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Slant is a film that examines the effects of society on political television programming and the impact that that programming can then have on viewershow Americans have created cynical fictional television narratives set in government, and the impact those narratives can have on peoplpe’s real world political views. All television is political in some sense, just as every action taken in a society has political implicationshas political implications, regardless of whether it takes place in government. However, scripted, explicitly political, programming has grown over the past fifteen years from a small sub-genre to a significant portion of primetime spots. Shows such aslike Scandal, House of Cards, Madame Secretary, Veep, The Wire, Homeland, Designated Survivor, and Parks and Recreation have brought the world of government and bureaucracy in to people’s living rooms in a way that was unheard of only a short time ago. While people who consume news programming and newspapers know that their media is political in nature, it is less obvious how scripted fictional programs may be impacting their real world political views. In my film, I specifically examined House of Cards (Netflix 2013-), Veep (HBO 2012-), and Parks and Recreation (NBC 2009-2015) to look at the ways they mirror the current American political climate as well as the ways they may be reinforcing that climate.	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: Now sure what you mean by this?  Just be more specific by how you’re using the term ‘society’.  Do you mean ideology, politics, who are you referring to?  As an opening sentence spell this out a little more clearly.  	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: Lay out your terms (like the first sentence).  What do you mean by political?  Actually political?  Republican/Democrat?  
My intention going in to this project was to create an engaging documentary about politics and society. My initial proposal was for a feature length film about the history of political polarization in America. Despite the fact that I had narrowed the topic down to a few “chapters,” it still proved too vast a subject to fairly cover in one film with only a year to work on it. Instead, I changed my focus to fictional media and what it can tell us about ourselves.t our current political climate. I hypothesized that fictional TV shows contribute to and exacerbate political polarization. Through examining the shows and researching the publicity and discourse that surrounds them, I found that cynicism was a more interesting and relevant topic to consider than just polarization. While polarization is one aspect of this project, there is a great deal more that can be seen through an examination of cynicism of government as a wholeThe 2016 presidential election ended with an unexpected upset; many states that had gone “blue” for Obama in 2008 and 2012 were now “red.”[footnoteRef:1] Several political analysts and organizations  postulated that Donald Trump’s win “may have happened in part because of apathy toward Hillary Clinton’s candidacy, especially among the Democratic base.”[footnoteRef:2] It is possible that low voter turn out in these swing states could be due to cynicism, mistrust in politicians and their motives..	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: Was that because cynicism come up frequently in your research?  Was this a result of the Trump election?  Be specific.   [1:  Michael D. Regan, "What Does Voter Turnout Tell Us about the 2016 Election?" PBS, November 20, 2016, , accessed April 26, 2018, https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/voter-turnout-2016-elections.]  [2:  Ibid.] 

Is this a particularly cynical time in American history? This is the question I asked everybody I interviewed. It is a broad question to start a conversation, but it garnered interesting and varied responses from all of my participants. Out of seven interviews, six responded that yes, this is a particularly cynical time in America. This is backed up by various studies and polling. In 2015 the Pew Research Center found that only 19% of Americans “trust the federal government to do what is right always or most of the time.”[footnoteRef:3] The same survey found that it is not just the government as a whole that Americans are cynical aboutof, 74% said that elected officials “don’t care about what people think,” compared to 55% in 2000.[footnoteRef:4] Cynicism about politicians is not new, confidence in the government has been falling since the 1970s. Between 1964 and 1996 the percentage of people who said they trust the government to do what is right plunged from 76% to 32%.[footnoteRef:5] When citizens do not feel that politicians care about what people think, they are cynical of the people who make up our system of government. Citizens who do not trust their government to do the right thing are cynical of the system’s motives and intentions.	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: You’re conflating cynicism with lack of trust, or not caring.  How are you defining the term?  What’s the accepted understanding of the term? [3:  Samantha Smith, "6 Key Takeaways About How Americans View Their Government," Pew Research Center, November 23, 2015, , accessed April 26, 2018, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/11/23/6-key-takeaways-about-how-americans-view-their-government/.]  [4:  Ibid.]  [5:  Stephen Bennet, Staci Rhine, Richard Flickinger, and Linda Bennett, ""Video Malaise" Revisited: Public Trust in the Media and Government," The Harvard International Journal of Press/Politics 4, no. 4 (1999): 8, https://muse.jhu.edu/.
] 

This decline in trust cannot be attributed to any one source. Many point to Watergate and the Vietnam War as the instigators of the continuing decline, and the constant coverage of these events in the media is intrinsically tied to them. In my interviews with Anthony Gierzynski and Michael Correia, they both pointed to Watergate as a moment that changed public opinion on government, describing it as a watershed moment. The overwhelming negative press that these events garnered has had a lasting impact not only on how the public viewed government, but also what they expect from their media. In one analysis that attempted to decipher this relationship between media and politics the authors concluded that “perceptions of the media are linked with perceptions of government. Their fortunes have declined together.”[footnoteRef:6] 	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: It?	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: What was happening with media that would have caused this lack of trust?  I don’t know if you go into this but you might want to mention Reagan’s destruction of the Fairness doctrine and the rise of Fox News.   [6:  Bennett, 16.] 

It is in this era of marked decline in public trust of government, high consumption of various forms of media, and the so called “Golden Age of Television,”[footnoteRef:7] that we find a plethora of scripted political dramas and comedies. The West Wing (NBC, 1999-2006)[footnoteRef:8], which aired between 1999 and 2006 followed the lives of the President of the United States (POTUS) and his most important staffers. In “Watching Politics: The Representation of Politics in Primetime Television Drama,” Audun Engelstad examines The West Wing’s real world effects:	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: Identify network and years on air (Fox, 1991-1997).  [7:  Alex Suskind, "It's the Golden Age of TV. And Writers Are Reaping the Rewards and Paying the Toll.," The New York Times, August 18, 2017, , accessed April 26, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/18/arts/television/its-the-golden-age-of-tv-and-writers-are-paying-the-toll.html.]  [8:  "The West Wing (TV Series 1999–2006)," IMDb, , accessed April 27, 2018, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0200276/.] 

There is little doubt that The West Wing helped re-shape American television viewers’ perceptions about politics. During the 2000 election campaign, you could see “Bartlet for President” stickers on cars. One poll actually asked respondents how they would vote had Bartlet run for president. It is tempting, perhaps, to attribute such phenomena to mere nonsense or to lacking competence in distinguishing reality from fiction. However, many Americans may sense that the real presidents and White House staff do not possess the kind of respect for their office and commitment to ideals expressed by President Bartlet and his staff in the fictional West Wing.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Audun Engelstad, "Watching Politics: The Representation of Politics in Primetime Television Drama," Nordicom Review 29, no. 2 (2008): 312-313, accessed April 26, 2018, http://www.nordicom.gu.se/sites/default/files/kapitel-pdf/269_engelstad.pdf.] 


The success of The West Wing opened the door for future political dramas, it demonstrated that partisan politics could exist successfully in a primetime spot. It is also a straightforward example of the conflation of real life and fictional governments. The show, which was based firmly in real world political discourse, seen perhaps most clearly in season one with the episode “Mandatory Minimums,”[footnoteRef:10] also notably used Bill Clinton’s Press Secretary and a member of Jimmy Carter’s polling team as consultants. The show’s creator, Aaron Sorkin, was said to have communicated with White House staffers regularly for new plot ideas and feedback.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  ""The West Wing" Mandatory Minimums (TV Episode 2000)," IMDb, accessed April 26, 2018, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0745655/.]  [11:  Engelstad, 311.] 

This effort Sorkin put in  to making the show as realistic as possible cannot be overlooked. In the 1988 paper “Perceived Reality in Television Effects Research,” W. James Potter poses the question, “Does a message that reflects reality (or is perceived to be real) affect viewers differently than a message that is fantasy (or is perceived to be unreal)?”[footnoteRef:12] While he examined violence on television as opposed to politics, there was evidence that those who believed television to be an accurate depiction of reality were more likely to believe that there were rising homicides in the United States.[footnoteRef:13] Slant touches on the perceived reality of political shows a number of times. It is one of the most obvious questions first thoughts viewers have, the innate question these shows raise, “Is that what it’s really like?” One article that classified TV shows in to various genres found, “The series in [the political fiction] cluster also score high on the degree of realism… this cluster contains realistic references on all indicators,” according to audiences.[footnoteRef:14] This means that political shows are perceived as especially realistic by viewers.Shows that are perceived by the public as realistic appear to be more likely to influence actual political opinions of viewers, we can look at this through the use of transportation theory.	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: Awkward phrasing. [12:  W. James Potter, "Perceived Reality in Television Effects Research," Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media 32, no. 1 (1988): 33, accessed April 26, 2018, http://web.b.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=4&sid=98a23e08-9ad0-47ff-bc62-0da493dfbcee@pdc-v-sessmgr01.]  [13:  Ibid., 35-36.]  [14:  Christiane Eilders and Cordula Nitsch, "Politics in Fictional Entertainment: An Empirical Classification of Movies and TV Series," International Journal of Communication 9 (2015): 1571, accessed April 26, 2018, http://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/viewFile/3532/1386.] 


Transportation theory can be used as a way to understand how political television shows maycan be perceived as especially realistic and immerse viewers in a similar, but fabricated, reality where they are “transported,” meaning they “identify with a character… seeing the character’s perspective as one’s own, to share his or her existence.”[footnoteRef:15] In short, viewers are more likely to be transported in to worlds they can identify with, whose characters they relate to. Particularly with shows that use direct address to the audience, or break the fourth wall, as is the case in House of Cards and Parks and Recreation, viewers will literally feel as though the characters are talking to them and inviting them in to the narrative. Alexandra Manoliu, a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Montreal, conducted a survey on The West Wing and House of Cards, and their effects on people’s cynicism. Manoliu found that, “With each Frank Underwood monologue about manipulation and corruption, viewers slowly begin to doubt real-life politics and consider real politicians as self-serving individuals who will do anything to win.”[footnoteRef:16]	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: You have several of these—search in to and make sure it’s not supposed to be into.   [15:  M. C. Green, Timothy C. Brock, and Geoff F. Kaufman, "Understanding Media Enjoyment: The Role of Transportation Into Narrative Worlds," Communication Theory 14, no. 4 (2004): 319, accessed April 26, 2018, doi:10.1093/ct/14.4.311.]  [16:  "House of Cards Can Make You Cynical," UdeMNouvelles, November 29, 2016, , accessed April 26, 2018, http://nouvelles.umontreal.ca/en/article/2016/11/29/house-of-cards-can-make-you-cynical/.] 

From my research it would appear that House of Cards and The West Wing are the two most studied political shows. The West Wing has been around for twenty years, giving researchers ample time to study its effects, and House of Cards has been so well renowned by critics, and of course is readily available on Netflixis a critically acclaimed big budget drama, nominated for nine Emmy awards in its first season[footnoteRef:17], and of course is readily available to viewers on Netflix, making it an obvious choice for analysis. Why then, did I choose to examine House of Cards, Veep, and Parks and Recreation in Slant? Firstly, they all overlap, covering the same approximate eras. Parks and Recreation premiered in 2009, Veep in 2012, and House of Cards in 2013.[footnoteRef:18][footnoteRef:19][footnoteRef:20] All three shows take place specifically in the realm of elections and elected office. Scandal, which takes place in Washington, D.C. and stars several politicians, is really about a group of “problem solving lawyers,” not actual government officials.[footnoteRef:21] The same can be said for Homeland and The Wire.  Madame Secretary and Designated Survivor have smaller followings and aren’t as critically acclaimed as the shows I chose. [footnoteRef:22] [footnoteRef:23]	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: Provide studio and dates of broadcast.  [17:  "House of Cards (U.S. TV Series)," Wikipedia, April 27, 2018, , accessed April 27, 2018, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/House_of_Cards_(U.S._TV_series).]  [18:  "Parks and Recreation (TV Series 2009–2015)," IMDb, , accessed April 26, 2018, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1266020/.]  [19:  "Veep (TV Series 2012– )," IMDb, , accessed April 26, 2018, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1759761/.]  [20:  "House of Cards (TV Series 2013– )," IMDb, , accessed April 26, 2018, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1856010/.]  [21:  "Scandal (TV Series)," Wikipedia, accessed April 26, 2018, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scandal_(TV_series).]  [22:  "Madam Secretary (TV Series 2014– )," IMDb, , accessed April 26, 2018, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt3501074/.]  [23:  "Designated Survivor (TV Series 2016– )," IMDb, , accessed April 26, 2018, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt5296406/?ref_=nv_sr_1.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]More importantly then what the other shows don no’t have, I should elaborate on what is special about the three that I analyzed. To me, they offer different takes on government work, not necessarily on a straight continuum of least to most cyniccynical or realisticism, rather they showcase various facets of cynicism. House of Cards is obviously a dark show, both in its visuals and its narrative. It is a bleak take on power and those who abuse it. Veep has some of that same sense of “the ends justify the means,” but without the exaggerated murders and blackmail. It shows more types of politicians and staffers. The characters are not all the dedicated and fast paced workers from The West Wing, nor are they the somber and serious elected officials on House of Cards. They are all their own breed of “political animals,” as Julia Louis Dreyfus, the star of the show, put it in one interview.[footnoteRef:24] All of the characters have their own reasons for being in the political world, but none of them are interested in actual public servicefor the good of the United States, hence the cynicism about their goals and motives.	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: I would take a minute again to really define cynicism and how it works.  Ground this in some academic research on cynicism.   [24:  "Julia Louis-Dreyfus Had A Long Talk With Joe Biden," CBS, accessed April 26, 2018, https://www.cbs.com/shows/the-late-show-with-stephen-colbert/video/26BFC4F3-708D-6F6C-FB4E-405755384B13/julia-louis-dreyfus-had-a-long-talk-with-joe-biden/.] 

Where then does Parks and Recreation fall in to these various schemas of political shows? It is not a program that necessarily comes to mind immediately when one thinks about political television. To me, it may be the most interesting to study in terms of cynicism, because on the surface, its message is generally optimistic and upbeat. Following the lives of people in local government, in a small city in Indiana no less, is a far cry from the antics at the White House or Capitol Building. However, a few things stand out to me about the show that demonstrate implicit covert cynicism. The first is that by the end of the series almost none of the main characters have remained in government jobs. By season seven most have moved iinton to the private sector, one starting a building company, another going in to real estate, another opening a restaurant, and two working for non-profits.[footnoteRef:25] The show doesn’t make government an enticing place of work. [25:  ""Parks and Recreation" One Last Ride: Part 2 (TV Episode 2015)," IMDb, accessed April 26, 2018, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt3748226/.] 

Another important point to make is the prominence of real world politicians within the narrative of the show. The main character, Leslie Knope, has a known crush on the Vice President Joe Biden. She also meets a personal hero of hers, Michelle Obama, and becomes good friends with Madeleiiene Albright.[footnoteRef:26] Parks and Recreation, though a goofy sitcom, manages to create a strong sense of political reality, one that can potentially influence those who view the show, by completely conflating the fictional political world with our real one. There is no line to be drawn between what happens in Pawnee on the show and real world issues in Washington. Cory Booker, Kristen Gillibrand, Orrin Hatch, and John McCain also make guest star appearances on the show.[footnoteRef:27] This is a leap from Aaron Sorkin’s off camera talks with White House staffers to get The West Wing as close to reality as he could; , Parks and Recreation brings the politicians right on screen. The shows cynicism comes from the fact that very few people, essentially only Leslie and her husband Ben, are interested in doing any work within this real world government the writers have created. [26:  “"Parks and Recreation" Ms. Ludgate-Dwyer Goes to Washington (TV Episode 2015)," IMDb, accessed April 26, 2018, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt3785534/.]  [27:  "Parks and Recreation" Ms. Ludgate-Dwyer Goes to Washington (TV Episode 2015).] 

While people watching any of these shows might deny that they find them in any way realistic, after all Parks and Recreation has several episodes that star a miniature horse named Lil Sebastian, their implicit feelings about government are nonetheless changed. So why exactly are all of these shows, save The West Wing, overwhelmingly negative in nature? One article explains that simply, “If we want to pinpoint what was going on socially, culturally and politically at any given moment looking to the kinds of shows that appear on television isn’t the worst way to do it,” or that TV can be used as a kind of “time capsule,” for public opinion.[footnoteRef:28] Washington has always been a source of inspiration to writers, but in recent years the number of shows has exploded, with several bthere are about eight big budget D.C. shows airing right now.[footnoteRef:29] Could one reason be that “people like the sleaze…antiheros have been hot for years, and Washington is full of promising real-life inspirations..”[footnoteRef:30] Or perhaps a better explanation is offered by Gregory Frame in his article “’The Real Thing’: Election Campaigns and The Question of Authenticity in American Film and Television.” In it he explains that:	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: What evidence do you have for this?  Cite sources.   [28:  Stephanie Marcus, "Political Dramas Are Suffering In The Trump Era," The Huffington Post, May 30, 2017, accessed April 26, 2018, https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/trump-political-dramas_us_592cff26e4b0df57cbfcf211.]  [29:  T. A. Frank, "America's Least-Favorite City Has Become Television's Favorite Subject," The New Republic, November 25, 2013, accessed April 26, 2018, https://newrepublic.com/article/115690/washington-tv-politics-scandal-homeland-veep.]  [30:  Ibid.] 

…as the media’s influence on the electoral process has developed, the desire for authenticity has become more fevered as the possibility of its realization has grown more distant. By comparing fictional candidates in cinema and television with “real-world” developments in the political process, [I have] demonstrated the ways in which popular culture has functioned as a crucial site of critique in response to this relationship, chronicling an attitude that grew considerably more pessimistic from the 1970s to the 1990s.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Gregory Frame, "“The Real Thing”: Election Campaigns and The Question of Authenticity in American Film and Television," Journal of American Studies 50, no. 3 (2016): 776, accessed April 26, 2018, https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/EFD154C51AEA64AF9302810D9B636338/S0021875815000651a.pdf/real_thing_election_campaigns_and_the_question_of_authenticity_in_american_film_and_television.pdf.] 


Frame grapples with the feigned authenticity offered by scripted television shows, the fruitless efforts writers will go to in order to make their show the most realistic, and argues that these shows are not depictions of real world politics, but rather a reflection of our perception of real world politics. These fictional governments are able to “sidestep the complexities of real politics,” and in doing so create a naïve and uninformed version of the ways governments actually function. [footnoteRef:32] In most of these shows drama, comedy, and plot take precedence over accuracy. 	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: What does he conclude that our perception of real world politics is?   [32:  Frame, 777.] 

	Engelstad in his analysis tackles a similar point, asking, “Is it really possible to credibly present political processes and issues in a television series without compromising the need for action and plot in a drama?”[footnoteRef:33] Programs will always exaggerate, cherry picking the worst of the worst scenarios to showcase for viewers, for the sake of narratives. The writers, whether they aknowledgeknow it or not, can only show us their personal worldview, their idea of what politics is, not what it truly exists. This does not alter the fact that viewers will then perceive shows as accurate or authentic. Instead it adds a layer to this dynamic between reality, the creator, and the viewer. Shows that work to mimic reality to some degree, and are then perceived as realistic by those watching, are likely to increase cynicism, due to their realistic status. This then becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. A society inundated with cynical TV shows will not believe in an optimistic show and will create more cynical TV.[footnoteRef:34]	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: Are there legitimate reasons why people might be cynical about politics?   [33:  Engelstad, 311.]  [34:  Kees Brants et al., "The Real Spiral of Cynicism? Symbiosis and Mistrust between Politicians and Journalists," International Journal of Press/Politics 15, no. 1 (2010): 26, accessed April 26, 2018, doi:DOI: 10.1177/1940161209351005.] 

	A “spiral of cynicism,” is described in one study that examined the relationship between journalists and politicians. Politicians had negative views of the press, thinking they would do anything for a story, and the press believed that politicians make promises they cannot keep.[footnoteRef:35] This relationship between journalists and elected officials creates an applicable scenario to my proposed relationship between fiction and politicians. To demonstrate this idea in a documentary I worked followed a number of steps to create a coherent and effective story.In Slant I attempt to demonstrate this concept by working through analyses of my chosen shows and   juxtaposing clips from the shows themselves, interviews with their creators, and interviews with the different experts I was able to interview.	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: Awkward-  rephrase.   [35:  Ibid., 34.] 

	After forming my hypothesis about scripted TV shows and their impact on polarization I began watching footage. I worked my way through much of House of Cards, and all of Parks and Recreation and Veep. I also sought out clips and footage about the shows, their actors, creators, and fans to use as B-roll for my final product. My intention was always to make a film without any scripted narration, so I knew I would be relying on interviews and B-roll to create a story. Personally, I feel that narration in documentaries, though sometimes necessary, can be excessive, and does not allow viewers to form their own opinions. Montage has the “capacity to make visible connections between things and events and draw connections which had always been there but had not been made explicit.”[footnoteRef:36] My goal for Slant was to form a web of connections and associations between related ideas so that viewers could draw what they want out of the film. My point of view is clear, but the film leaves viewers the option to agree or disagree. [36:  Antonia Majaca and Eyal Sivan, "Montage Against All Odds," in Documentary Across Disciplines (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press) 195-196.] 

I eventually came to the idea of cynicism after finishing my re-watchviewing of Parks and Recreation. By the finale I was cynical about the abilities of people working in a bureaucracy and the limits of those in elected office. Working my way through interviews about these shows, I began to sense a pattern. The idea of realism popped up constantly in my search. This almost always came from the side of the creators and, those who were a part of making the show, as opposed to politicians. I also began to ponder the idea of the intent of creators. Beau Willimon, the original writer and showrunner of House of Cards, stated in an interview that “politics is not actually what concerns me… power, that’s what I’m really interested in.”[footnoteRef:37] I pose the question, does it matter what the creators intended for their show when analyzing them? Regardless of what the writers intended their programs to be about, people will watch and interpret them in their own ways. How viewers make sense of political TV is at the heart of Slant, not the underlying message creators are trying to get across.	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: Explain who Willimon is…credits	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: If you had the time, you could use Darnell Hunt’s essay on Encoding/Decoding for this…. [37:  BAFTA Guru, October 19, 2016, , accessed April 26, 2018, http://guru.bafta.org/file/“all-writing-is-political”-house-of-cards-writer-beau-willimon-discusses-his-career.] 

I decided to interview people with knowledge of the TV shows I wanted to focus on, as well as ideally some form of expertise about politics or television analysis. I interviewed Anthony Gierzynski, a political science professor who has conducted studies on cynicism as it relates to House of Cards and Jason Mittell, a professor of media culture, and knowledgeable viewer of all three shows. I went on to interview a number of political players. Michael Correia, a lobbyist, Nicholas Barbash, a congressional staffer, and William Washington, a campaign supervisor. Due to the fact that I am from Washington, D.C. I was able to get in touch with these professionals through networking. Unfortunately, I was unable to use the last interview due to technical difficulties with the sound. Finally, I was able to interview Jeremy Holm, an actor from House of Cards, who was valuable in giving me insight in to the culture behind the scenes of the show, and the ways those who create it view their work. I would have liked to conduct more interviews with a wider vareiety of people, but unfortunately I was limited by who was available, responded to my emails, and lived in close proximity to Burlington.	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: You might want to mention how you got into contact w/ these political players since they seem fairly random.  	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: You might want to also mention that you had a more diverse group of potential interviewees but that they were not available.  
	I sorted through all of the interviews I conducted to find a narrative, common themes in all of the answers, or important points each person made. My interview questions varied by who I was speaking to; my goal was to play to people’s strengths to get the best responses. It worked out well and I was able to piece together a narrative based on the feedback and knowledge in the interviews. I was grateful that I was able to have a real conversation with each person who participated in Slant, so I was able to capture natural, unscripted, responses to each question. In order to make the film, I had to dissect each interview and find clips that matched the message of the person speaking, or added to it in some way. I structured the film in a similar manor to an essay. There is an introduction that presents the idea of cynicicm in the American political climate. I then move on to a brief discussion of Benson and The West Wing, precursor shows to the boom of political dramas of the 2010s. I then work through the three shows I analyzed, House of Cards, Veep, and Parks and Recreation, demonstrating their different takes on political systems. I concluded with messages about how these shows may effect viewers, and how people often misunderstand the political process and the dangers their misconceptions can hold.	Comment by Sarah Nilsen: You might want to add a little here about how you ended up structuring the film.  How did you decide what to focus on in all the clips you collected and how to build your argument with those clips and interviews.  
In the era of Donald Trump’s presidency, political TV may take a turn, reflecting something other than disillusionment. Shonda Rhimes, the creator behind Scandal, admitted in an interview that they may have to change the planned ending of the show, that “You can always tell any horror story you want to when the light is on. But now the lights are off, and now I think people don’t want to watch horror stories, they want you to light a candle somewhere.”[footnoteRef:38] In my interview with the actor Jeremy Holm, he echoed this sentiment, that the show House of Cards would have trouble keeping up with reality. These are especially bleak points of view, to go so far as to say the lights have been turned off, to imply that this is as bad as it gets. However, the reaction by those in the television industry, that perhaps it is now time to move away from horror stories and murdering politicians, to more optimistic and fulfilling narratives gives me hope. Fewer cynical and exaggerated TV shows could have a positive impact on the way people see their government. [38:  Marcus, "Political Dramas Are Suffering In The Trump Era."] 

Slant weaves together the history of cynicism, the roots of political TV shows, the idea of reality or lack thereof, and the function TV serves for reflecting society, and the impact that shows can then have on society. More than anything, what the documentary is missing is a call to action. While the clip of Obama encouraging people to vote towards the end of the film is one piece of a solution to the issues I raise, the reality of the most recent presidential election looms at the end. Issues of low voter turnout, gerrymandering, polarization, disenfranchisement, and anti-establishmentarianism all come to mind with the image of Donald Trump’s swearing in ceremony and the voice over narration concluding that cynicism “can be a danger for a democratic society.”[footnoteRef:39] This conclusion is not an uplifting one, but that is not the point of the film. The goal was to raise awareness to the messages and effects media can have, and the ways in which we can analyze it and learn about ourselves and our political system. Perhaps some time in the near future we will see a new era of political television in which politicians are not completely corrupt and the system is working.th saving. [39:  "On Cynicism with Anthony Gierzynski," interview by author, February 20, 2018.] 
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