City University of New York (CUNY)
CUNY Academic Works

Capstones Craig Newmark Graduate School of Journalism

12-31-2014

Dead Women and White Men: Why Are Today’s Hit Noir Shows
Still Stuck in the Gender/ Race Politics of the ‘40s and ‘50s?

Zainab Akande

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!

More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/gj_etds/13

Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu

This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY).
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu












Meanwhile, female roles have undoubtedly become more multifaceted, but many are
still stilted by gendered tropes. To exemplify, we’ll look into three contemporary,
ongoing TV shows.

The critically acclaimed HBO series, “True Detective,” stars Detective Rust Cohle
(Matthew McConaughey) and Marty Hart (Woody Harrelson)—two white men.

Inherently neo-noir, the gloomy swamps of Louisiana set the stage for the 17-year
saga of the Cohle and Hart’s hunt for a serial killer. The story is told through
flashbacks of the past intercut with present and interwoven with modern day
narration from the older, jaded detectives themselves. The only people of color and
consequence on the show are detectives Maynard Gilbough (Michael Potts) and
Thomas Papania (Tory Kittles), who interrogate the Cohle and Hart in the modern
day timeline. Both black men, their roles are secondary and are only relevant in
relation to their white counterparts and their appearances on the show. They are
also unremarkable. They have no real character development and merely serve
utilitarian role in advancing the plot.

Detectives Maynard Gilbough and Thomas Papania from HBO'’s “True Detective.”
Courtesy of Cultjer.com.

What makes this especially damning is the fact that with the show’s established
popularity, it had the opportunity to break the mold in terms of casting for the
second season.

Before Colin Farrell, Rachel McAdams, Taylor Kitsch and Vince Vaughn were
announced as leads for season two, fan casting and speculation mashed up dream




teams such as Idris Elba and Chiwetel Ejifor and Winona Ryder with Elizabeth Moss.
Though many women were proposed, they were all white.

As Chris Rock noted in an essay for The Hollywood Reporter, “Literally everyone in
town was up for that part, unless you were black...I never heard anyone go ‘Is it
going to be Amy Adams or Gabrielle Union?’ for that show.”

The few women who do appear are marginalized and degraded. There are no female
police officers but there are dead prostitutes. Hart has mistresses. The serial killer of
the series has an affair with his half-sister. The female victim’s corpse of the first
episode is nude, branded and left rotting in the sun.

Hart’s family life falls apart when his wife Maggie (Michelle Monaghan) sleeps with
Cohle after discovering her husband’s return to infidelity. Until that moment, which
takes place in the sixth episode of the eight episode series, Maggie’s role is minor
and she’s presented as a nurturing motherly figure good: (the classic noir archetype
of the ‘good’ woman), but she turns into a vengeful seductress in femme fatale
fashion. Her latent sexuality and friendly banter with Cohle reaches a fever pitch in a
clichéd and terribly petty manner. Furthermore, when Cohle blames Maggie for
seducing him, she accepts the accusation rather than acknowledging that it takes
two to tango in the sack. By the end of its debut season, while a crime is solved, no
justice is served for the misogynist crimes that accompany the lack of agency for the
women of “True Detective.”

In contrast, “House of Cards” presents a more complex view of women in the world
of Washington D.C. politics—a world where backstabbing and crime are essential to
running the country.

The most nuanced and contrasted performances from the show come from Claire
Underwood (Robin Wright), the wife of the white antihero male lead, Frank
Underwood (Kevin Spacey) and budding journalist Zoe Barnes (Kate Mara) with
whom Frank has a calculated affair. Claire is a 215t century power woman—
successful, without children and CEO of a nonprofit charity. Her physical appearance
does well in conveying as much.

She is middle aged with short blonde hair, a trendy yet conservative sense of fashion
with wisdom and grace under fire that comes with age. With such traits, it would be
easy to write her off as untouchable ice-queen, but there’s an edge of softness to her
character provided through her domestic interactions with Frank in the confines of
their home. Her humanity and complexity as a flawed character spring forth from
her extramarital affair, struggles against menopause and her history as a harrowing
rape victim. She is a well-written female character, not defined by a singular trope.

In contrast, Zoe is young and presents as more traditionally feminine—with long,
brown hair. She has aspirations of getting ahead in her profession at any price, no
matter how ethically dubious, going as far as using her sexuality to her advantage by



sleeping with Frank in order gain exclusives and become a prominent journalist.
From this standpoint, she and Claire are alike but their divergence comes from their
differences in strength. Despite her vulnerabilities, Claire is a steady pillar—while
Zoe wavers.

Claire Underwood (top image) and Zoe Barnes (bottom image) from Netflix’s “House of Cards.”
Courtesy of Feminspire.com and Videogum.com.

The narrative of the naive, young woman being in awe of and exploited by the older,
more powerful man is an old trope. Further insulting Zoe’s character, is that her
death used to fuel to the anguish of her male lover, Lucas Goodwin (Sebastian
Arcelus) and continue his storyline.



