks of humanity 

and going through various life routines to maintain normalcy. 
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   Dexter: The Game was followed by Dexter: Hidden Darkness, in 2015, which offers 

less of a story and more of a puzzle game. It largely consists of Dexter/the player arriving 

at various crime scenes and trying to find specific objects in a tableau before the clock 

runs out.  

 

Figure 21. Dexter: Hidden Darkness 

Eventually, the investigations lead Dexter to the murderer, and a brief animated cutscene 

takes over in which Dexter stands above his prey in the kill room and stabs him. The 

scenes are all in vibrant colors, making this world seem exotic. It also trivializes the 

killing, with the bodies at each crime scene being rendered mere objects to be collected. 

   There were also two Facebook trivia games, Dexter: Slice of Life and Dexter’s 

Disciples—released in 2011 and 2012, respectively—both meant to be played as 

complements to the show and to allow viewers to socialize with one another. But these 

and all other Dexter-associated games have now vanished from iTunes and Android app 

stores—with one exception: Dexter: Slice. Released in 2016 to commemorate the ten-

year anniversary of Dexter, Slice is a puzzle game in which the player is challenged to tap 

buttons on the screen while also avoiding a series of moving knives that threaten a 

simulated injury. James Remar, who played Harry on the show, narrates to offer guidance 

and warnings. 
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Figure 22. Dexter: Slice 

Though the target of the game doesn’t involve killing anyone, there are references to the 

show and Dexter’s secret predilections. “George King, the Skinner, he tortured people 

and flayed them with his machete,” says Harry’s voiceover. “No matter how you feel 

about Miguel Prado, his death led George King to you, and to the death he richly 

deserved, no doubt. No doubt about it” (“Dexter Slice: iOS iPad Air 2 Gameplay 

Walkthrough (by Gazillion Entertainment)”). This reference to the third season is 

appropriate because it was at this point in the series that Harry became more than a staple 

from Dexter’s memories but a kind of superego presence with whom Dexter would 

interact. Like Norman Bates’s “mother,” though, Harry in this version is merely a 

projection of what Dexter imagines his father would say to him. That voice can be 

punishing or overly permissive, depending on how closely Dexter believes he should 

follow the code. Dexter: Slice, therefore, offers a new way to become the killer; rather 

than just reenacting his old kills, the player can actually get into his head.   

Sissela Bok argues that consumption of violent content such as this may not 

necessarily lead to violent behavior, but it may affect our attitudes regarding real-life 

violence. Viewers who have grown accustomed to seeing it  
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as an acceptable, common, and attractive way of dealing with problems find it 

easier to identify with aggressors and to suppress any sense of pity or respect for 

victims of violence. Media violence has been found to have stronger effects of 

this kind when carried out by heroic, impressive, or otherwise exciting figures, 

especially when they are shown as invulnerable and are rewarded and not 

punished for what they do. The same is true when the violence is shown as 

justifiable, when viewers identify with the aggressors rather than with their 

victims, when violence is routinely resorted to, and when the programs have links 

to how viewers perceive their own environment. (85) 

Because Dexter is portrayed as righteous in his killing of other killers, viewers—or, in 

this case, players—are influenced to see the violence he commits as acceptable. There are 

consequences for following the urges of the Dark Passenger in that many of those around 

Dexter, such as Rita and Debra, die as a result of his actions, but there are virtually no 

punishments for Dexter himself. In the show at least, he lives on, and even his reputation 

is left intact when he voluntarily banishes himself from life in Miami. Furthermore, he, as 

a popular character, survives in newer forms through continued gaming apps and 

merchandise. 

   The conundrum of the book series and the show is the extent to which the reader/viewer 

is made to feel complicit in Dexter’s crimes. By season two of Dexter, Showtime was 

already marketing the title character as “America’s Favorite Serial Killer.” The label 

began to appear on all of the promotional material for the show, for the book tie-ins by 

Jeff Lindsay, and eventually on merchandise. This included a board game inspired by the 

TV series. A map of Miami serves as the board, and each player has to make their way 
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from the starting point to collect their suspect and weapon, and finally make it to the 

marina to board the Slice of Life boat and dispose of the body parts. Along the way, the 

players try to avoid getting distracted by life events and getting caught. In the meantime, 

they store their various cards in tiny garbage bags, just like the ones Dexter would use in 

the course of his crimes. Whoever succeeds in their journey first wins the game. In other 

words, the goal is for the player to be the best Dexter they can be. The content may not be 

anywhere near as shocking as some of the virtual game apps; after all, there’s no 

bloodshed in the board game. But at least it emphasizes the recurring focus in all this 

other media about Dexter in that it invites the viewer or player to experience, without 

consequences, what it is like to be “America’s Favorite Serial Killer.” 

 

Figure 23. Dexter: The Board Game 

    The Dexter board game recalls a banned game from the early nineties that was inspired 

by real serial killers. This is explained in the 2000 documentary Collectors, which is 

about the niche community of people who trade and sell murderabilia. The satirical board 

game—complete with a bag of plastic baby tokens to represent victims and a silk-

screened map of the United States with highways and color coding to indicate which 

states have the death penalty—was created by Tobias Allen and swiftly protested and 
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banned. The intention of the game was supposedly a satirical response to trading cards of 

United States soldiers and other merchandise revolving around the first Iraq War, but 

Allen and his peers are clearly fascinated with the murderers to the point that they 

surround themselves with relics of death. These include paintings by the killers 

themselves, such as Henry Lee Lucas and Wayne Henley, as well as artifacts from the 

criminals and crime scenes, such as Hadden Clark’s used toothbrush or soil samples from 

where bodies of victims of the Houston Mass Murders were discovered. Collectors like 

Rick Staton are quick to condemn the actions of the killers whose merchandise they trade 

and sell but confess a bizarre fascination despite that (Collectors). Harold Schechter, a 

true crime writer and scholar, analyzes the collectors’ attraction to real-life serial killers:  

People who are very much into collecting certain kinds of horror artifacts, they 

are people who are afflicted with a lot of fears. This is a way of both confronting 

the fears directly and asserting some kind of control over them. . . You have those 

frightening things lined up in some kind of orderly way and put in a box; it’s a 

way of managing anxiety. You’re turning it into a kind of game, you’re turning it 

into a kind of plaything. (qtd. in Collectors) 

Controlling what they fear by objectifying it makes some sense, but the market of 

murderabilia is also motivated by the same issues that haunt the murderers themselves.  

     While we may theoretically whistle past the graveyard when confronted with that 

which makes us anxious, the commodification of real-life serial killers suggests 

something more insidious. The murderabilia community—at least as it is represented in 

numerous documentaries and docuseries like Collectors, Serial Killer Culture and Serial 

Killer Culture: The Web Series as well as profiles on Vice News and Yahoo’s 
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Unfiltered—is almost exclusively white and male, as are the murderers whose work the 

collectors pursue. There is also an overlap between consumption of murderabilia with an 

interest in Nazi memorabilia and other artifacts of white supremacy. Collector Matthew 

Aaron, who has what he calls the Last Dime Museum, owns a ring once given from 

Heinrich Himmler to a fellow SS officer during World War II (Serial Killer Culture). 

William Harder, who runs MurderAuction.com, one of the largest murderabilia collection 

sites, personally owns a series of works by and about Charles Manson, most of which 

feature swastikas. He also owns a photo of Lacey Givens who, along with her husband 

Todd (a Nazi Low Rider), participated in a double homicide. Harder even owns “parts of 

Huff Creek Road” where James Byrd, Jr. was dragged to death by white supremacists in 

1998 (“Murder Auction”). And the Hyaena Gallery, owned by Bill Shafer, features a 

number of disturbing works on its site, including two drawings by James Earle Ray, the 

convicted assassin of Martin Luther King, Jr. One is a self-portrait, valued at $2,000, and 

the other is a portrait of Dr. King himself (A prospective buyer would have to inquire to 

learn the price). Shafer’s site also offers a framed and signed print titled “The 2nd 

Protects Our First.” The crudely painted Confederate rebel flag with words from the title 

in each red corner was created by George Zimmerman, who shot and killed Trayvon 

Martin, an unarmed black teenager, in 2012. The acquisition and trade of hate crime 

materials alongside serial killer collectibles by these sellers seems free of judgment.  

     The fact that the victims of serial killers more often than not come from marginalized 

groups, such as poor people, and/or women and people of color, is likely not a 

coincidence, either. John G. Cawelti, in his analysis of violence and American culture, 

has noted how “the history of violence in America is pervaded by racism and the violence 
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associated with the protection of white male supremacy” (211). This began with the 

enslavement of black men and women and continued with “violent domination 

exercised” for fear of potential slave revolts (211). Even after emancipation, during the 

Reconstruction era and well into the present, fear of racial equality has been used to 

justify lynchings and other forms of violent and legal domination to terrorize black 

Americans (Cawelti 212). Similar methods have historically been used against all people 

of color—including Native Americans, Hispanics, and non-white immigrants—as well as 

women who seek equality. It’s out of this history that a heroic narrative has formed. The 

country, as the colonizers found it, was supposedly savage and wild and required “law 

and order” violence in order for a civilization to be created. “The myth sanctified the act 

of heroic individual violence as the foundation of a new order,” writes Cawelti. “And, in 

the dramatic form of the western, this heroic moment was immortalized as the shootout 

between pioneers and Indians, or lawmen and outlaws” (212). The serial killer, therefore, 

can be a folk hero in the minds of the collectors, especially when he embodies what 

Cawelti considered to be the myth of white male domination. Three-quarters of serial 

killers are white (Hickey 189), ninety percent of all serial murder has been committed by 

men (Hickey 191), and seventy-two percent of male offenders were white (Hickey 192). 

Those upon whom they prey are often from vulnerable populations, such as women (who 

represent sixty-six percent of adult victims) (Hickey 287). Because the collectors don’t 

see themselves reflected in the victims and their stories, it is easier to trivialize their 

deaths and create a mythology around their killers. 

   A particularly upsetting example of this found on MurderAuction.com is a Jeffrey 

Dahmer victim doll. Wrapped in plastic in the shape of a black man wearing only 
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swimming trunks, the doll comes with a plastic knife and fork. The package reads “He’s 

black! He’s beautiful! He’s buff! He’s bi! & he’s BRUNCH! He’s Cleotus! The 

Anonymous Dahmer Victim Doll! Fully Dismemberable!” 

 

Figure 24. Jeffrey Dahmer Victim Doll 

The choice of the victim’s ethnicity is obviously not random but based on how Dahmer 

especially targeted men of color. Diana Fuss analyzed this aspect of the killer’s ritual in 

her article “Monsters of Perversion: Jeffrey Dahmer and the Silence of the Lambs”:  

While we may never know all the reasons why Dahmer killed outside his racial 

group, we do know that Dahmer’s professed hatred of effeminate black men 

masked a deeper desire to appropriate the sexual threat they embodied. Dahmer’s 

attempts to introject the color of his victims suggests a powerful unconscious 

identification with the racial other; the cannibal killings also mark specifically an 

aggressive identification based on a will to dominate and humiliate sexually the 
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object secretly coveted. Dahmer’s sexual identifications work precisely as modes 

of racial imperialism. (199) 

Because of Dahmer’s own internalized self-hatred and homophobia, he projected his 

anxieties upon those who were even more greatly marginalized by objectifying and then 

ultimately annihilating them through the act of cannibalism. 

    This doll exists not to assuage the anxieties of the collectors who recoil at the crimes of 

killers like Dahmer; it’s because the victims have become, in death, mere props in the 

dramatic narrative about the killer. Just as they were objectified through victimization by 

the murderers, they are dehumanized as a result of the collectors’ racism, sexism, and 

homophobia. Cleotus—with his brown skin, red lips, and dull expression—is markedly a 

negative stereotype. As an “anonymous” victim, he has been robbed of his humanity and 

Dahmer, though he is subject to homophobia in memory as a gay man, has at least his 

white privilege and his status now as a “legend.” 

    The community of murderabilia collectors is not a large one and, while some items 

may be expensive, murderabilia doesn’t appear to be a profitable industry. Nor is it likely 

to gain so much popularity that it eventually enters the mainstream. What is worth 

considering, however, is the way in which murderabilia offers a microcosm in shadow for 

the manner in which American culture valorizes the killer—especially when he embodies 

gender, racial, and socioeconomic privilege—over the victims he and the media 

systematically other. When the killer is prolific, he is mythicized. 

   Most consumers would be taken aback at the idea of purchasing a doll mocking a 

victim of a real-life serial killer, but they might instead buy a Funko doll made in the 
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likeness of Leatherface, Norman Bates, Hannibal Lecter, or Chucky. Merchandise for the 

fictional macabre is nothing new, so it’s unsurprising that the range of products related to 

Dexter is endless. Though their collection has dramatically declined over the years since 

the show ended, Showtime’s web store once offered items ranging from action figures 

(such as the “Dark Defender,” Dexter’s superhero alter ego from season two), bobble 

heads, plexi-glass coasters in a wooden box (made to look like Dexter's souvenir blood 

sample slides) and clothes (including Dexter's "kill" uniform with the long-sleeved grey 

shirt). Enthusiasts can still go to Showtime to find several Dexter-themed t-shirts and 

hoodies with slogans like “Have a Killer Holiday,” a life-size Dexter standee, and mugs 

that feature Dexter wrapped up in his own cellophane.  

    In 2008, the same year that season three aired, the network collaborated with Elle 

Décor magazine to create Metropolitan Home's Showtime house, in which each room of 

a New York townhouse was transformed in the theme of different Showtime series. 

Designer Amy Lau created a dining room inspired by Dexter’s forensic lab and specialty 

in blood spatter. Sheets of plastic line the floor in a manner reminiscent of Dexter’s kill 

room.  
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Figure 25. Dexter Dining Room 

The limited edition blood-stained plates, glassware accented with fingerprints, and 

“dismembered” cutlery were all available to purchase as part of a design called “Dexter’s 

Miami.” There are even two arm chairs signed by Michael C. Hall for a price tag of 

$5,000 each (laura). These expensive items may seem in contrast with the gritty nature of 

the series, but their availability suggests that an audience must exist that is willing to buy 

them. “Such phenomena illustrate not only the extraordinary popularity of the Dexter 

series,” writes David Schmid, “but also the way in which the show has solved 

spectacularly well the puzzle that has baffled the vast majority of serial killer-related 

popular culture that has come before it: how to have the audience identify with serial 

killers in a relatively unconflicted way” (“The Devil You Know: Dexter and the 

‘Goodness’ of American Serial Killing”). Dexter seems to represent a shift in public 

perception because he makes serial killing acceptable for mainstream audiences. 

    In other words, the merchandising of Dexter normalizes his vigilantism and depicts it 

as positive. With some prominent exceptions, Dexter’s decisions are portrayed as usually 

being the right ones. Schmid goes on to write that “Dexter Morgan is the quintessential 
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American serial killer of the post-9/11 era in that he is provided with an abundance of 

characteristics that make him a sympathetic, even identificatory, figure to the audience” 

(“The Devil You Know: Dexter and the ‘Goodness’ of American Serial Killing”). And it 

is that identification that allows audiences to take pleasure in Dexter as a character while 

at the same time disavowing his misdeeds. Diana Fuss states, “To what degree is it 

possible that we could identify with a figure of abjection—with a Jame Gumb, a 

Hannibal Lecter, or a Jeffrey Dahmer? Could the tremendous popularity and appeal of the 

serial killer genre lie in the form’s ability to discharge us of our own misogyny, 

homophobia, or racism by locating guilt in the killer alone?” (199). According to this, our 

fascination with the fictional serial killer could be in that we can vicariously consume 

their violent acts but from a relatively safe, removed position that absolves rather than 

implicates us as complicit in American domination and violence. 

    Dexter’s relatability extends to marketing that borrows his persona, even if it may not 

directly be about him. During the 2010 Super Bowl, the Dodge car company released a 

minute-long commercial for their new Dodge Charger titled “Man’s Last Stand.” Though 

Michael C. Hall narrates the ad, his face never appears. Instead, we see a series of other 

men with dull eyes and lifeless expressions. Hall’s voiceover, which seems to be the 

interior monologue for each of the men, lists a series of responsibilities he will 

accomplish for his (presumably female) partner. And though the monotone voiceover 

suggests these actions will give him no pleasure, he will nonetheless fulfill his duties (for 

example: getting up and walking the dog in the morning, cleaning up after himself, going 

to work, being civil to his partner’s mother and friends) because they are the price he 

pays “to drive the car [he] wants to drive. . . Charger: MAN’S LAST STAND” (“2010 
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Super Bowl XLIV Dodge Charger Man's Last Stand Commercial”). The disgruntled 

men’s faces are replaced by the sight of the Dodge Charger barreling towards the camera. 

While Dexter is never mentioned here, his persona is at the heart of the commercial.  He 

performs what are, to him, the soul crushing responsibilities of a grown man who is a 

husband and father, but, at the same time, he can have the sweet escape of serial murder. 

So, too, the men in the commercial have supposedly been so emasculated by their 

girlfriends and wives that they literally need to drive away in a gas-guzzling muscle car 

in order to restore their manhood. This is just one of many examples in recent pop culture 

that offers an angry, vengeful response to the rise of feminism because it is perceived as a 

threat to (predominantly white and heterosexual) male dominance.  

    Since the viral messaging of the #MeToo movement emerged in the fall of 2017, a 

kind of social media reckoning began in which numerous men (and a few women) in 

power were called out for their history of sexual harassment and assault. Because some of 

the people accused are popular, even beloved public figures, the situation has caused 

many to reevaluate behaviors they themselves have participated in or even endured. 

Naturally, a backlash has emerged in which men who have been accused feel they have 

been treated unfairly and believe they should return to public life without having to 

change their behavior. Perhaps this backlash also is reflected in the reemergence of 

stories about serial killers in popular culture over the last two years. Several books, films, 

TV shows, and docuseries about the age of the prolific serial killer—the sixties, 

seventies, and eighties—are gaining renewed interest. 

    Serial killers, both actual and fictional, have always been big business, and this has 

especially been the case in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. According to the 2004 
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documentary Murder by Numbers, movies about serial killers have exponentially 

increased every decade since the 1960s. At first, there were three films in a decade. By 

the 1970s, that number rose to ten. Then there were forty-five in the eighties. By the 

1990s, 107 movies about serial killers were released. Eric W. Hickey, in Serial 

Murderers and Their Victims, notes that, between 2000 and 2009, over 650 movies 

related to serial killers were released in the United States (189). But this upward tick is 

not reflective of these murderers in real life because they are far less common than works 

of fiction would have us believe.  

    The period that saw some of the most prolific serial killers—Ted Bundy, Leon 

Ridgway (the Green River Killer), Joseph James DeAngelo (the Golden State Killer), and 

Samuel Little—would be the sixties, seventies, and eighties. Forensic science, including 

DNA testing, has since made catching criminals possible in ways that weren’t available 

thirty years ago. Perhaps that is part of the allure of these killers from the past. They were 

able to evade capture for so long, which makes them seem smarter than they actually 

were. 

    Several works of both fiction and nonfiction have been released in the last two years 

that are set during this period of history, suggesting a mythologizing of serial killers in 

the age before DNA samples. Last year, director Lars Von Trier released The House That 

Jack Built, a fictional film that follows a serial killer (played by all-American Matt 

Damon) throughout the 1970s and eighties. Though he kills both men and women, his 

greatest rages seem to be against the latter. Jack is also preoccupied with how he is 

perceived, which is emphasized by the use of David Bowie’s song “Fame” in both the 

trailer and the film. In 2017, Netflix aired the first season of Mindhunter, which is based 
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on the book by FBI investigator John Douglas and Mark Olshaker, and it includes 

references to real-life killers such as Edmund Kemper, Dennis Rader (BTK), Monte 

Ralph Rissell, Jerry Brudos, Richard Speck, and Darrell Gene Devier. The main 

character, who is based on Douglas, is eerily fascinated by and even tries to befriend one 

of the murderers he interviews. The convention of the criminal profiler engaging with and 

attempting to understand the criminal is one that is likely familiar to most viewers, 

especially those who have seen The Silence of the Lambs. But Mindhunter is set in a time 

when all this was new, and the viewer is presumably able to vicariously rediscover the 

story through the main character. In an article for Vulture, Kathryn VanArendonk writes:  

One critical bit of the nostalgic process is watching characters interact with things 

we already know as though they are new — we get the hit of their sense of 

novelty; we get the smug comfort of our own familiarity. The other piece of it is 

our sense of distance, and our fondness for something that’s lost. It’s odd to think 

of a serial killer as something we might find quaint and pleasantly old-fashioned, 

but we now live in a world where mass shootings happen with mind-numbing 

frequency, and hundreds of people shot all at once at a concert [in October of 

2017] is an awful event that’s already mostly out of the news. So we could think 

about that, or we could think about Mindhunter. How horrible a serial killing is, 

with its perverse logic and its sexual torture and freakish peculiarity. How strange. 

How intentional, how riddle-like, with the associated implication of a solution. 

How individual. How … personal. How old-fashioned. 

In other words, viewers are expected to find some comfort in the bizarre but rare crimes 

of the past, if only as a temporary escape from newer terrors.   
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     This nostalgia is also present in Summer of ’84, a feature film directed by François 

Simard, Anouk Whissell, and Yoann-Karl Whissell, and released in 2018. Davey 

Armstrong, the teenage lead character, becomes suspicious that his bachelor neighbor, a 

police officer, is the "Cape May Slayer” responsible for the disappearances of thirteen 

local boys. As Davey tries to recruit his peers to help him solve the mystery, he exclaims, 

“There’s a serial killer on the loose! What else could possibly be this exciting?” The 

coming-of-age story is produced in the style of its era, complete with synthesizers on the 

soundtrack, but it offers no subversive commentary, no new wisdom with which to 

understand the past. Davey was right all along in his suspicions about his neighbor and, 

though order is not restored in the community by the end, the killer’s mystique is 

preserved as he manages to escape and promises to return someday. 

   The greatest recent attention, though, seems to be paid to Ted Bundy, a figure with an 

already deeply outrageous mythology. This has been sparked by the 2019 release of Joe 

Berlinger’s Netflix docuseries titled Conversations with a Killer: The Ted Bundy Tapes, 

which shares Bundy’s life story, including his murderous exploits, with the assistance of 

audio recordings from interviews while he was on death row. The series offers nothing 

new but instead perpetuates the golden boy persona that Bundy was universally admired 

and could have accomplished anything he wanted, if only he hadn’t decided to sexually 

assault and murder over thirty women. This was followed by a scripted feature, also 

directed by Berlinger and streaming on Netflix, titled Extremely Wicked, Shockingly Evil, 

and Vile. Actor Zach Efron, best known for playing heartthrobs in musicals, plays Bundy, 

and it appears his casting is yet another excuse to make the serial killer even more 

attractive. Apparently in response to exclamations of love for Bundy on social media, 
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Netflix has intervened to tweet, “I've seen a lot of talk about Ted Bundy’s alleged hotness 

and would like to gently remind everyone that there are literally THOUSANDS of hot 

men on the service — almost all of whom are not convicted serial murderers.” The next 

day, the company retweeted a page remembering Bundy’s victims. This response may be 

appreciated, even if it’s contradictory given that Netflix has contributed to the situation. 

Kathy Kleiner, who survived Bundy’s attack on the sorority house at Florida State 

University in 1978, balks at the flattering attention still paid to Bundy, despite all the 

lives he ruined. “People want to hear about the gore. . . but with the gore, there are also 

victims. We’re not part of the story for [the media]” (qtd. in Wenham). When we focus 

solely on the killers—their names, their lives, their mythologizing—then we are, 

intentionally or no, celebrating them and disrespecting their victims. 

          In early 2018, a poster for a Dexter revival started circulating across social media. 

It featured the ghostly splicing of the title character’s face with that of his recurring love 

interest Hannah floating above a blood-red ocean. “9/18,” the date of the show’s 

supposed return, seems to be carved onto their foreheads. Showtime quickly debunked 

the promotion as fake, confirming the network has no immediate plans for Dexter’s 

reappearance. Rumors like this have frequently emerged since the show ended after eight 

seasons in September of 2013, usually every time actor Michael C. Hall had done press 

for a new project for film, theater, or television. And even though Showtime does not 

currently have plans to bring Dexter back to television, the network has teased the 

possibility of a spinoff someday.  
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Figure 26. Fan-made Dexter Poster 

This may be the reason why Dexter survived the unpopular finale in which he lost his 

sister and buried her at sea before sailing the Slice of Life boat into a hurricane and then 

reappearing as a lumberjack in a self-imposed banishment somewhere in Oregon. The 

show’s executive producer, John Goldwyn, stated that Showtime prevented the writers 

from closing the series with the anti-hero’s death (Vineyard). While that claim has been 

disputed by the network’s former president David Nevins, he does support the notion that 

Dexter could later begin a new series (Goldman). Even Hall himself has said, “Never say 

never” (qtd. in Teeman). That speculation around the return of “America’s Favorite Serial 

Killer” lingers is evidence of his enduring popularity. Like Ted Bundy, Dexter is a figure 

whose attractiveness outweighs our concerns about his wrongdoing, even years later.  

    By the end of season one, Dexter has a reverie of how society would treat him if they 

knew what he really was and were honest with themselves. They would, he believes, 

validate him. Dexter imagines being part of a procession, receiving congratulatory 

comments from fans, including a police officer who says “Good job” and a mother who 

thanks him for “protecting [her] children.”  
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Figure 27. Dexter's Parade 

They nod their heads and hold up signs of support. Dexter, fully and genuinely grinning, 

basks in the glow of the public attention and acceptance he has secretly wanted this 

whole time. “Yeah, they see me. I’m one of them. . . in their darkest dreams” (“Born 

Free”). In the context of the show, this is just a fantasy for Dexter. But in reality, we do 

celebrate him and what he represents, just as American culture has always valorized the 

killer who acts to protect white male privilege and dominance. 
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CONCLUSION

 

     For over a decade, between 2004 and 2015, Dexter stalked the page and the screen. 

Throughout eight novels by Jeff Lindsay and eight seasons on television, the character 

shared his life of killing other killers and the various internal crises caused by his actions. 

Even though the blood he shed symbolically splattered across his existence, destroying 

everyone around him, readers and viewers still connected with Dexter. The Dark 

Passenger urging him to “take out the trash,” episode to episode or volume to volume, 

might as well be us. Serial killers, both actual and fictional, have been a subject of 

fascination since the exploits of Jack the Ripper began what Jane Caputi calls the “Age of 

Sex Crime.” They are the stars of countless films, books (both fiction and nonfiction), 

podcasts, and documentaries. Merchandise, including murderabilia, is available, much 

like talismans that emphasize the killers’ mythic status in the United States. Dexter is no 

exception to this. Throughout the TV series’ run, merchandise was available on 

Showtime’s web site, and they included “glass-printed Dexter coasters in a 

commemorative box, bobblehead dolls of the main characters, body parts earrings, and a 

‘Vote for Dexter’ t-shirt” (Schmid, “The Devil You Know: Dexter and the ‘Goodness’ of 

American Serial Killing” 132). There’s also a plethora of fan-made items ready for 

purchase on Etsy, eBay, and Amazon. While murderabilia may not be mainstream, 

owning a piece of Dexter is more acceptable because, after all, he’s the good guy. 

     That Dexter embodies a position of privilege due to his class, gender, and ethnicity is 

not coincidental. Part of the subconscious allure of the serial killer is that he usually 
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embodies the violent cruelty of white patriarchal society while his victims are frequently 

from marginalized groups—women, people of color, gay and non-binary people, and/or 

the working class. Just like a lynch mob strikes fear in a population through extreme 

violence, so the serial killer’s crimes are committed to intimidate others. Through the 

bloody tableaus these murderers leave behind, marginalized groups are meant to be 

terrorized and further oppressed. Because Dexter seems to subvert this by disposing of 

other predators, he has become a figure his audiences can overtly, rather than 

subliminally, find relatable and still be able to defend that attraction. 

     Dexter believes the destruction he has wrought is “fate,” his tendencies shaped by a 

series of abuses beginning with the trauma of watching his mother’s murder and 

continuing through his adoptive father’s vigilante agenda. On the surface, Dexter is 

presented almost as a super hero, complete with an origin story; he’s a protagonist who is 

compelled to stamp out the evil doers. Every time he kills, he is fulfilling Harry’s code 

and satisfying his dark urges, or so he was raised to believe. But underneath that is a 

narrative of a man who was once a child in pain, who was taken advantage of in 

exchange for a home and a family. Because that security was bought rather than given, as 

it should be for any child, Dexter was trained to deny his human connection to others 

through ritualistic violence, what James Gilligan would call “a self-deadening” (50). 

Every time he kills, he is reinforcing the original trauma he experienced early in life and 

further separating himself from others and the possibility of love. “The self cannot 

survive without love,” Gilligan writes. “The self starved of love dies. This is how 

violence can cause the death of the self even when it does not kill the body” (47). Part of 

this cycle of trauma involves Dexter seeking out connections with others like him, other 



 

115 

violent people, hoping that this is how he can become whole. For example, Dexter 

follows Arthur Mitchell, the Trinity Killer, someone who initially seems to manage a 

fulfilling life with a family. These attempts are doomed to fail, though. Mitchell, Dexter 

discovers, does not limit his vicious impulses to his victims but extends them to his wife 

and children who live in fear of him. Other predators Dexter reaches out to—Brian, Lila, 

Miguel, etc.—are themselves so damaged by what they have experienced and through the 

damage they create that they are unable to truly bond with anyone. According to Gilligan, 

“Violence—whatever else it may mean—is the ultimate means of communicating the 

absence of love by the person inflicting the violence” (45). This destructive cycle, 

unfortunately, only seems to prove to Dexter that his father was right and that no one can 

understand him. Dexter does not have love from others, or at least he is so unaccustomed 

to it that he doesn’t recognize love when he experiences relationships as an adult; as a 

result, he is unable to build the capacity to love himself and eventually becomes numb. 

Despite his supposed love for Rita or his sister Debra, both women end up dead as a 

consequence of their relationship to Dexter.  

     The numbness he feels is also a product of a patriarchal culture that demands men be 

unfeeling, to demonstrate strength through aggression. In The Age of Sex Crime, Caputi 

argues that “these criminals are the exemplars of phallic manliness; they are everything 

that the patriarchal culture, at root, says a man to be” (201). If masculinity demands that 

men be aggressive, then it also expects women to be submissive and forever fixed “into 

victim status” (201). This system further prizes whiteness and heteronormativity above 

all else. That’s why the serial killer—who is often white, male, and straight like Dexter—
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has ascended to the status of folk hero. Through the bodies of their victims, they 

communicate the patriarchal status quo and enact the dominance it requires. 

    And while Dexter embodies the typical characteristics of the sex killer, he also 

subverts the tropes by protecting or avenging the weak through vigilante murder. In 

particular, he preys upon child abusers, of which there are several in both the books and 

TV series, partly out of an innate sense of justice but also, perhaps unconsciously, out of 

the pain he endured from childhood abuse. For all his seemingly altruistic intentions, he 

feeds off the power he holds over others, even in his family. In the show, Rita, Lila, and 

Debra are all destroyed by Dexter’s violent need for control. Even though Dexter doesn’t 

kill her himself, Rita dies as a result of Dexter’s actions (or inaction) when he inserts 

himself in Mitchell’s life, which leads Mitchell to seek revenge by murdering Dexter’s 

wife. This conveniently occurs at the moment of Rita’s greatest development as a 

character. First introduced as a passive victim of domestic assault, Rita would only risk a 

fight to protect her children. But over the course of four seasons, she learned how to 

assert and love herself as she began to feel safe. This was inconvenient for Dexter, 

though, as his murderous hobby demands a partner who doesn’t ask questions and 

doesn’t require too much attention; Rita’s death at Mitchell’s hands therefore seems like 

a result of Dexter’s own subconscious projections for her. In the books, her demise is 

perhaps less covertly motivated by Dexter but still a result of events Dexter set in motion. 

    Lila is similarly destroyed when she slips out of Dexter’s control. A volatile and 

sensual femme fatale, she is written to represent a danger to traditional domestic life as 

her affair with Dexter threatens the stability of the home he has made with Rita. Even 

though Dexter was a willing partner in their short-lived relationship, we are meant to 
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perceive Lila as the “bad” woman, not just because of the crimes she commits but 

because of the temptations she arouses. 

   Dexter’s greatest loss, however, is Debra. She, like her brother, is a victim of Harry’s 

abuse. While Harry isolated Dexter from his humanity by training him to kill, he left 

Debra feeling as though she was never worthy of his time or attention. And just as Dexter 

sought connections with the wrong people, Debra also looked for love in the arms of men 

who were either inappropriate or emotionally absent. Her sibling relationship with Dexter 

was unfulfilling, too, in that the code demanded he remain distant from her. When she 

discovers the extent of Dexter’s crimes and is compelled to protect him by killing 

LaGuerta, a colleague, we see her humanity die as well. 

   Though their presence affects him more than he would admit and losing them brings 

him pain or anxiety, the women in Dexter’s life are still disposable. This is consistent 

with patriarchal society’s perception of women as objects. And this attitude intersects 

with various groups that are othered by ethnicity, class, sexuality, or gender identity. 

Most pop culture texts convey this through a lack of visibility or through the portrayal of 

offensive stereotypes. In both the television show and the books, for instance, gay and 

non-binary individuals are almost completely absent, despite the fact that there is a 

significant LGBTQ presence in South Florida. Besides a few characters with relatively 

little screen time, the story instead offers a subtext for homosexuality in that Dexter may 

be read as queer. His avoidance of sex, his seeming passivity in romantic relationships, 

and his general otherness are all coded as non-heteronormative. This is consistent with 

numerous queer serial killers in fiction, such as Norman Bates and Buffalo Bill, but this 

depiction inaccurately pathologizes queer identities as monstrous. 
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   People of color are afforded more visibility on the screen and on the page, but the 

portrayal is still limiting. South Florida is home to many immigrant communities, 

especially Cuban and Haitian populations, and this is somewhat reflected in the story. 

Several of the main characters—Migdia/Maria LaGuerta, Angel Batista, Doakes, and 

Vince Masuka—are people of color, and they sometimes have their own storylines and 

complicated motivations. Unfortunately, they still fall into stereotypes. The Latinx 

characters are loud and passionate, the black character is hyper-aggressive, and the Asian 

character is nerdy and sexually incapable. Dexter has a recurring love affair with Cuban 

food in the books, and Cuban music is often heard on the soundtrack of the show, but the 

people from these cultures are treated inadequately. Also, the privilege of Dexter’s 

whiteness often grants him an almost supernatural invisibility as he goes in and out of 

predominantly non-white neighborhoods undetected while stalking his prey. Better 

representation of non-white characters on the screen could be achieved by having better 

representation in the writer’s room and behind the camera. Over the course of ninety-six 

episodes, fewer than half a dozen of the Showtime series’ writers and directors were 

women or people of color. Having a variety of different voices would create more 

authentic portrayals and more meaningful storytelling. Without this, even well-

intentioned creators risk reducing their marginalized characters to stereotypes while 

heroizing only the white characters, even when they happen to be murderers.  

   Serial killers, both real and fictional, have an almost mythic status in American culture. 

Though they represent an extremely small percentage of the population, they have a 

substantial presence in the media. Hundreds of movies about serial killers have been 

released in the last decade, and Dexter is only one of several serial killer-themed shows in 
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recent history (Criminal Minds, The Following, Mindhunters, Hannibal, The Fall, Bates 

Motel, The Bridge—just to name a few). The true crime genre has also attracted the 

attention of audiences in the form of documentaries, docuseries, podcasts, and books. 

Beyond the stories themselves, though, markets for merchandise about fictional serial 

killers exist in conventional outlets. Even network web sites carry collectibles related to 

their popular series, and there are countless other products, such as artwork, offered for 

sale online. These products created from horrific fantasy have a shadow self in the world 

of murderabilia. This niche community is a microcosm for the manner in which 

American culture worships the killer—especially when he represents racial, gender, and 

economic privilege—over the victims he and popular culture systematically other. Serial 

killer fan collections, whether they be mainstream or on the margins, are a byproduct of 

American consumerism, which encourages the consumption of goods and services in 

ever-increasing quantities, regardless of whether we can afford it. The consumer 

mentality is one that prizes products over genuine experiences. And the market for 

collections makes consumers believe they can, through the endless consumption of 

materials, live vicariously through their heroes’ exploits. Serial killer artifacts, therefore, 

seem to grant the (mostly white and male) consumer a chance to be the predator, to 

possess the power the killers supposedly wield over those they consider to be weak.   

    Dexter seems to be a new figure in the genre of serial murderers, one who undermines 

the portrayal of the sex killer by preying on other killers, but he still embodies many of 

the upsetting qualities of patriarchal domination. Because of the trauma he endured as a 

child, he projects his anxieties onto those closest to him, and their lives are destroyed as a 

result. The fascination with and mythicization around serial killers like Dexter may not 
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necessarily lead to real-life violence so much as they reflect already existing violent 

attitudes about marginalized groups. Their stories, whether they are invented and 

dramatized depictions of the past, communicate whose lives matter and whose do not.  

Too often, our attention is caught by the killers while the victims remain lost from our 

memories. Though the last episode of Dexter aired in 2013 and the last book in the 

Dexter series was published in 2015, the fascination with serial killers has not abated. 

What has perhaps changed, though, is the fact that more audiences are starting to question 

and critique these subjects. The majority of true crime consumers are, surprisingly, 

women (Vicary and Fraley 81), so it’s unlikely they are on the side of the (mostly male) 

killers. According to a study by Amanda M. Vicary and R. Chris Fraley, women seem to 

be drawn to true crime at least partly due to fear of being victimized themselves. Much of 

the content involves violence against women by men, and female consumers are therefore 

more likely to identify with other women in danger. They read, listen, or watch in the 

hopes of learning something that will help them protect themselves from being harmed 

(85). This association with the victims’ standpoint may also suggest a growing 

intolerance of the serial killer as anti-hero. And while this project has allowed me to more 

carefully examine the world of Dexter, it has also compelled me to consider how I may 

have been complicit in the story I’ve been criticizing. 

          Dexter has been a part of my life ever since I came across a review of Lindsay’s 

first novel in a copy of Entertainment Weekly. It was the day after I received my Master’s 

degree. The magazine was on a table at the auto shop and I decided to flip through it 

while waiting for my car and trying to distract myself from the possibility of a bill I 

might not be able to afford. Despite my recent graduation, I would languish as an 
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underpaid adjunct professor for nearly a decade. The review caught my eye because of 

the character’s name—Dexter—which was also my late grandfather’s name. He had died 

when I was still a baby, so the name suggested to me a connection to an older generation. 

As I continued reading the review and eventually the novel, I observed several other 

similarities. The main character worked in a laboratory and specialized in blood, as did 

my mother until she retired in 2012. Dexter’s story is also set in the familiar landscape of 

South Florida, where I have lived since I was seven years old, so many of the locations 

described in the book are places I have driven by or visited countless times. Years later, I 

would even discover that the apartment building used as a filming location for the 

character’s home is located across the street from where my significant other works.  

   The world of Dexter, despite its macabre subject matter, is one that I could recognize, 

so I was delighted to see his story continue as a series and later be adapted to television. 

My friends and I devoured the episodes and became attached to the characters, even as 

the plotlines became increasingly contrived. As an academic who studies horror, I am 

especially concerned about how the genre reflects cultural fears. And as a feminist, I have 

concerns about representation of marginalized groups—whether they have visibility, 

whether their portrayals have meaning and dignity—and I believed this made me a more 

thoughtful consumer of horror literature, television, and film. This dissertation provided 

me the opportunity to critically engage with Dexter’s story in the books and Showtime 

series, to argue the horror genre’s responsibility to provide a mirror to the ugliness of 

human society. Horror texts can also emphasize, through their sensational content, the 

fragility of life and the necessity to protect it. What surprised me, though, is how I am 

participating in many of the problems of the series I was criticizing. Though my 
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dissertation denounces the tendency of audiences to embrace stories about the murderer, 

whether real or fictional, and forget their victims, I am as engaged a consumer as anyone 

else. Even though I might cringe or cry over the violence I would read about or see 

onscreen, or perhaps lose sleep from a particularly upsetting true crime book, these 

responses wouldn’t keep me from moving on to the next story. 

     For the fourth chapter, about murderabilia and the merchandising of fictional killers 

like Dexter, I was especially upset to realize how I contribute to this marketplace. While I 

would never consider buying a grisly artifact from a crime scene or a work of art from an 

actual murderer, I have bought most of the examples of Dexter merchandise described in 

this manuscript. That includes the Dexter board game, the Dexter bobblehead doll, the 

Dexter lunch box (which includes a miniature Dexter action figure, Slice of Life 

keychain, and fake plastic blood slides), and a commemorative wooden box (again, with 

fake plastic blood slides, this time in the shape of coasters). Beyond the series, I have a 

growing collection of Funko dolls from various horror stories—including Hannibal (the 

NBC show), Hellraiser, and Pan’s Labyrinth—which adorn my office bookshelves at the 

college where I teach. This was a way for me to display my love of these texts. Though I 

acknowledge there is a difference between the tokens from real-life murder and those 

from works of fiction, that barrier may sometimes be thin. The work of this dissertation 

has taught me that as my relationship with the horror genre continues, I must always 

remain conscious of the possible risks in consuming stories about violence, how they can 

wound the soul, while also remembering their lessons for how humanity must learn to 

heal. As we recover from the hatred that white patriarchal society has inflicted upon us, 

we must also actively work against projecting that pain onto others. 
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