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Introduction: Positioning Oneself Toward Feeling 

Mythologies around love and romance have long structured our comprehension of 

intimacy and connection. Love is probably one of the first emotions we made aware of, it is 

positioned as the thing that binds together the family, that is the reason for being brought 

into the world. Romantic love in particular is set as the creator of families, the reason for 

procreation and marriage. Love as an emotion has shifted into a fantastical realm where it 

is the reason behind our very creation, it is a nice thing to think we are born because of 

love. Love holds both status as an emotion and as a structure. I understand love, the felt 

emotion to be shaped by Love, the product of social and cultural power systems and 

hegemony which arranges our relationships. The latter is the piece I am most interested in, 

the ways that love has become co opted as a means to structure and regulate relationships, 

inextricably tied with sexuality and social position. Is it possible to salvage love from the 

webs of power it is caught in? What will we get if we try? 

The narratives oflove and romance disseminated throughout the world have long 

been reliant on heterosexuality. In contemporary times we see heterosexual love 

constantly represented on our screens, reflecting the norms and structures of the everyday. 

No form of media has attempted to represent the everyday like reality TV. Game shows and 

talk shows have existed as forms of real person television for decades, but the conception 

of reality TV as a genre began with MTV's The Real World in 1992. The idea was as simple 

as it was cheap. Gather together a group of young people, put them in a house with nothing 

else to do and bottomless alcohol, and film everything. The stars of the show were 



everyday people, no actors or unions attached mandating how much they could work or 

how they could be treated. 

By the early 2000s, reality TV of all kinds were emerging from different networks, 

from family based drama shows such as Wife Swap (2004) and Super Nanny (2004) to 

competition shows like Survivor (2000), The Amazing Race (2001) and American Idol 

(2002). The success of these early competition shows caused the genre to multiply on a 

vast scale, with huge numbers of competition based reality shows airing in 2003 and 2004, 

many of which continue today such as Project Runway (2004), America's Next Top Model 

(2004), and Dancing With The Stars (2004). Besides reality shows that centered celebrity 

life as an object of fascination, many shows angled themselves as a fast track to success for 

normal people either in certain fields or for stardom overall. Careers were made for 

personalities such as Tiffany Pollard from Flavor of Love (2006), and idol contestants like 

Kelly Clarkson, Carrie Underwood, and Jennifer Hudson. 

The Bachelor franchise emerged out of this reality TV frenzie; It was based off of a 

show that had previously been on TV, Who Wants to Marry a Multi-Millionaire? where 

multiple women competed for a rich man's affection 1. The Bachelor departed from this idea 

only slightly, as the men in the bachelor role still had to hold some form of legitimate 

desirability; the premise of the show was to bring together 20-30 single women to vy for a 

man's affection, and each week he would decide which women he wanted to keep for 

another week by giving them a rose, and those without a rose would be eliminated from the 

show. The first season of The Bachelor aired in 2002 on ABC with bachelor Alex Michel and 

The Bachelorette followed as an identically structured spin off airing in 2003, with 

1 Kavka,108 



bachelorette Trista Sutter, a runner up from Alex's season. The creation of The Bachelorette 

lead to a lasting connection between the two shows, as a contestant who was left 

heartbroken by the previous season of the bachelor could find redemption and love 

through being chosen as the bachelorette. Once popularity of the bachelorette took off, the 

role of bachelor was chosen from losing contestants of a Bachelorette season. This allows 

the show to position those in either the bachelor or bachelorette role in a redemption are, 

where the audience follows their journey from heartbreak to true love. 

As an adaptation of Millionaire, The Bachelor became a first of its in the realm of 

reality TV. Rather than a celebrity or rich person searching for love it was an eligible 

bachelor that happened to still be single. Continuing the wave of new forms of reality TV 

that emerged such as Survivor, a competition show that tested the ability of real people to 

survive on a deserted island, both shows combined the game show element of completing 

tasks and being rewarded, but with the social drama that comes with everyday interaction. 

Competition reality shows like America's Next Top Model or American Idol mimic a form of 

competition for work, where the 'winner' would receive not only a reality TV title but proof 

that they "have what it takes" to survive in that career and gain recognition for their talent. 

The set of stakes for both Survivor and The Bachelor franchise are significantly higher, but 

the actions themselves do not take any particular talents or skills. Anyone can attempt to 

survive if they really had to, anyone can "have what it takes" to fall in love if they truly 

want to. The Real World method of conducting reality TV was taken up by these 

competition-based shows through requiring that contestants live in the same house 

throughout filming. Living in close quarters with the very people you're meant to compete 

with offers both heat to the competition and layered social drama. Elimination of 



contestants takes on an entirely new meaning as it holds weight not only for the 

competition, but significance for individual friendships and overall living dynamics. 

The Bachelor franchise also differed from any form of dating show that existed 

before it. The structure of television dating shows stemmed from The Dating Game, which 

first aired in 1965 on ABC. The Dating Game had a simple structure, one contestant picks a 

person to go on a date with based on their answers to a slew of questions. This format was 

mimicked by many other dating shows for years to come, such as Matchmaker (1987-

1988), Studs (1991-1993), Personals (1991-1992), Night Games (1991-1992) and Bzzz! 

(1996-1997), 2which all relied on correct answers to questions to win a date or come closer 

to your match. Other than fascination with matching perfect strangers and the satisfying 

awkwardness of a first date, these shows played with the hilarity of identifying a possible 

mate from a total stranger. The Bachelor departed from this lighthearted game show 

format and mirrored more of the seriousness of competition shows like Survivor. With the 

focus on finding love rather than just a date, but keeping the system of elimination based 

competition, The Bachelor created an entirely new form of dating show. 

Reality TV as a subject of study has often been glossed over as a low-grade form of 

media, one that tells us little about a political life or experience of a population. It brings up 

an important question of does reality TV matter? As a frequent consumer of all kinds of 

reality TV during its peak years, the thought that it truly mattered to a larger 

understanding of my life was never the reason why I tuned in. In my own personal 

consumption I've absorbed season after season of America's Next Top Model, Project 

Runway, Jersey Shore, Catfish, Teen Mom, Teen Mom 2, 16 and Pregnant, Wife Swap, My Super 

2 Cormier, 2016 



Sweet 16, Extreme Makeover Home Edition, The Biggest Loser, The Hills, Parental Control, 

Punk'd, Real Housewives of New Jersey, and countless others. The catalog of my own reality 

TV viewership feels staggering. I try not to think about the amount of hours drained away 

in front of a television screen. What made me and millions of others invest so much time 

into reality TV? What traces has it left on my brain? Perhaps for preservation of my own 

understanding of self, I hesitate to think I've consumed all this content for no reason or 

simply because it was on. The sheer speed of production of reality TV suggests that 

something constantly pulls people back to this genre. 

Positionality 

The first time I watched The Bachelorette was the summer of 2018. In all my reality 

TV experience I had never been drawn to it, I much preferred the casual chaos of Jersey 

Shore. The initial detail I knew about the show was that those who participated took the 

process very seriously. The framing of the show was to find true love, and the people on the 

show verbally affirmed they were there for that reason only. Besides the tear-jerking and 

heartwarming variety such as Queer Eye and Extreme Makeover Home Edition, I didn't 

understand how contestants could take seriously their relationships when on a reality TV 

program. I came around to watching it through a friend telling me parts of it were actually 

funny, that it was a glimpse into a world of dating I would never experience. Something 

about the overwhelming first night, a blur of suits and male faces, mostly white, very 

similar looking with interchangeable names made me laugh; Maybe because it was meant 

to represent the status of dating life for straight women, or maybe it was watching the 

attempts to awkwardly make a connection. 



I was immediately interested in how the show could so clearly be in a polyamorous 

format but keep legitimacy, monogamy and marriage as its defining pillars. It seemed like 

contestants, and the bachelorette herself, existed in a reality where multiple relationships 

could exist simultaneously, all hold a similar level of seriousness (ie, not casual flings) and 

still uphold the limitations of monogamy. It astounded me how something so clearly non

monogamous remained well within the lines of the heterosexual gendered couple striving 

toward marriage. In being an outsider to heterosexuality, these dynamics seemed stark, 

what I understood as a non-normative relationship was being presented to me as the 

perfect process to find love in an ideal heterosexual mate. In my own understanding of 

straight maleness, I was predisposed to thinking of heterosexual masculinity as contrary to 

emotional expression, and while watching a show designed to present an ideal man, I 

assumed a stoic, protective prince charming was all I would get. But the masculinities 

presented and performed by some of the men were vulnerable and caring; they wanted to 

know how the bachelorette was feeling about the process, they commended her ability to 

make tough decisions for the sake of her heart. These were men who would cry, express 

their fears, ask for help. At the same time that I saw the contestants talking themselves out 

of non-normativity, the men engaged emotionally in a way that was more purposefully 

non-normative. I began to see the roots of heterosexuality and essentialized gender were 

far deeper and more complex than I originally thought. 

I started to pay close attention to the role that emotion played in the function of the 

show. Trailers for upcoming scenes would show a man crying, or yelling, or a couple sitting 

down to have a serious talk. The very storyline of the show was dependent on not only 

contestants having a visually emotional experience, but also verbalizing that experience 



every step of the way. The moments for emotional connection became structured into the 

dates themselves, but the conversations seemed genuine and honest despite the 

constructed nature. I came into my viewing of The Bachelorette functioning under an 

assumption that heterosexual masculinity was disconnected from emotion, and expected 

the men I saw on television to believe expression of emotions were feminizing or made 

them look weak, especially in a setting where they were competing with other men. But 

here were multiple men in their 30s sobbing on national television for all the world to see. 

What aspects of gender fulfillment were being suspended in the show? Which ones 

emerged in their place? 

In first deciding to do this research, it was easy for me to be skeptical and question 

the emotional expressions I witnessed as falsified or "produced". I use produced in a 

context of reality television production, where the producers on the set are the ones 

interviewing, supervising, and guiding the contestants through the experience of the show. 

I assumed the contestants were told what to say or how to say it for the sake of creating a 

storyline. But as I dug deeper into these questions I was encountering, I mistakenly thought 

I had the authority and ability to be able to tell which emotional experiences were 

authentic and which were not, as if I could somehow avoid getting lost in the fantasy. My 

efforts then turned away from trying to tell what was 'real' and what was produced to 

analyzing what I was being presented as motivated by multiple factors. Perhaps by love, 

perhaps by a producer, perhaps by the allure of being on television. To think the men on 

the show were talking heads for storyline is to underestimate the compelling power of 

Love altogether. 



I positioned myself toward feeling rather than second guessing. I found myself 

believing in the connection of certain couples, understanding the motivations of the men 

and the bachelorette as a genuine interest in love. Emotion and gender became the lense 

through which I understood and interpreted what I was seeing and feeling. When I 

positioned myself toward feeling, I was able to ride along with the emotional ups and 

downs the contestants were experiencing, understanding where moments of emotional 

explosion came from and what intensities contributed to them. In taking this angle the role 

of gender became both clearer and deeper. I first found myself buying into the naturalized 

understanding of heterosexuality, that the people on the show blindly followed a 

heterosexual path that had been laid out for them and never questioned it. It was by 

focusing on the expression of emotion, and taking that emotion as it was, that I began to 

understand what draws people to heterosexuality, and what keeps them in it. If every man 

the bachelorette interacted with refused to engage with his feelings, the relationships 

would not be able to progress at the rate they needed to for the structure of the show. Both 

the contestants and the bachelorette have a vested interest in emotional connection 

precisely because it leads them to obtaining the ideal coupled om they seek. In my next 

section, I will discuss my methodology and how this particular methodology allowed me to 

analyze emotion within the context of reality TV. 

Methodology 

In beginning my research I suspected analysis of the audience would reveal the 

particular fantasy The Bachelorette was tapping into. I thought because the show was 

designed to entertain an audience that they would hold the expectations of gender and 



sexuality matched by the show. But as I talked to more people about the show, and looked 

around at the people I knew who watched it, I started to recognize that the viewership was 

not entirely committed to the fantasy being presented. Some people watched without a 

secret yearning to be the bachelorette or vy for her heart. I could never account for the 

endless reasons why people tune in, but I could uncover the role of the audience through 

the gaze presented by the camera. The particular gaze of the camera is inherently informed 

by the audience, the camera itself is the audience's eyes and ears. Additionally, the ability to 

engage an audience results in more money for the network and producers. The discourses 

of sexuality and gender being presented involve the audience in its making and in its 

reception because the show fundamentally relies on a consistent viewership to sell ad 

space and create revenue. How are the social interactions caused by emotional expression 

shaped by the audience's gaze? What do the pivotal moments of emotional conflict reveal 

about the public consuming it? 

As a real-love reality TV show that unfolds week by week, episode by episode, the 

arc over the course of a season unfolds a love story before our very eyes. Each week the 

numbers dwindle down, the connections become more intense and the decisions become 

bigger. Significant milestones mark the growing importance of each week, such as the first 

time traveling abroad, meeting the contestant's family, spending a night together or 

meeting the bachelorette's family, all of which usually occur in the last four weeks of the 

season. In studying the show I looked at the structure of a season to layout the skeleton of 

what made a love story. Over the course of 8 to 10 weeks, which to the audience seems to 

happen in real time as the contestants reference events of 'last week' although most likely 

to them it was only a few days ago, we see couples meet for the first time, have their first 



kiss, their first date, and meet each other's families. The ways in which emotion becomes a 

social communication, the path from initial impact to feeling to emotional expression, 

started to emerge as a way to follow the arc of a season. 

When considering this form of research I grappled with how this method quite 

literally causes me to support the project of the show. To critically examine the show I had 

to become a consumer of the show, feeding ad revenue into the pockets of executives and 

encouraging the exploitation of people's emotions for money. I thought about the ways that 

producers manipulate and bully contestants, sometimes pushing contestants to get drunk, 

forcing them to reveal their trauma or telling them they are never going to find love. I 

questioned why I was so fascinated with something that seemed so incredibly unimportant, 

totally trivial in the context of bad things happening in the world. I have yet to come to a 

conclusion about how to come to terms with this engagement other than including it in my 

research. I think in doing research about emotion my continued fascination despite overall 

disgust and frustration at the subject of study reveals pertinent information. 

I also considered the impact of my research to trigger more consumption of The 

Bachelorette under the guise of academia, that somehow taking a critical eye (and 

pretending any other viewer is doing any less) would somehow justify it. I hope if anything 

this research is clear enough to allow engagement with the systems that are at play without 

encouraging consumption of the show itself. Promoting the show is contrary to the aims of 

my research but I understand this as a possible side effect. I have no interest in a gay, 

lesbian or trans version of this franchise, as I have no interest in those identities being 

aligned with franchise or industry of any kind. I think the show sheds light on the ways that 



an emotion, love, can be co opted into Love, a system of profit and control functioning 

under the guise of legitimacy and commitment. 

The heterosexuality of The Bachelorette franchise allows it to function well 

economically and be received well socially. The show was created to make money, and it 

does so by using and heightening the appeals of heterosexuality. Heterosexuality lends 

itself perfectly toward making money, as it draws in this participation in capitalism and 

relies on market based structures to choose mates, consolidate wealth, and invest 

emotionally in the function of capitalism. The expression of emotions within The 

Bachelorette becomes a micro-economy for the show as emotional drama creates a story to 

be sold. The genuine search for love on the part of the participants is not falsified by this 

micro-economy, but rather the desire for the emotion love and the desire for economic 

success are one and the same. I believe viewing the show through this lens offers 

information about the current social state of gender and sexuality, the process of 

monetizing emotional love into systemic Love, and may uplift the ways that these systems 

dig under our skin, into our cognition, perception and bodily experience of emotion. 

Chapter Summary 

My first chapter explores the themes I have discussed here through the lens of affect 

and existing theory around reality TV. I wish to follow the thread of how surfaces 

communicate with bodies that are interacting with heterosexual gender, and to begin this 

project I found affect as a productive guide. I understand emotions as profoundly social, as 

the physical and social manifestation of feeling. Affect brings me one step before feeling or 

emotion, and allows an analysis of the object world that constitutes the human experience. 



I will elaborate in chapter I the ways that affect has been a significant realm of theory in 

which to study reality TV, and how television and film as mediums lend themselves to a 

study of affect, and through that, a study of emotion. I will explore distinctions between 

emotion, feeling and affect and discuss the difficulties in locating these distinctions in case 

studies. I will analyze the ways that film and television rely on creating affect to provoke 

emotion and the conflicting ways people have understood the role of media in society. 

My next chapter relies on affect theory to discuss aesthetics in The Bachelorette 

looking specifically at the role of objects, the curation of the environment, clothing and 

travel. Looking at the mansion that is used to film the show and the rose that is used to 

signal safety from elimination, I will argue that the affective investments in these objects 

shape the emotional experiences we see in the contestants. I will look at the ways that 

objects and symbols are used to create a class fantasy that is invested in the environment 

and branding of the show. I mention the methods of using visual symbols of romance and 

branding to construct an environment where love is deemed possible. This class analysis 

continues into the ways that work and competition become central to the experience of 

emotion and the functioning of systemic Love within the show. I argue that the investment 

in and interaction with objects creates an affective environment sprung from symbols of 

class and romance. I continue to situate the emotional experiences of the contestants and 

the bachelorette through an economic system of work, competition, and relation to and 

through objects. 

Chapter III begins with a background on narratives of love and romance throughout 

European history. I focus on the ways that marriage has been understood as an economic 

arrangement rather than an emotional one and the factors that contributed to this shift into 



thinking of romantic love as synonymous with marriage. I analyze the ways that marriage 

causes a relation to the social public and how this manifests through idealization and 

heterosexuality. In my anecdotes I touch on a theory of emotional performativity within a 

reality TV context and discuss gender in relation to an object/subject dynamic. These 

frameworks assist in my analysis of jealousy, competition, and friendship, arguing that the 

project of idealized heterosexual coupledom necessitates funneling emotional investment 

into a single recipient. These characteristics become moving parts within the emotional 

market being created by the show and can expand into sites of generating capital more 

broadly. The conclusion synthesizes these points and I restate the ways that capitalism and 

heterosexuality constitute the emotional economy that emerges through the show. I touch 

on the ways that authenticity can be questioned in analyzing emotions within reality TV 

and how the verification of emotions as 'true' remains irrelevant to my argument. I talk 

specifically about the ways masculinity is constituted and at times reformed to present a 

specific idea of what makes one 'husband material'. I emphasize the compelling quality that 

systemically monetized Love holds over both those participating in the show and the rest 

of us, as the desirability and material benefit of succeeding at capitalism draws us in, 

trapping us in our own comfort. 



Chapter I: Tracing the Shadows of Affect 

Affect theory has emerged as a means to understand the bodily experience of being 

affected in the world. This multidisciplinary approach takes the experience of existing 

within a body, the consciousness, the life of that body as a result oflayers upon layers of 

affect3. Affect is described as a not yet, a promise, where the body and the world briefly 

touch at each other. 4 Affect theory also touches on relationality between bodies, the social 

understanding and acceptance of affectedness. In the words of affect theory scholars 

Gregory Seigworth and Melissa Gregg, "It is this relationality .... that persists, in adjacency 

and duration, alongside the affects and bodies that gather up in motley, always more-than-

3 Gregg, Seigworth, 11 
4 Gregg, Seigworth, 12 



human collectivity."s Affect theory positions the individual's bodily experience of reality as 

the main way of understanding and interacting with the surrounding environment and 

broader world. This includes emotional responses, perceptions, physical responses and 

relationality to beings as valid information and sources of knowledge. 

The beginnings of affect theory stem from philosophical areas of studying the body, 

such as Deleuze and Guattari, who build on Spinoza's theorization of what constitutes a 

body. Deleuze understands the body as made of individual particles at a constant state of 

speed and slowness, motion and rest, as well as something that is capable of affecting and 

being affected by other bodies6. This theorization rejects the body as only made up of 

functioning organs, but rather a larger, more relational entity, such as a body of music, 

natural environments or animals. A necessary part of Deleuze and Guattari's conception of 

a body is knowing the capacity and limitations one has for affect, but for humans, we have 

no way of knowing the extent of our affective reach. We only begin to understand our 

capacity through interactions with other bodies where we have an exchange of affect. The 

bounds of the individual fades as we relate to the world around us in a state of constant 

motion, we move with the world and people around us like waves made up of tiny 

individual drops of water relying on each other for strength. Deleuze states, "Now we are 

concerned, not with a relation of point to counter-point, nor with the selection of a world, 

but with a symphony of Nature, the composition of a world that is increasingly wide and 

intense."7 

5 Gregg, Seigworth, 13 
6 Deleuze, 124 
7 Deleuze, 126 



Although affect includes subjective experiences such as emotion, the study of affect 

can be removed from the individual. Brinkema describes, "affect as a relation of force 

irreducible to the affections perceived by an individual subject."B Removing the subject 

from the center of theorizing affect allows us to think broadly about the ways in which 

entities interact within reality. Affect theory explores the relationality of the world rather 

than individual experiences and perceptions of that relationality. Those perceptions remain 

significant when understanding our own relationship to affect but have no bearing on affect 

itself. In thinking about affect and relationality, it can be easy to mistake this analysis as 

outside of social factors. The irrelevance of individual perceptions does not remove affect 

from being weaved into means of political order. 

Many scholars have critiqued affect theory for attempting to position affect as non-

social and pre-discursive, and argued for ways to understand affect in tandem with 

constructions of modernity and hegemony. Emily Martin brings up the ways that 

psychology explanations of affect have been challenged, and the ways that affect is 

approached as distinct from intentionality or meaning.9 Martin argues against 

understanding affect as psychological or biological, and rather understands it as "a set of 

arrangements by which a society transforms neurological processes into products of 

human activity."10 Martin insists that the appeal of affect's potentiality can be understood 

through ethnographic work, as ordinary examples can uplift the ways that human 

perception is social every step of the way.ll 

8 Brinkema, 24 
9 Martin, 155 
10 Martin, 156 
11 Martin, 157 



William Mazzarella presents a similar critique of affect, stating that affect has been a 

integral part of modernity rather than an external influence. He states, "Affect is not, then, 

so much a radical site of otherness to be policed or preserved but rather a necessary 

moment of any institutional practice with aspirations to public efficacy."12 Mazzarella 

asserts that the identity categories through which we are interpellated should be seen as 

"affectively-imbued, compellingly flawed social facts."13 These understandings of affect 

theory allow a more in -depth understanding of affect in relation to creation and 

maintenance of hegemony. In my own analysis I lean toward this understanding of affect, 

seeing it as filtered through a prism of class, race, and gender. 

Affect, Emotion and Feeling 

Often emotions and affect can be conflated, but in fact they occur sequentially as 

emotions are influenced by affect but are distinct from affect itself. Emotion can be seen as 

the transformation of affect into a perceived bodily feeling that we socially recognize as 

feeling. Affect is "defined by tension ... affect is tension, or energy seeking to discharge either 

into the body or through motility."14 Affect has "no representational content" and can be 

applied to multiple different situations, it is the step before emotion, which is a step before 

feeling. Affect is the wave in the air, more molecular than physical, more the energy that 

emerges from interactions than the content of the interaction itself. This makes affect very 

difficult to pinpoint as the second it is made sense of it is already part of our bodies, 

12 Mazzarella, 298 
13 Mazzarella, 299 
14 Kavka, 31 



embedded in the environment around us. There is an important distinction to draw 

between affect, emotion and feeling. Affect begins the chain reaction, triggers an emotion 

which is felt by the subject. Affect, thus has no attachment to the subject, but merely passes 

through it, pushes the dominoes into the felt realm of perception. Emotion itself can be 

analyzed in a more subject oriented format, as emotions can be socially influenced as I will 

explore later on. 

Allowing ourselves to uncover the layers of happening between affect, emotion and 

feeling, all of which have seen and unseen factors that transform them into one another, 

brings up individual questions about the ways these processes manifest socially. What 

shapes the expression of emotion? What are the impacts when this process comes into 

contact with the social world? How do we even begin to isolate and analyze affect? Ifwe are 

to accept the unseen and imperceivable, we begin to touch at affect. Our emotions, on the 

other hand, are more tangible. We can feel them bubble up and take over our everyday. 

They are socially defined and regulated, communicated through words and body language. 

They remind us of being human, their shared nature connecting us in a reluctant unity. 

The debate of relativism and universalism also shows up in anthropological 

research of emotion, as the question of universal experience of emotion is questioned. The 

question of emotion as an internal state in which cultural influences are a secondary effect 

to the experience of emotion. Another question lies in treating emotion as individual or 

social, emotion as a thing that is too irrational and unpredictable or so pure and natural 

that it is untouched by the outer world. Study of acquiring skills for expressing emotion has 

also come to the forefront, which takes into account how social rules and structures come 

into contact with emotion and becomes learned. These methods have provided many ways 



to engage with emotion that use knowledge gained from psychology as well as 

anthropological approaches to bring a multi-sided and constantly growing understanding 

of human emotion. 

Cultural anthropologists have used ethnography to trace the ways in which 

emotions engage with society and lived experience. Drawing from theorization of affect, 

cultural anthropologists have employed this method of analysis to understand dynamics in 

different contexts. Labor in the domestic scene has been a site in which affect is explored, 

raising up the connections between capitalism, intimacy and neoliberalism15 . This form of 

affect in relation to labor produced knowledge on how workers participate in and interact 

with neoliberalism and how structures of labor inform their affective responses. Research 

was also conducted on how colonial states inform affect, including questions of power, 

sovereignty and censorship16. Cultural anthropologist Navaro-Yashin's ethnography sheds 

light on "affective potentialities" in relation to political regimes, and the role of sympathy in 

bodily experiences with political regimes17. Overall research for cultural anthropologists 

have circled around political affect, but has also touched on affect in relation to animals, 

extending the concept of sympathy in interspecies relations. Anthropological studies of 

emotion and affect take place in a political context involving the impacts of capitalism and 

political structures on evocation of affect on groups. 

Media as Affective Distraction 

15 Rutherford, 288 
16 Rutherford, 290 
17 Rutherford, 292 



Human beings have often used media in an attempt to understand, articulate and 

process emotion and feeling. Whether through scare tactics on the news, or relatable and 

light sitcoms, the media we consume is designed to evoke a feeling. But obviously, this 

desire to provoke feeling is not all well intentioned. Often when tapping into a certain 

feeling successfully, the show overworks that muscle and pushes to feel more of it, hoping 

to profit off of what we find in that show at that particular point in time. The things we are 

lead to feel by media has meaning, it carries with it information about how we are grouped 

together, what exactly leads so many of us to watch a certain show and how certain publics 

can be formed through television. 

Since the emergence of mass media, skeptics have raised issues with the impacts of 

media on the public. Adorno and Horkheimer are two thinkers who criticize the ways in 

which new technologies of media aim to homogenize and recreate forms of art to be sold 

and consumed18. They saw media as a means to control and subdue masses of workers, 

unlike art which offered a depth that mass produced media had stripped away. They state 

that culture that is mass produced is inherently that of the dominant, that true culture is 

always counterculture.19 They state: 

"By subordinating in the same way and to the same end all areas of intellectual creation, by 
occupying men's senses from the time they leave the factory in the evening to the time they clock in 
again the next morning ... this subsumption mockingly satisfies the concept ofa unified culture which 
the philosophers of personality contrasted with mass culture."20 

This understanding of new media as a distraction for workers that flies under the radar as 

production of shared culture still lingers in the ways scholars discuss media today. 

18 Adorno, Horkheimer, 126 
19 Adorno, Horkheimer, 131 
20 Adorno, Horkheimer, 131 



Friedrich Kittler's work stems from this weary view of media, stating that fiber optic 

connection disembodies information from its source, and this idea continues to unfold into 

computer technology overtaking all forms of human perception and understanding21 . He 

brings forth the ways in which forms of media quite literally disembody people through 

isolation of a single sense, such as voice through the telephone or radio 22 . Film presents a 

disembodied gaze, which has multiple layers of separation from audience to actor, as well 

as the separation between the camera person and the actor during filming. 23 These layers 

of separation remain immanent within the film itself. 

These understandings and apprehensions around media ring true in many ways. 

Adorno and Horkheimer shed light on the very tangible ways in which media was designed 

to homogenize creativity within the realms of film and television (the amount of A Star Is 

Born remakes and nearly identical odd couple style TV sitcoms speaks clearly enough on 

this issue). They also emphasize the use of media for furthering capitalism, which rings true 

more than ever today. These understandings of media, both the ways in which it's used to 

further our own complicity in capitalism as well as disconnection from our bodies, are 

important and pertinent to my understanding of media. But these analyses assume the 

consumer to be glassy eyed and passive in their experience of media, when in fact many 

people become overly invested and active in their chosen forms of entertainment. 

Entertainment fuels something in people, it can make them laugh, cry, scream, or feel 

overjoyed. Although in many ways we are deeply disconnected from our bodies, these 

moments in our relationship to media seem to quite literally touch a nerve, cause a ripple 

21 Lenoir, 17 
22 Kittler, 57 
23 Kittler, 57 



in us, in which our emotions pour out like we are the protagonist in whatever film or 

television series we consume. This phenomenon is not explained through these 

theorizations of media. 

Media, Reality and Emotion 

Further insight into the role of media have begun to take seriously the emotions 

created by film and television. Starting with the precedent that people consume media not 

because they are brainwashed to do so, but rather that they chose and have continually 

chosen to do so, more theories of media and its affective qualities begin to emerge. Steven 

Shaviro begins his understanding of emotion in film through Andre Bazin's understanding 

of cinema as myth. Bazin theorizes film as something that approaches representation and 

reality but never truly reaches it. Shaviro expands on this idea but brings it into 

contemporary times, stating that rather than film attempting to represent a reality that 

already exists, media images now constitute the reality we live in 24. Shaviro talks about the 

ability of film to innovate ways to have us question reality, using A Scanner Darkly as an 

example of how filmmakers can play with representing reality. A Scanner Darkly uses a 

form of animation that draws on top of the already filmed images, giving it a realistic but 

cartoonish element that pushes us just outside the realm of everyday life. The film follows a 

cop whose undercover assignment in the world of drugs has caused him to spiral into 

addiction. As his addiction worsens, the lines between his drug fueled hallucinations and 

reality fades, and his sense of self begins to slip away. Shaviro argues this method of 

24 Shaviro, 39 



animation allows the film to capture the intensity of both the euphoric elements of a 

hallucinogenic intoxication but also the sharp anxiety and feeling of gradual disconnection 

from reality. Shaviro calls this an "unrealism of the Rea1 25 " that lies somewhere between 

here and there, something more real than dreams but less real than reality. 

This analysis that Shaviro offers shows the ways in which films rely on visual 

elements to construct the reality of the film to draw viewers closer to the affective bodily 

experience that the protagonist is going through. As the main character is slowly fading 

from reality and his hallucinations become more and more vivid, the audience is fully 

immersed in this detachment from reality through the hyperreal cartoon style. This allows 

the audience to have more intense affective experiences along with the protagonist. This 

conversation when pointed toward television turns away from a visual method of creating 

affect and opens up to reveal more ways that media, affect and emotion interact. 

Jonathan Frome explores emotion and affect in film through examination of 

melodrama and how stories can be constructed to evoke a specific emotion from viewers. 

He discusses psychological elements behind what makes us cry and attributes the act of 

crying to the feeling of being helpless 26. Frome locates the genre of melodrama with this 

feeling of helplessness through the types of characters represented in the genre. Rather 

than an active protagonist whom we root for, the protagonist is often passive and equally 

helpless, leading the viewer to understand the protagonist as incapable of helping 

themselves. 27 Melodrama also lacks a villian for the audience to latch onto in anger, the 

blameless, unavoidable bad situation in melodrama furthers this feeling of helplessness 

25 Shaviro, 47 
26 Frome, 28 
27 Frome, 29 



and forces the audience to sit with this unproductive sadness, which often results in crying 

to release this feeling. 28 This discussion of melodrama brings up another way in which 

media, particularly film, navigates affect and influences the audience to a point of 

emotional expression. This affective exp erience that leads to the act of crying is created 

through story construction and writing rather than visual elements, showing the wide 

range of ways in which media can affect us, make us emote, make us feel, and make us cry. 

Scholars continue this work of looking at how writing and storylines create affect in 

the realm of television. Hollis Griffin explores early television sitcoms that center gay men 

and discusses the ways television and its audience come into contact with social structures 

through affective experiences 29. Hollins views television as both aesthetically and 

ideologically significant, and aims to examine both elements within television scholarship. 

Griffin touches on the ways that television sitcoms aim to bring light emotional closeness 

that aims to be relatable to the masses, but often people can have very different reactions 

to certain sitcoms due to a relationship to power. Rather than numbing viewers to their 

relationship to power, as Adorno would suggest, Griffin suggests that the emotional 

proximity that is necessary for the storylines of sitcoms confronts the viewer with their 

own relationship to power. He states, "it becomes clear how television's aesthetic forms 

simultaneously situate viewers in worlds they find useful and meaningful and also, 

simultaneously, integrate them into capitalism's often disheartening structures and 

institutions,"3o he continues, "Television's immediacy can make viewers too aware of their 

28 Frome, 31 
29 Griffin, 72 
30 Griffin, 77 



disempowerment."31 This account touches on the ways in which people are reminded of 

their disempowerment through representations of those who mindlessly possess access to 

power, as well as by inaccurate depictions of what it is like to live under certain power 

structures. These dynamics swirl around even the seemingly innocent television shows 

such as sitcoms. 

Griffin's account of how sitcoms can trigger a confrontation with social structures 

when certain groups are misrepresented and stereotyped leads us to a discussion of the 

relationship that television has to emotion and power. Rather than the completely numb 

and passive viewer that Adorno suggests, these arguments show how viewers engage and 

are engaged with by film and television. This does not mean that media does not make 

viewers passive to some extent, nor that media is somehow separated from capitalism and 

the culture industry. Rather it suggests that media has developed multiple different 

methods of engaging viewers in a particular way to create affect. The affect created by film 

and television is integral to its success, to its profitability, to its ability to stay on the air. 

When the affect created pushes viewers into negative emotions that exist too far outside 

the fantasy, where they are confronted with their very real marginalized social position, the 

show fails 32. The precarious position that television and film creators are put in through 

this engagement with emotion and affect creates an interesting framework to look at 

reality television. Understanding the ways in which reality television as a non-scripted 

medium manages to be so wildly successful in creating situations of affect, and evoking 

emotion in both its participants and its audience leads us to a deeper understanding of 

31 Griffin, 77 
32 Griffin, 80 



television itself, as well as how people interact and react to mediated forms of emotional 

experience, 

Expanding on these themes, Misha Kavka focuses on the relationship between 

reality TV and affect. Kavka grapples with the performative and enhanced qualities of 

reality TV while also acknowledging feelings themselves as inherently real. She does not 

state that feelings are always true, but that affect itself cannot be made Up33, She states the 

unstructured qualities of affect allow constant transformation and transition between 

forms which easily lends itself to the technology of television, She states, "the point of 

thinking about affect in terms of cusp formations is to recognize that mediation is already 

central to affect, so that virtual technologies replay, and further relay, affective circuits 

which function as a hard wire link between psyches, bodies and the world 34," Kavka 

provides a compelling framework to relate affect and television that takes both the 

affective audience and group experience of emotion, as well as methods used by reality 

television creators to invoke emotion from an audience, She uses this framework to discuss 

relationality through reality television, examining the mediated moments of contact 

between the participants on reality television and its audience 35, She brings attention to the 

ways certain emotive publics are formed through viewership, mainly through the ability to 

assign value judgements to contestants or participants on certain shows 36, She argues that 

reality TV brings us closer to affect for these reasons, that our intimacy with non scripted 

"actors" (or perhaps I mean enactors) is enhanced by our investment in the emotive 

33 Kavka,43 
34 Kavka, 36 
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realities to which we bear witness. Kavka's analysis will be central to my own exploration 

of The Bachelorette and how this show in particular relies on affective qualities that enact 

the gendering of emotion and emotional expression. 

Drawing from these vast ways of understanding emotion and affect in relation to 

media, I will focus in on how these topics interact with gender, sexual identification and 

romance through The Bachelorette. Emotion is already coated in gender categories and 

relations, as the expression and act of feeling is often feminized. Emotional openness is 

categorized as soft, as nurturing, often a characteristic associated with femininity and 

womanhood. Maleness and masculinity are usually in opposition to emotional openness, 

seen as weakness or feminization of the male ideal. Gender is an obvious factor in The 

Bachelorette as the dating show is strictly heterosexual in every sense of the word, down to 

the gender presentation of the contestants and the performative roles taken on by the 

bachelorette herself. The existence and longevity of the show is also reliant on appeal to a 

female audience, creating a romantic fantasy brought into reality, and although that reality 

is shaped by producers, the presentation of a reality is enough to intrigue us. 

Emotion is a crucial part of the marketing and making of The Bachelorette. The male 

contestants consistently mention their attempts to "open up" and remain honest, in most of 

the conversations they have with the bachelorette they reveal parts of their past with her, 

recalling experiences of loved ones dying or past relationships failing. The men are also 

encouraged to regularly verbalize their feelings for her, stating when they are falling in 

love, what they like about her, or where they feel the relationship is going. At times the men 

also show jealousy regarding the other contestants, discussing the difficulty of being 

invested in the bachelorette while simultaneously watching her date other men. The 



masculinity presented in The Bachelorette is fairly tame, the men are rarely shown being 

violent or openly misogynistic, they all praise the bachelorette for her hard job, they 

respect her power and decisions to do what is best for her. The show almost entirely rests 

on the emotional experiences of the men to be engaging enough for the audience to care 

about, to invest in, so they too can feel along with the bachelorette. 

My research attempts to locate the threads relating affect, emotion and gender 

within The Bachelorette's presentation of heterosexual romance. This research will expand 

on work already done in many fields regarding these topics, including Gender and Sexuality 

studies, Sociology, Anthropology, and Media Studies. The aim of this research is to reveal 

the role that emotion holds within a romantic heterosexual fantasy presented in The 

Bachelorette. What types of emotional experiences are represented in The Bachelorette? 

How does emotional expression become gendered and under what circumstances? How do 

affective moments aim to create collective emotional experiences to unite a public under 

heterosexual gender? 

My research will shed light on how heterosexuality, class, race and gender shape 

certain emotional experiences as well as the ways in which individuals fail to conform to 

the rigid emotional pathways heterosexual gender roles layout for them. These questions 

of emotion, expression, affect and gender chip away at our cultural understanding of love. A 

fantasy of love is sold to us through The Bachelorette, a love that is heterosexual, classed, 

racialized, deeply gendered and most importantly, marketable. It is a love that is fast and 

happening before our very eyes, and about as 'real' as reality TV can get. The show itself 

relies on our investment in love as a concept, either in our belief in love or in our 

skepticism of love, we can indulge in a secret desire for a storybook romance or our more 



perverse desire to see others crushed, rejected and publicly humiliated. We are sold a 

package of affective experiences, of witness to the happening of emotion, of participation in 

that emotion, of a new public formed with those who watch and emote along with us. 

These publics are formed through affect and emotion to unite individuals under the 

larger project of validating and constituting heterosexual gender; this places those 

emotional investments in the heterosexual ideal into a productive economy that 

manufactures profit through confiating emotional experience and money making. In my 

next chapter I will implement my understanding of affect into my analysis of the curated 

environment and aesthetic objects used in the 'worlding' of the show. The objects impact 

the contestants spatially, temporally and emotionally, crafting a new sense of place 

removed from any physical location, and grounded instead in the emotional investment in 

the bachelorette. 



Chapter II: Marketed Selves, Invested Objects 

The Bachelorette mansion (2017) 

Setting the Affective Scene 

The camera opens up onto a huge California mansion on top of a hill with burnt 

orange stone, the aerial view shows its immense size and a pool in the back. Extravagant 

rose bushes surround the front along with a few lush trees, and flowers drip down the 

sides of the wall. It's a warm night and the lights that line the mansion illuminate its size. 

There's classical music playing as the camera circles around the mansion, the symphony is 

slow at first then builds, reaching its peak once it reaches the front of the mansion as Chris 

Harrison steps out onto the path. He states that America's most eligible bachelors are on 

their way to begin an exciting night of new connections, all in the hope of falling in love. 



The word love somehow still holds its weight despite being used constantly, the nerves are 

high, the excitement stings in the air. 

Aesthetics of The Bachelorette are central to an analysis of the show as a visual form 

of media in relation to affect. The aesthetics of the set and dates the contestants go on spark 

interaction between object and human, a form of relationality that continues throughout 

the filming of the show. Nigel Thrift conceptualizes an affective understanding of the 

aesthetic object, stating "As an element of aesthetic experience, they [goods] do not just 

provide evocations of times past or moral reckonings but affective senses of space, literally 

territories offeeling".37 Using this understanding of the aesthetic object, the space of The 

Bachelorette mansion at its core is an affective space. The contestants and bachelorette 

interact within this affective hub, the aesthetic arrangement of the mansion boosting their 

experience, curating a space for romance and pleasure. Spaces that are aesthetically 

pleasing bring us joy, enhance whatever experience we are having. This affective 

relationship with aesthetic objects is both material and immaterial, as we move through 

spaces the affective quality of the objects sticks to us, gets digested and remains within us. 

37 Thrift, 292 



Bachelorette Rachel Lindsay stands in front ofthe mansion (2017) 

Thrift continues as he describes the ways that aesthetic objects hold an existence 

that is separate from human connection, that they are both "connection machines" as well 

as possess qualities entirely separate from human consciousness3s. The interaction 

between the subjects of the show and the objects surrounding them is significant in the 

creation of an affective environment. He discusses the object in relation to capitalist 

"worlding", where the world created does not produce subjects but instead surrounds the 

subject39. This worlding does not require a placement of every single object, although sets 

for television offer that ability. Rather, the worlding happens in the combination of 

elements, some of which catch our eye as a symbol that is iterable, and other aspects that 

fade into the background. He discusses the ways that "these distributed combinations will 

be full of stock characters and icons, surfaces and colors, which feed on a particular 

38 Thrift, 292 
39 Thrift, 295 



historical unconscious. And they can trigger off all kinds of effervescent imitative 

behaviors, mimetic fields that can spread rapidly40." 

The capitalist "worlding" of The Bachelorette is even more intentional, as the 

environment is curated specifically for the function of the show. The aesthetic objects, 

colors, surfaces that make up the set of The Bachelorette hold within them the ability to 

communicate and trigger an unconscious feeling of romance that sparks through those 

symbols. These symbols become solidified as romantic throughout the process, as the 

contestants and the bachelorette get to know each other, grow closer, and begin to 

experience feelings of love. The production crew rents the same mansion for each season of 

The Bachelor and The Bachelorette. Although the bachelors and bachelorettes may change, 

the mansion remain the same, the beginnings of those relationships in its very walls. This 

fantastical understanding of the mansion as the starting point of finding love, as embedded 

into the minds of the bachelorette and the contestants as the starting point to their journey, 

quite literally floods the mansion with excitement, nervousness, anticipation, all forms of 

feeling and affect that lay in the incorporeal waves emanating within it. 

In addition to all the affective energies within the mansion, it can also be understood 

as a site of liminality. The contestants are isolated from their daily life, network of friends 

and family, and made to live with strangers in the mansion. They have no contact to the 

outside world, no access to cell phones, television, newspapers or radio. This forces the 

participants to focus only on their relationship with the bachelorette, as they are not pulled 

away by work or other responsibilities that would influence a relationship outside of the 

series. This isolation from their normal surroundings places them in what Victor Turner 

40 Thrift, 295 



calls the liminal. Drawing on Arnold Van Gennep's work on the stages of rites of passage, 

Turner focuses on the in-between phase that occurs during the ritual.41 The in-between 

period allows a suspension of social rules as the subject adheres to neither the pre-ritual or 

post-ritual set of conduct, making the liminal a spatial and temporal realm of possibility. 42 

The mansion begins this ritual process, as each contestant exits a limo, walks up to the 

bachelorette to meet her for the first time, then continues into the mansion. This 

ceremonial first entrance into the mansion signals the contestant's crossing of the 

threshold from normal single man to potential husband of the bachelorette. He remains in 

this liminal space for the remainder of the process until he's either eliminated or completes 

the process and becomes engaged to the bachelorette. The entire process of The 

Bachelorette can be understood as a liminal time and space between being single and true 

love. 

The Couple As Capital 

The Bachelorette has not invented new symbols of romance. Red roses 

communicated romance before the show used them to do so. Rather, creators of the show 

collect these symbols and construct the environment to emphasize and seamlessly include 

these markers of class and romance into the structure of show. The show instills these 

objects with a form of power, layering this new function onto the romantic symbolism the 

object already holds. The objects in this sense hold affective power, passed through the 

41 Ghannam, 792 
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bachelorette into the object, sending ripples of affect into the contestant. The team behind 

The Bachelorette harnesses these symbols and combines them, creating a specific yet 

generic and recognizable brand that the show possesses. The show does not literally create 

romance, if you are understanding romance as a means of interacting rather than existing 

materially, as much as it surrounds contestants with symbols that represent romance, that 

suggest romance can or is happening. The structuring of the environment sends small 

flutterings of intensity into the interactions between the contestant and the bachelorette, 

which is already fraught with nerves and anxiety from the pressure of the situation, from 

the anticipation of falling in love for all the world to see with the person you're sitting 

across from. 

These romantic symbols become tied up within symbols of class, to the point where 

the two cannot be extracted from one another. The show is set in a mansion which creates 

this initial visual connection between romance and class. As I've mentioned before, the 

mansion serves as a hub of affect, teeming with the possibility of love, which is then shaped 

by the mansion as a classed object. Romance is constituted by class through the show in a 

variety of other ways, from the formal clothes the contestants and bachelorette wear, to the 

extravagant dates they go on to the constant flow of champagne. The aesthetic curation of 

the show does not stop with the environment, but continues to the ways the participants 

must present themselves. At the end of every week, the men attend the pre-rose ceremony 

cocktail party in suits and ties and the bachelorette shows up in a new gown. The 

bachelorette's clothes are paid for by the production crew but the contestants must come 

with their own formal attire. Before a rose ceremony or date contestants are often shown 

packing their things in case of elimination or choosing their outfit for the occasion. 



Formalwear presents both an opportunity to show off an expensive garment and a means 

to affirm gender categorization. 

This dynamic relates to Kristen Barber's concept of aesthetic labor. She comes to 

this concept through interviewing female workers at a male hair salon. She talks about the 

aesthetic necessity of employees to look straight and attractive, through wearing make-up 

and keeping their hair long.43 The gender presentation enforced by the boss of the salon 

requires the workers to fit into the bounds of heterosexual desirability to ease the possible 

emasculation brought on by visiting a salon. The adequate performance of femininity 

becomes a requirement to keeping the job, and the aesthetic labor becomes part of the job 

itself. The necessity of formal wear for both the contestants and the bachelorette is a form 

of aesthetic labor that allows them to cross the threshold of the mansion where love is 

known to happen. This conditional relationship set up between the participants in the 

show and their aesthetic presentation sets a heterosexual standard of desirability as a 

requirement to find love through The Bachelorette process. 

The visual indicators of gender communicated through clothing layer with class as 

tailored suits and elegant evening gowns send the audience a visual message of coupledom, 

of man and woman, husband and wife. This emphasis on visually fitting the role of the 

couple can be seen through Jordan, a contestant on Becca Kufrin's season, as he states on 

the first night: 

"A lot about fashion is knowing how to dress for the occasion and knowing what to wear ... but some 
of these guys it's .. .it's just too .... ugh .... First off, put some socks on. Let's get a tie on or a bow tie, or a 
pocket square at least...Anything other than just a button down, blazer, slacks, no belt and loafers 
with no socks. This is not an occasion for that." 

43 Barber, 627 



This quote, although framed as a comical moment, touches on a crucial aspect of the show, 

specifically the first night. The intensity of the first night is wrapped up in this moment, this 

"occasion" as Jordan calls it. The men he's criticizing are still in formalwear, but the smaller 

details do not make them, as Jordan calls himself, "a gentleman". The outfit expectations 

Jordan has for the rest of the men show the visual expectation the show has for the men 

that come onto show. Rather than simply looking nice on a first date, formal clothes in The 

Bachelorette are crucial to visual belonging. Clothes are also central to the presentation of 

the bachelorette herself. In Becca Kufrin's season as bachelorette, the dress worn on the 

first night was a white gown, which cues an audience to think of her as a bride. The 

respectable desirability that comes with formalwear necessitates entrance into the 

mansion, one needs to visually fit the class and couple ideal before partaking in the process. 

Becca Kufrin and contestants on the first night of her season (2018) 



Marriage pulls the show forward like a magnet, a constant and invisible force that 

each step brings it closer and closer. The centering of marriage forms the types of 

relationships that are imagined by the show, its contestants and its audience. I position 

marriage as another component integrally tied with class, as the benefits of the married 

couple include both acceptance into the norm and an economic incentive and advantage. 

However, the event of marriage is never actualized. Rarely do contestants who "win" the 

show follow through on their plans of marriage. Marriage remains within the imaginary of 

the show, and is represented through the proposal. The proposal is the prize at the end 

rather than an actual marriage. In interviews at the beginning of the season Chris Harrison 

asks the bachelorette if she wants a proposal at the end of the journey and she consistently 

says yes. In the last episode before the bachelorette gives the final rose, both men pick out 

an engagement ring. Although she picks the man she gives the final rose to, the proposal is 

left up to the man. The engagement ring becomes another one of these aesthetic, affect 

filled objects, its symbolism and gravity transcending the realm of the show, a diamond 

ring flowing perfectly into the visually classed status of the couple, the passing from man to 

woman beginning the true commitment to the gender roles taken up by husband and wife. 

Within the show, the engagement ring serves as the culmination of the entire process, 

saying yes to a proposal means the process has 'worked', and someone has 'won'. The 

Bachelorette serves as a process of becoming the ideal couple, one that is well travelled, 

emotionally connected, vigorously heterosexual and angled toward marriage. 

The Labor of Love 



Career work holds a tangential position to the growing relationships depicted on 

The Bachelorette. Careers of the contestants are mentioned through introduction videos in 

the first episode and are displayed across the screen along with their name and age while 

the contestant is interviewed, but rarely is career work a topic of conversation. The type of 

work they do in their daily lives is seen as more of an adjective, a characteristic that 

exhibits a personality trait rather than a means of survival. Although most of the men are 

under 35, they speak about career goals as if they are completed, rarely do they talk about 

career aspirations. The men entering the franchise talk in their intro videos about 

satisfaction in their career, how they feel fulfilled in their lives and are only missing 

someone to share it with. Aspirations only cover the topic of love and family, how many 

kids he may want, where he wants to live, and whether he prefers dogs or cats. The 

contestants only speak about their aspirations in what they hope to find through the show, 

but never mention the possibility of being chosen as the next bachelor. This form of work, 

turning reality TV into a career, is never mentioned aspirationally or otherwise. 

However, the absence of career work does not do away with work altogether. The 

show is designed to isolate the contestants and bachelorette from everything except for the 

emotional work and care it takes to fall in love. But the program does not offer itself as a 

workless utopia where love and emotion take precedent. The path to ideal love and 

marriage in The Bachelorette requires not only a strong connection and relationship with 

the bachelorette, but a relationship that outweighs the other relationships occurring at the 

same time. In conceiving of The Bachelorette as a condensed experience of a normal dating 

life, the process becomes about beating the other love potentials while simultaneously 

developing one's own relationship. How does this structure of competition and emotional 



work fit into the class fantasy being constructed in The Bachelorette? What types of 

subjects are being forged through this ritualized process? 

The bachelorette is positioned as the judge of this competition for her affection, she 

chooses who goes on what dates, whether group or one-an-one, and who receives a rose. 

Although this fact seems obvious, her role holds the ability to extend invitations into a form 

of dating that borders on the fantastical. Dates in helicopters, going bungee jumping, 

exploring a city abroad, or attending a private concert by the Cranberries are all 

possibilities when on a date with the bachelorette. One-an-ones are usually the most 

excessive, and it is fairly regular for contestants to describe their one-an-one experience as 

the best date they have ever been on. This is un surprising given that the dates are planned 

to evoke this reaction from the contestant, but it raises an interesting dynamic in a love

forming context. 

Travel is a large component in forging this class fantasy through dates. Traveling 

abroad is seen as a milestone for the relationships, a privilege only the ones who have 

made it far enough get. The pattern for a structure of a season geographically is usually the 

first three weeks in the mansion in Los Angeles, then travel somewhere within the US. 

Often the group visits two cities within the US, then heads abroad, then heads back to the 

US for the bachelorette to visit and meet the contestant's families. The pattern of travel also 

increases intensity in the process, as not only the number of contestants decreases but the 

large milestones like hometown dates and fantasy suite dates loom. Travel functions as 

one of the material perks of achieving ideal coupledom, allowing the contestants to 

progress their relationships with first experiences together and overall time together. 

Travel in the show is used both to further defamiliarize the contestants to their 



surroundings and present the couples as global citizens. Much like the formal attire, a well 

traveled couple visually communicates a form of importance, as a project of class and 

global citizenship, both creating capital by consuming in other countries and maintaining 

capital through the consolidation of the couple. 

These material benefits of dating the bachelorette emerge in the show as 

contestants question each other's intentions throughout the competition. The men often 

raise the topic of participating for the "right reasons", that people who are not trying to fall 

in love and get married should not participate. The extravagant elements of the dates, as it 

is fairly ordinary to interact with celebrities, attend personal concerts, or be brought to 

famous sites, bring about a question of confiating the bachelorette with the perks that 

come with being the bachelorette. Dating the bachelorette, and doing it well (ie, being a 

'front runner' or contestant she likes the most), comes with material perks. Framing this 

within a class analysis positions the bachelorette as a gatekeeper for material gain; come 

with me and we will take steps toward becoming the perfect couple, aided by the specificity 

and grandeur of the experiences we share. This understanding of material benefit attached 

to being the bachelorette begins with entrance into the mansion. The ability to 'handle' the 

stressors of the process, such as being able to con trol yourself around alcohol (many first 

episodes include men getting too drunk and jumping in the pool or falling asleep) and 

manage jealousy about other forming relationships, is a necessity to continuing in the 

competition. 

This dynamic is not forgotten in the heat of competition. Questioning other men's 

motivations for participating and emphasizing the necessity of being there for the 'right 

reasons', capitalizes on this fear that comes with being the bachelorette: that the man you 



believe to have a genuine connection with is actually there to be on TV. This breaks the 

emotional promise of coming onto the show, and seems to taint the integrity of the space; 

the only way for the process to be restored is for the inauthentic man to be sent home. To 

become part of a perfect couple, one must experience material benefit without explicitly 

wanting it. The conceivably thin line between the bachelorette herself and what she 

materially offers in the moment becomes a hard distinction between those worthy of perks 

and those who freeload under the guise of a genuine desire for love. In addition, success 

and likeability from the audience can transform into material gain as many people who 

have participated in the show become social media infiuencers, TV announcers, or even 

personalities within The Bachelor franchise. If they are likeable enough they may even be 

chosen as the next bachelor. These material gains are an intrinsic part of the decision to 

participate in the show. 

The process of The Bachelorette begins with the exit from the limo and entrance into 

the mansion, folding the contestant into the liminal state they will stay in for the remainder 

of filming. The contestant is expected to adhere to the emotional integrity of seasons 

before, as no reason occurs where the bachelorette is only looking for a fun, casual fling. 

The affective "stickiness" of the mansion and all the romantic symbols it possesses, must be 

absorbed and reciprocated by the contestant. If one contestant 'breaks' this affective 

integrity, it causes the bachelorette to question every other contestant there. Both the 

bachelorette and the contestants constantly situate themselves, talking about being 

"excited to be here", "doesn't want to be here for the right reasons" or "isn't here for you" 

are thrown around constantly throughout the season. In these contexts, the "here" in 

question attempts to pin down the liminal process of filming, transcending anyone time or 



place. It means the mansion, the dates, the cocktail party, even when the group travels 

phrases like this are used; the 'here', in fact, follows the contestants wherever they go. The 

liminal 'here' begins with the ritualistic exiting of the limo, crossing the threshold into the 

world, and worlding, of The Bachelorette. This entrance into the forcefield of affect, the 

decision to adhere to the rules of the process and the integrity of the affective space, allow 

the contestant to begin the ritualistic competition for placement within the ideal cou pie. 
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Bachelorette Rachel Lindsay (left) and Eric Bigger (right) kiss in Tivoli Amusement Park 

Copenhagen, Denmark 

Aesthetics of Romance and The Rose 

The branding of The Bachelorette is first and foremost a visual project. The images of 

red roses, champagne and limousines are plastered all over the trailers for seasons, and are 

especially prominent on the first night. These visual cues together are symbols that trigger 

a sense of romance and love. Champagne offers a sense ofluxury and celebration, roses a 

lush softness, yearning to be touched. The Bachelorette harnesses these symbols that exist 



within our visual vocabulary and works off of our cultural fantasy of romance. The 

Bachelorette also breathes its own meaning into certain objects, giving them a significance 

that exists only in the world of the show. Within the affective realm of the mansion, obj ects 

become invested with a new form of romantic meaning specific to the worlding of the 

show. The rose is one such example of an object that becomes raised to a similar level of 

affectiveness as the mansion. The rose, or more accurately the question of receiving the 

rose, continues to emit affect and trigger emotions beyond the mansion. 

One can argue that The Bachelorette is fundamentally about wanting the rose just as 

much as it is about wanting the woman. The rose as an aesthetic object represents romance 

and love, and within the context of the show the rose comes to represent the bachelorette's 

investment and hope in her relationship with the contestant. The rose is often talked about 

as the symbol, as a grounding example of where the contestant stands with the 

bachelorette. The rose becomes a validation of commitment, emotional investment and 

another step towards falling in love. It is an object invested with affective spark and 

meaning, and as I will discuss in later chapters, the rose causes significant changes in 

emotion, becoming both the center of emotional expression and competition. Roses are 

given out throughout the episode on both group dates and one-an-one dates, meaning that 

a few contestants are sure they will continue to the next week while the rest of the 

contestants wait in suspense for the rose ceremony. The rose in this sense also allocates 

time. Receiving a rose means another week in the competition, could mean getting to travel 

or bringing the bachelorette to meet your family. Time in the show is crucial, as the only 

contact with the bachelorette happens on dates or at the cocktail party before the rose 

ceremony. Contestants repeatedly discuss their anxiety about not having enough time with 



the bachelorette, that they will not be able to show their true selves or further their 

relationship with her. 

Roses given out at different times hold hierarchical places as well within the grander 

scheme of the show. A one-an-one rose is more significant than a group date rose, and the 

first impression rose, the first rose of the season that is given out before the ceremony, 

holds a specific significance. If a contestant receives a rose on a date, they have certainty for 

the remainder of the week up until the rose ceremony that they will be around for another 

week. The rest of the contestants have to wait until the rose ceremony to know if they will 

continue on, making the week as a whole surround the idea of the rose. Out of the types of 

roses give, the first impression rose is framed as the first symbol of genuine connection. 

Within the chaos of the first night, as the bachelorette is overwhelmed with meeting new 

men and learning names, the first impression rose is given to the man who stands out 

among the crowd. 

In recent seasons the first impression rose has held an especially mythical status, as 

the past four bachelorettes, Kaitlyn Baristowe, )0)0 Fletcher, Rachel Lindsay and Becca 

Kufrin, have ended the show engaged to the recipient of the first impression rose. This 

significance is not lost on the contestants, as they are aware of the dynamics and patterns 

within the show, making the rose a contentious and nerve wracking symbol. One man on 

)0)0 Fletcher's season describes, "Chris Harrison lays the first impression rose on the table 

and time just froze for a second." In the aesthetic world of The Bachelorette, how does the 

object of the rose get filled with such intense meaning? What does it reveal about the 

emotional conditions set by the show for the rose to trigger such significant emotional 

changes? 



Bachelorette )0)0 Fletcher (left) gives Jordan (right) the first impression rose (2016) 

The premise of The Bachelorette centers the object as a means to communicate 

feelings of affection and love, to create and solidify emotional legitimacy from the 

bachelorette to the contestant. The rose goes one way, from bachelorette to contestant, but 

both the bachelorette and the contestant fill the rose with meaning. For the bachelorette, 

she is fraught about who to give roses to and when, as each rose brings her closer to her 

true love. The contestant relies on the rose to keep his place in the competition, for promise 

of more time to develop his relationship and reassurance of his status as a possible partner 

for the bachelorette. The objects within the show guide the contestants along the emotional 

path that has been laid out for them; the objects facilitate the steps taken in the 

relationship from one week to the next. 

The gravity of the rose also grows exponentially week by week, as the numbers 

dwindle down and the relationships become more serious. Towards the end of the series 

the rose means allowing the bachelorette to meet your family, or guarantees you a night in 

the fantasy suite. The rose exists as an extension of self for the bachelorette, invested with 



its own historical being-ness that comes into contact with new meaning, triggering a 

process of becoming for the rose each time it is given to someone new. Perhaps a 

contestant who had a strong connection with the bachelorette and received consistent 

roses week by week reveals something he had been dishonest about, and is fearful that he 

will not receive a rose due to this new rift. He waits in suspense during the rose ceremony, 

nervously waiting to see if his relationship will continue. Name after name is called. Men 

he's friends with, men he doesn't like, men he thought she would've sent home by now. 

There's only one rose left and his name is yet to be called. She pauses, then calls his name. 

The new significance of this rose outweighs every rose that has come before it, symbolizes 

her investment and trust in his despite his flaws. His fear, his uncertainty and ultimately his 

relief is flooded into the rose which is already teeming with all the ways she felt while 

making her decision. It remains, phosphorescent44, on his suit jacket for the rest of the 

night. 

Conclusions 

The visual aesthetics and objects that are curated in The Bachelorette hold weight 

and meaning for the interactions we see occur on screen. The ritualistic entering of the 

mansion for the first time requires pure intentions and a new suit. The placing of the 

contestants within the liminal space of the show, the 'being here' they reference so often, 

begins with the mansion. What truly holds them in the 'here' of the show, the process itself 

holding a sense of place because it is unlike any other, is both the specific affective 

environment created by the curation of romantic objects and the literal rules and structure 

44 Thrift, 293 



of the competition. These hold a sense of place for the contestants despite the changing 

geographical location, as the conditions for filming create a form of interaction unlike any 

form of dating that takes place outside the show. The mansion shines these affective 

experiences through the prism of class, the contestants are made to dress formally to fit 

within the visual narrative being built. 

The mansion's history within the show constructs a thread of continuity for the 

contestants and bachelorette. The bachelorette is returning to the mansion where she was 

once heartbroken, this time with hope and excitement to find her true love. The worlding of 

the show creates affective spaces through the mansion as the first induction into the 'here' 

that's made through the process. The class indicators of the mansion, mandatory 

formalwear, extravagant dates and constant travel conflate the affective emotional space 

being forged with a class fantasy, being made one and the same. To emotionally engage 

with the bachelorette and have a chance at falling in love, one must seamlessly fit into a 

world of lUxury without paying much attention to it. The objects that are given significant 

power, such as the rose, come to allocate time, emotional investment, and signal 

development of a relationship. The rose holds the power to entirely disrupt a contestant's 

understanding of his relationship, and ultimately absence of a rose eliminates a contestant 

from the competition altogether, stripping him of his access to material perks as well as his 

chance of love. These object relations come together in attempt to forge the perfect couple 

visually and affectively. With marriage on the horizon and engagement nearly a necessity 

for ending the show, the contestants are nudged toward perfect coupledom throughout the 

duration of the show. As I will discuss in my next chapter, idealisation and desirability of 

the bachelorette herself is required for the severity of the emotional experiences we see on 



screen. My next chapter will provide anecdotal analysis of how relationships and emotional 

connection in the show are made into heterosexual economies the contestants must 

participate in. 

Chapter III: Performance, Gender and The Emotive Economy 

"The object becomes ideal only through approval by loved others; idealisation creates both 
likeable subjects and loveable objects." 

--Sara Ahmed 



A Brief History of Romance 

The Bachelorette is a modern iteration of something that's been done for ages: the 

telling of love stories. It is easy to get caught in the ridiculousness of the show as a form of 

reality but at its core the show aims to convey a modern love story. The stories that are 

created by producers fit within a larger understanding of romance and love narratives that 

have existed and developed over time. Ann Brooks compiles many historical works on the 

changing conceptions of love and romance over time, looking to lyrical French Provencal 

poetry in the late 11th century, as non-aristocratic male travelers would sing love poems 

to upper class women.4S This began a new vision of romantic love as something that makes 

people noble rather than something dangerous or overwhelming, and not entirely 

connected to marriage. 46 Marriage up until that point was seen as a purely economic 

arrangement, but in the 18th and 19th century the bourgeois started to include romantic 

love in their understanding of an ideal marriage. 47 Brooks describes how this new framing 

of marriage was seen "as the lynchpin linking broader questions of class, mobility and 

money to issues of intimacy and individualism."48 As this emerging understanding oflove 

became linked to marriage and class, gender became another pillar structuring the rituals 

of courtship and marriage. 

45 Brooks, 46 
46 Brooks, 49 
47 Brooks, 19 
48 Brooks 19 



Brooks focuses on analyses of Jane Austen in relation to this romantic love, stating 

the choosing of a mate took place through processes of kinship networks, making 

relationships more of a ''bridge between the self and the public world of values and 

norms,"than a personal choice.49 The choosing of a mate also reflected the woman's market 

value as well, as the more impressive a mate the higher a dowry her family would receive. 50 

Eva Illouz touches on how courtship created what she calls "a regime ofperformativity of 

emotions: that is, a regime in which emotions are induced by the ritualized actions and 

expressions of sentiments."51 Illouz continues her exploration of changing forms of 

intimacy and love into the development of late capitalism. She argues that the development 

of capitalism comes into contact with love, intimacy and emotion, shaping them through 

social relation and power.52 She later connects the new understandings oflove and 

romance to a consumer culture in relation to crafting an idea of lifestyle through film and 

advertising. 53 

Illouz explores the ways that late capitalism and consumer culture has pushed 

romantic choices away from the communal and into the individual, as well as created a 

hierarchical set of characteristics for a viable partner such as physical attractiveness, 

status, and adherence with commercial ideals. 54 Where once a mate was chosen through 

the interest of a coherent community, now romantic partners are seen as an individual 

quest to find the perfect other-half, as flying from the nest rather than broadening of the 

49 Brooks, 53 
50 Brooks, 55 
51 Brooks, 54 
52 Brooks, 98 
53 Brooks, 107 
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community. I venture to push this analysis further and consider the modern perfect-mate 

model as a different form of interaction with the group. The perfect-mate model of 

relationship building narrows the scope of choosing a partner to an individual choice, 

pushing the influence of commercialisation of romance and societal hierarchies to the 

wayside. The false idea of choice within these narratives, that who or what you find 

attractive or desirable is somehow unaffected by societal factors, allows individuals to 

believe their partnerships to be entirely personal. The communal is seen as outside of the 

parameters of white heterosexuality as it is explicitly monogamous, but rather the 

connection with the public comes through the identification of possible partners, emotional 

engagement with those partners, and ways of conducting relationships toward the nuclear 

family, social mobility and marriage. In this sense the public becomes inextricable from the 

couple. 

Scholars studying the development of love and romance in society through feminist 

thought centered affect as a means of understanding the pervasiveness of these discourses 

that get funneled into love and romance. The social history of love, romance and marriage 

develops into Love, the consumer based project that reproduces standards of romantic 

emotional engagement. The turn to affect in conversations surrounding these discourses 

attempts to uncover the ways that discourse and social understandings of emotion are 

made immaterial and invisible. The shift toward affect in understanding emotion also 

stems from a post-colonial analysis in how embodied legacies of colonialism and slavery 

can be understood and addressed. 

The layers of class, gender and race throughout the history of love and romance 

narratives points to a few interesting threads that emerge through The Bachelorette. At its 



core the show is fundamentally about courtship and selection of a mate that connects self 

to public, all within the project of making romance something to consume. Choosing to be a 

contestant on The Bachelorette means the woman you're vying is not only acceptable to a 

wide public, but is the vision of a perfect mate that the public can yearn for. The ultimate 

desirable woman, as she is both desirable by other men and an aspirational position of 

desirability for women, contestants going on the show invest their romantic lives in the 

values and norms of the public through the bachelorette. The relationship between public 

and private in reality TV is always present, the moments captured on camera are meant to 

evoke a sense of peeking in on private moments. A form of public is purposefully 

constituted by the show's producers, naming the viewership "Bachelor Nation". The 

producers communicate with and through Bachelor Nation, as fans of the show are often 

crowds at a personal concert for a couple on a date, they attend the reunion shows and final 

rose screenings that are filmed live in studio. This relationship with the public stems from 

the romantic history put forward by Brooks and Illouz. 

Framing the Emotional Landscape 

Through all the glittery evening gowns, roses, and toasts to "us", The Bachelorette is 

fundamentally about emotion. The Bachelor and The Bachelorette as part of the "real love" 

genre offer viewers a fuller love story, one that includes more ups and downs, more break 

ups, more tears, but always ends happily. As the genre of reality TV is often questioned for 

its authenticity, the contestants on The Bachelorette emphasize authenticity in their 

reasons to be there, consistently question one another if they are there for fame or for true 



love. With true love and engagement dangling as a prize to run toward for the duration of 

10 weeks, as Chris Harrison says, "the stakes could never be higher." 

The framing of these real love shows demands a certain emotional commitment to 

the seriousness of the show. Contestants are monitored by both the bachelorette and the 

viewer for pure intention and a seriousness around love, romance, and commitment. The 

program creates an affective environment where every interaction the contestant has is in 

relation to the bachelorette. The friendships that develop between contestants takes place 

through a shared investment in the bachelorette, and the friendships flourish as a way to 

process the development of their individual relationships. Many scenes of the men 

socializing show them talking about the bachelorette, they discuss wanting a one-an-one, 

feeling validated or unvalidated based on who she picks for dates, and at times discuss the 

intentions of other men in relation to the bachelorette. The framing of love as both the 

reason to participate and the result of 'winning' the show, as a viewer it is impossible to 

pinpoint the moments where we see 'love' happen. The goal of the show is not to prove 

love is happening, but instead provide the viewer with all the ingredients for love. 

Beginning with the creation of the environment itself and investment in objects as symbols 

as I've previously argued, the interactions we see as viewers present all the emotions that 

occur during the process of love and romance. Misha Kavka explains how the show aims to 

depict "the more visible and visualizable feelings of the love-conditional: the agony of 

deciding who to reject, the anger and pain of being (publicly) rejected, the jealous evoked 

by the polygamous setting, and the joy of a happy choice (however temp orary)." 55 

55 Kavka, 109 



This distinction is an important one to make. When looking at anecdotes of The 

Bachelorette, love is the driving force, both the force that pulls people into the world of the 

show and pushes them forward in the process. We can take the contestants stating they are 

"falling for this girl" or falling in love without pointing to these words as evidence for the 

presence oflove. The presence oflove, rather, is a presence of this affective spread oflove

conditional, of the environment and people suited for love to take place. This does not 

lessen the authenticity or honesty of the emotions taking place. As I've said before, my 

intention is not to identify which emotions are 'real' and which are 'produced'. The curation 

of an environment for love should not be seen as a way to generate false love, but rather 

raise a question of how a love-conditional environment contributes to the project of co

opting and monetizing Love and emotion. What does it mean for feeling oflove to be 

created purposefully? Does this take away from our understanding of love as spontaneous 

and unintentional? Or does it just show how easy it is for these emotions to be integrated 

into the market, so much so that they create a market in themselves? 

In analyzing emotional moments in the show, the emotions must be understood 

within the context of a curated, affective environment with the idea of love swirling 

through the space they inhabit, between the bodies that interact, between subject and 

object. In this analysis of emotional moments both between contestants and between 

contestant and bachelorette, I'll be looking both at the ways emotions are performed and 

enhanced due to this love-conditional affective environment, and the moments of emotion 

happenings, where we are lead to believe the reactions we see are moments captured 

rather than performed. The line between these two is intentionally thin to give the viewers 

an idea that the contestants are motivated only by their emotions and experiences rather 



than by producers. Pinpointing affect, much like representing true love, is a futile project. 

Taking the moments of performance and happening and contextualizing them within a 

love-conditional, competitive, heterosexual environment set up for consumption and 

money-making will allow a more multifaceted view on how emotions are both shaped and 

used through the show. 

Emotional Performativity 

In interactions and dates with the bachelorette, openness is emphasized as a key 

component to the process, and dates often progress formulaically, where the contestant 

usually reveals a serious part of their past that emphasizes a quality of who they are or how 

they interact in relationships. Despite the obvious producing of timing of these confessions 

of past traumas, as the traumas rarely pop up in an inappropriate setting, when analyzing 

the ways that contestants engage with the bachelorette and each other, motivation for the 

contestant is key. Rather than assuming these emotional situations are forced upon a naive 

contestant, that the contestant serves as a talking head for the producers to push a story, I 

pull from Misha Kavka's method of analyzing reality TV as a form ofperformativity rather 

than a fabricated story or emotion. Kavka discusses the ways that performativity and 

emotion become central to an analysis of reality TV: 

Participants themselves are swept up in the emotions they have been asked to produce on 
screen, as though this love/anger/jealousy is running through them rather than coming 
from them, as though the siting of these emotions is exterior to their agency rather than a 
composed product of its visceral interiority. Real-love shows can thus tell us something 
about...the effect of per formative spaces on the emotions one presumes to own."56 

56 Kavka, 123 



In analysis of emotional expressions of contestants, we cannot separate the 

influence of production from the action of the contestant, but can ponder the motivation of 

all involved. I mean here to bring forth motivation of production to provoke a specific 

emotion at a specific time, as well as the motivation of the contestant to perform that 

emotion when provoked. At the same time, as Kavka points out, we cannot understate the 

ability to be swept up in this performance, as the environment is created with the intent to 

shut down any emotional distance.57 Stripped of any form of entertainment, contestants are 

not allowed access to the outside world. No cell phones, newspapers, TVs, or contact to 

loved ones is permitted during the time on the show. With nothing but free time between 

planned dates, the contestants' only point of focus is lasered in on the bachelorette. Isolated 

but never alone, the controlled environment allows emotional intensity to build up, as the 

structure of the show constitutes new forms of emotional experience and expression. 

Where I depart from Kavka's understanding of this emotional intensity is in conceiving of 

the contestants only as emotionally motivated. Motivations of the contestants stem not 

only from the emotions they may be feeling or performing, but also from the appeal of 

participating in the micro-economy, which then transforms into tangible capital created by 

the show. I do not think of the overlapping appeal of finding love and participation in this 

economy contradict each other. In fact, I think the entire appeal of the show lies in this 

intersection. The intensity of the show, therefore, exists in the layering of emotional 

performance, an always uneasy crossing between what is authentic and what is produced, 

57 Kavka, 123 



an investment in Love and the tangible perks it provides, all generated within the general 

stress of competition and possible humiliation. 

Emotional performance is built into the functioning of the show as a pivotal piece of 

television drama. With an audience and production crew relying on the emotional ups and 

downs for entertainment, the contestants are constantly asked about their feelings, how 

their feelings are progressing, what they think about their relationship, and what they fear. 

This constant verbalizing of emotions, as well as verbalization of anticipation for 

progression of emotion, contributes to the emotional development of the contestan ts 

themselves. The verbalization of emotions that lead to love creates, as Kavka puts it, "a 

feeling that is simultaneously generated and confirmed by love talk and gestures and 

postures."SB The line between the emotional performance and the emotional happening 

becomes one in the same. Using Kavka's framing of the love-conditional setting and 

necessity of emotional performativity, my next section analyzes specific situations that 

showcase these dynamics in relation to sexuality, gender, and the competitive economy 

created by these overlaps. Through these anecdotes, I hope to uplift the ways that 

heterosexuality and essentialization of gender co-constitute the ways that contestants 

engage emotionally, and are limited by that engagement. 

Jealousy, Ownership and Competitive Love 

In analysis of a show that centers love, we must understand both larger cultural 

understandings of love and the understanding of love the franchise of the bachelorette 
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functions under. These two versions of love interact and intersect but may not be entirely 

the same. My analysis of the concept of love in this context relies on heterosexuality as a 

fundamental aspect of how love is shaped within systems of essentialized gender. Sara 

Ahmed explores two forms oflove, that of identification and idealisation, which 

differentiates a love as being/self and love as having object/other 59 . She explains the 

relationship between idealisation and heterosexuality, 

"So the idealisation of the loved object can allow the subject to be itself in or through what it 

has. The subject approximates an ideal through what it takes as its loved object. I want to 
suggest that idealisation may also work as an ideal, an approximation which binds them 

together. It is hence not surprising that heterosexual love may be structured around 
resemblance and likeness, despite the conflation of heterosexuality with difference. After 
all, heterosexuality can itself be a bond that two have in common."60 

Although the bachelorette "has the power" (quite literally only the power to give 

roses as she is powerless and limited in many other significant ways) she becomes the 

object of love rather than the subject. I understand this to be true both through Ahmed's 

use of a Freudian understanding of women's experience of love as loving being loved, 

which of course fetishizes a woman's own objecthood and removes her from an active 

subject position, but also that within The Bachelorette her objecthood and desirability is 

embedded within the premise of the show. This occurs both through the precedent set by 

heterosexuality necessitated by the show's concept, but also through the monetization of 

that desirability. Ahmed's analysis of idealisation can be used to understand the ways that 

emotion created and performed within the affective space, the 'here' of the process, is 

integrally linked to generating capital. The functioning of this market happens both on a 

59 Ahmed, 126 
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broad scale (the show's participation in a consumer market) and on a micro-scale of the 

mutual investment of contestant and bachelorette into an emotive economy with the 

ultimate goal of obtaining the material perks of marriage and heterosexual coupledom. 

The show centers men's experience of desire for the bachelorette and competition 

for the reciprocation oflove from her. The Bachelorette creates a multifaceted ideal out of 

the women they choose to fill the role. The woman in the position holds some amount of 

recognition from a previous season, but in being chosen she is elevated from a normal 

contestant to the ultimate partner, who happens to be unlucky in love and "has it all but 

someone to share it with". She is raised up as an ideal partner for "the most eligible 

bachelors in America" and her ability to be an ideal and be a real person entices audiences 

and contestants alike. In words of one of the contestants on Season 11, "She's the ultimate 

catch. I mean, she's the bachelorette." Through Ahmed's concept of idealisation, the 

bachelorette is loveable because the show presents you with an ideal to love, which then 

validates the contestants own sense of self. It's seen as a fast track of the process of finding 

someone to marry. If what I love is good, which is affirmed by the millions of people who 

tune in to watch and root for the object of my affection, then I must be good as well. It is 

when the affirmation of love by the object gets muddled or paused that the subject begins 

to question himself. 

The structure of The Bachelorette as a competition works well within Ahmed's 

framework of love to produce drama around jealousy. Jealousy rears its head often in the 

Bachelor franchise, as the structure of the show places people in polygamous style 

relationships that they are meant to understand as any other monogamous relationship. 

Through its game show style format, The Bachelorette can incorporate non-normative 



relationship styles without fully breaking the veil of heterosexuality. It is angled more as a 

different way to date around than a polyamorous relationship, even though many 

bachelorettes express being in love with multiple people. The format of group dates, 

limited one-an-one dates, and rose ceremonies involving the entire group allows space for 

disappointment, jealousy and public rejection. Jealousy often comes about from 

anticipation for one-an-ones, seeing other men get one-an-ones or at times even seeing 

them on the date from the hotel window. Reciprocation of feeling is a constant point of 

conversation throughout the series, as candidates express during in terviews how they 

believe the bachelorette feels about them and their expectations or fears around receiving 

a rose. Contestants often express surprise at how strongly they feel, coupled with the 

impending possibility that the bachelorette feels that strongly about someone else. 

These dynamics come forth most starkly in the 11th season of The Bachelorette with 

bachelorette Kaitlyn Baristowe. Kaitlyn's emerging relationship with Shawn Booth starts at 

the very beginning when Shawn receives the first impression rose. Throughout the season 

we see Shawn and Kaitlyn's relationship grow, they interact calmly and comfortably 

around each other. Shawn struggles with the speed that his feelings develop, consistently 

stating that he's scared of '1etting his guard down" and "I never fall for someone so quick". 

This begins to reveal itself through his frustration and insecurity regarding Kaitlyn's other 

relationships. This reaches a few different climaxes throughout the season, one of which 

occurs on a group date where at first we are shown Shawn and Kaitlyn have a lovely 

moment where Shawn shows her photos of his family. In an interview, Shawn states "I have 

never felt more confident that I will get that rose tonight". Directly after this, we are shown 

another contestant, Jared, receiving the group date rose. Shawn is visibly distraught by not 



receiving the rose, and voice over of his breakdown (which has yet to occur) plays over 

uncomfortable shots of the other men. He then leaves the rest of the men and confides in 

his producer, he is pacing and frustrated, clutching a drink as he speaks. He states, 

"I trust you more than anybody here ahight you're the only person I talk to about anything ... Man to 
man, guy to guy, mend to friend, you're telling me she would rather have Jared over me? It's 
bullshit, It's absolute bullshit." 

Our view of Shawn speaking to the producer is hidden, through beams and a glass 

elevator. In some shots it's hard to see Shawn clearly, in others we mainly see the producer, 

but the sound is clear so we can hear what he's saying. The shot gives a feeling that we're 

seeing something we're not supposed to, like Shawn is unraveling and say how he truly 

feels rather than in an interview chair. The moment we get with him and the producer is 

less of a heartbroken or pleading encounter and more of an expression of frustration. This 

entire interaction stems from a sharp decline from the genuine connection of their 

interaction to the let down of not receiving a rose. The rose in this case is a kind of 

exchange of ownership or claim. Ifwe are considering this interaction through Ahmed's 

view of idealisation, Shawn's sense of self is shifted through the act of not receiving a rose, 

from a place where he saw his connection with Kaitlyn above the other men to among the 

rest without a rose. It is not that Shawn is blindsided or eliminated by not receiving this 

group date rose, but rather his expectation for him "placing high" among the other men has 

not been met. The stress of competition along with the entanglement of what he states to 

be authentic feelings of love creates a form of emotion in a relationship that hardly exists 

outside the structure of The Bachelorette. 



Shot ofa producer (left) and Shawn Booth (right) as Shawn confides in him (2015) 

The Problem of Friendship 

Earlier on Kaitlyn's season, we are shown a developing friendship between two 

contestants, Clint and Jj. Clint, who receives an early one-on-one, begins to hold back from 

Kaitlyn, refusing to pull her aside to talk to her after a group date. He states in an interview 

that he doesn't feel she is right for him but wants to stick around anyway. Later in the same 

episode, we see other contestants beginning to talk about Clint's friendship with Jj, saying 

that they spend a lot of time together, that they are isolating themselves from the rest of the 

group and developing a "bromance". In an interview that is cut between multiple shots of 

the two men spending time together in pools, hot tubs, sitting next to each other shirtless 

and talking about wrestling, or staring at each other while playing guitar, Clint says this: 



"I feel like I've connected with Jj probably more than Kaitlyn right now because we're just 

so similar. It's actually absolutely insane, I never thought that I would meet somebody like 

that here. We've grown very close, almost too close I think, at times in the room and stuff 

like that and in the shower. The possibility of coming onto the bachelorette and falling in 

love with a man never crossed my mind, but I believe in the process and at this point, I am a 
success story." 

When analyzing this situation, I hesitate to take Clint's words at their full weight. I do not 

want to discard them as fully produced or untrue. As I've stated before I do not approach 

these anecdotes as evidence of people being forced to do or say something that is false but 

rather that there are always underlying reasons for doing or saying something in the 

interest of the producers. Without knowing anything about the situation except what we're 

shown, it raises many questions regardless of the exact feelings Clint has for Jj. What are 

Clint's motivations for this specific iteration of emotional performativity? What aspects of 

this relationship are acceptable in the world of the show and what transgress too far? 

Clint (left) and JJ (right) talk about wrestling moves 



To address these questions, I turn to Sara Ahmed in her theorization of compulsory 

heterosexuality. She focuses on the ways that the body interacts with the making and 

reproducing of sexual norms, understanding the body as a surface that norms are 

impressed upon.61 The impressions "shape the body as a "congealed history of past 

approaches.62 The rituals that fall into place to reproduce heterosexuality in a way that 

structures lives and time, placing markers on certain events such as birth, marriage and 

death. 63 The shaping of bodies initiates with birth into the heterosexual family, the 

impression onto bodies begins immediately. Relating these concepts to the responses to 

Clint and Jj, Ahmed also argues that the these structures impact "investment in the 

sentimentality of friendship and romance. Of course such sentimentality is deeply 

embedded with public as well as private culture."64 Ahmed's framing of compulsory 

heterosexuality helps to situate the anecdote within an affective relationship to norms and 

others. Although the contestants spend the majority of their time with each other as a 

group, friendship among the men is rarely shown to the audience. Ifwe take Clint and Jj's 

relationship as a close friendship formed under a love-conditional, romance centered 

environment, the line drawn between romantic and platonic seemed to be blurred more 

than usual. What keeps this relationship of interest to the producers and audience without 

transgressing too far from the romantic aims of the show? 

Clint and Jj's friendship and interaction within the environment of the show 

transcends the heterosexual norm because of this interaction of friendship and emotional 

61 Ahmed, 145 
62 Ahmed, 145 
63 Ahmed, 147 
64 Ahmed, 147 



connection that challenges or meets the emotional expectation of a romantic relationship. I 

hesitate to label Clint and Jj's relationship, partially because that instinct seems 

characteristically heterosexual, but also because the question of attraction or sexual 

contact seems irrelevant. Although the producers attempt to push this sexualization into 

our minds through a few comments about Clint and Jj showering together, the connection 

between the two of them seems to be stronger or more natural than Clint's feelings toward 

Kaitlyn, and that is the point of contention. Noone says that Clint and Jj must cease their 

relationship, or that it is inappropriate or "cheating". The problem lies in the fact that 

Kaitlyn is not the sole recipient of Clint's emotions. The betrayal is one of an emotional 

orientation toward Jj rather than Kaitlyn. This individualized and singular formation of 

emotions centers the couple as the locus of all emotional energy. Clint himself even admits 

that his closeness to Jj outweighs his connection with Kaitlyn, and thus he knows she is not 

the right girl for him. Clint himself takes part in this individualization of his emotion, 

choosing Jj as the sole recipient. The forces of heterosexuality are at work as The 

Bachelorette teems with heterosexual affectations and affirmations, from the contestants as 

a public enforcing the codes of heterosexuality (seeing if other contestants are there to fall 

in love with the bachelorette or to get TV exposure) to the gaze of the camera, as Kavka 

suggests, brings the eye of the public into every interaction that takes place within the 

show. These swirling affectations and maintenance of the heterosexual couple as the 

ultimate goal ( to be on the show and to take it seriously means to strive for marriage) keep 

every contestant strictly within the bounds of heterosexual emotional contact. 

Conclusions 



Throughout this chapter I have positioned the emotional experiences I analyze as 

part of a macro-economy and micro-economy. The positioning of marriage as the goal for 

those participating in the show angles this form of relationship building toward an ideal 

heterosexual couple. The money-making project of the show relies on emotional exchange 

to create drama and storylines, which embeds itself in the exchange and expression of 

emotions within the show. The concept of The Bachelorette relies on heterosexuality as an 

inviting project. The producers of the show raise the bachelorette to an hyper-idealized and 

desirable status, and frame the contestants as all competing for the chance at her love. This 

competition fundamentally becomes just as much about receiving the material benefits of 

reaching ideal heterosexuality as it is about the relationship itself. The bachelorette 

becomes the gatekeeper of successful coupled am, offering perks that go beyond the 

everyday benefits of sexual conformity. It brings the relationship into an entirely new 

market offering celebrity, tangible capital, new dating experiences beyond anything that a 

relationship in the 'actual' world can offer. The material success within the market 

becomes inextricable from the emotional success and gelling of the relationship. 



Conclusion: In Exchange for Love 

In closing this thesis I would like to take a moment to recenter the question of 

"authenticity". Authenticity is significant in all forms of reality TV, audiences feel cheated 

when they find shows to be scripted or overly produced. There's a form of excitement in 

believing the moments we see on reality TV to be real, genuine moments that happen to be 

caught on camera. Authenticity, or at least believable authenticity, is necessary for the 

success of the real-love genre. I say believable authenticity not to suggest that the 

contestants are simply acting, but rather to propose that the audience's belief in the 

genuine connection of the couple becomes necessary to status of the relationship as 

authentic. That is to say a connection is true if it is easily recognized by others as such. But 

in placing the normal function of relationships into this economy which has formed around 

it, the relationship is not proven to be actual until it is believed in by the audience. The 

relationship exists both between the individual and the bachelorette, and the couple to the 

public. This makes the 'actual' authenticity, the question of what feelings are felt when and 

if these feelings correspond to the contestant's verbalization, less relevant. 



In considering the motivations behind participating in the show, it would be overly 

narrow to simply focus on the monetary advantage offered by the program. To assume that 

the contestants participate only to advance their careers or make money both 

underestimates the emotional appeal purposefully created by the producers and 

overestimates the amount of money and fame any given contestant can acquire. The 

success of the contestant in the show entirely relies on their ability to emotionally engage 

in a way that allows audiences to believe in their struggle to find love, whether that is 

getting over past relationships, jealousy within the process, or becoming vulnerable and 

'opening up'. Even if a contestant is vying for fame, they cannot do so without believable 

emotional connection, weaving together the material benefits of participating in the show 

with the necessity of emotional openness. The material benefits of the show are also 

enhanced by the overall legitimacy and economic appeal of heterosexual marriage. 

Heterosexuality and material gain are intricately tangled, without material gain 

heterosexuality as a hegemonic system begins to crumble. Heterosexuality is material gain, 

economic incentive, and desire for legitimacy. The show draws us into this emotional 

market, offering us something to desire if we play by its rules. You can be both emotionally 

fulfilled and materially successful through one simple process, just let us film you while you 

do it. 

The construction of this emotional economy begins with the curation of the 

environment through set and objects. The bachelor mansion holds its mythical status as a 

site where love has happened, which adds to the overall conditions of being there: a 

commitment to finding love and getting married. The mansion itself as a class symbol 

funnels these affective sparks through class, reminding the contestants of what can come 



with this investment in monetized Love. Contestants have to fit in visually with this class 

based fantasy of the couple through formal dress and consistently centering their own 

quest for love over the material benefits that come with participation in the show. The 

show positions the rose to communicate status of the relationship and emotional 

investment, creating tangible ways for contestants to rank the other relationships going on, 

intensifying the competition. These elements aid the functioning of an emotional economy 

by keeping contestants aware at any second they could fail and be overtaken by another 

man. 

The interaction between person and object within the show mediates the 

contestant's experience. The objects in the show hold immense amounts of meaning and 

affective qualities; the mansion begins the love story, the rose continues it and the 

engagement ring ends it. Each of these objects hold not only symbolic meaning but quite 

literally transform the contestant's experience temporally and spatially. The rose grants a 

contestant another week in the competition, allowing more time for the contestant to grow 

their relationship. The mansion holds within it the beginnings of past love stories, or 

'success stories' of the show, tying the love that each contestant attempts to grow with the 

space of the mansion as a class object. The objects surround the contestants both physically 

and mentally, their minds are always on whether or not they have earned a rose, got 

enough time or proven their seriousness to the bachelorette. The contestants are 

completely isolated from their everyday life and surroundings, thrusting them into this 

new affective space where the rules are set in stone and unlike any other experience of 

dating. This liminal state, the 'here' of the process, crafts new emotional selves, where 

contestants are more open and willing to be vulnerable, where they are constantly told this 



is their shot at true love and they must take it while they can. Once they pass the threshold 

into the mansion, as Chris Harrison says, '1et the journey begin". 

Misha Kavka's arguments on reality TV and emotional performativity had shed light 

on the ways that reality TV must be taken as a presentational media rather than 

representational; That we must ask what reality TV is presenting us rather than assuming 

reality TV as a representation of the actual world. Ifwe throw out reality TV as a ludicrous 

genre only for 'guilty pleasures' we miss the real dynamics that draw in a massive number 

of viewers, in addition to overshadowing the genre as a way to generate capital. The 

money-making aspect of reality TV is central to how certain shows are created and is the 

reason for their maintenance. The placement of reality TV within a larger working 

economy is missing from Kavka's analysis of affect and reality TV as she focuses more on 

the ways audiences become emotionally invested in what they see on screen. I understand 

the audience as a necessary part of a functioning economy which leaves its impression on 

every aspect of the show, including the contestant's own emotional experience. The couple 

must be believable to an audience, the contestant must evoke some sort of reaction from 

the audience or no one will want to tune in. The bachelorette must be desirable and easy to 

root for. The couple must be affirmed in their ideal status by the public formed around the 

show to stay relevant, to stay on the air, and to continue the flow of capital. 

Throughout this thesis I have argued that The Bachelorette uses heterosexuality and 

marriage as desirable ideals made attainable through participation in the show. The 

idealization of the heterosexual couple as the bedrock of a stable and complete life, with 

marriage as the legitimating factor of reaching that completeness, consolidates wealth 

within the couple. The material perks gained by marriage contribute to this appeal but also 



go beyond it. The conflation of marriage with true love leads to a project of emotional 

'investment', not only investing emotional labor and time but also an investment in a class 

future ensured by white heterosexual coupledom. The Bachelorette allows us a view into 

the ways this micro-economy is created and circulated through emotion. The purpose of 

the show is to make money, and heterosexuality becomes a profitable tool to bring in 

viewership and sell ad space. 

The Bachelorette also provides specific ideas about heterosexual masculinities and 

the ways that masculine identification is constituted and reworked to serve a larger 

project. The emotional vulnerability encouraged diverges from an emotionally repressed, 

non-committal masculinity that is often associated with straight men. The compromises 

made in the area of emotional availability, and the willingness to cry and confess on camera 

for the entire country (including their own friends and family) seem to undermine 

hegemonic masculinity and its emphasis on emotional control. This occurs partially due to 

the liminal space constructed through the ritualized structure of the show. The filming 

process strips the contestant of his usual surroundings and places him into an affectively 

charged, emotionally driven form of socialization. In this transition period between 

anonymous single to televised love story, the possibilities for masculine identity open up. 

In addition to this, the process publicly commits the contestant to heterosexuality and 

marriage, allowing this negotiation of masculinity to take place under the safe cover of 

conformity. This adaptation of masculinity is imperative for the longevity and economic 

success of the show as the viewership is often overwhelmingly female. The emotionally 

unavailable man does not make a good husband. The show is interested in the emotional 

vulnerability of the contestants because this emotional openness aligns with a different 



fantasy of presenting viewers with men who are 'husband material', who will change 

diapers and respect a woman who knows what she wants. 

Sara Ahmed was a central theorist in my understanding of emotion and 

heterosexual idealization. She positions heterosexual love as an object/subject relation in 

which the essentialized male loves himself through what he has. She also dispels the idea of 

heterosexuality as a relation of difference or opposites, rather she suggests that the 

idealized object shares a love ofits own idealization with the subject. In their static 

placements of object loving itself for maintaining an ideal and subject affirmed by loving 

that ideal, shared commitment to heterosexuality shackles two individuals together. The 

Bachelorette amplifies this ideal object relationship to much larger proportions. It 

establishes the ideal heterosexual couple first through positioning the woman to be 

desired, then pits loving subjects against each other to find the ideal man, churning out 

revenue along the way. The couple created is ideal not only for the comfort offered in 

conventionality, but also through the material and economic benefit that comes with the 

prospect of marriage, the tangible profit generated through the investment of Bachelor 

Nation in the relationship. 

The idealized aspects of heterosexual love come together in tandem with the 

affectively imbued objects, aesthetics and liminal environment to flood the contestants and 

bachelorette with emotional information. All contestants must think about their own 

emotional relationship as well as keep track of the other relationships forming around 

them. The affective sparks flying out from a rose on their jacket lets them feel one step 

closer to a spot in the perfect couple, a couple who have fought and felt their way to be 

together. The curation of every aspect of the show, from picking the bachelorette, to the 



choosing of formal clothes, to the recycling of the mansion season to season, to the clipping 

of the rose that will come to prove a shared tenderness, these pieces come together to craft 

a fantasy that seems familiar. It is familiar enough to keep us tuning in but exciting enough 

for us to stick around, we become a gear in an economic machine we hardly see the true 

size of. What we do see is the trading of vulnerability for a rose, swapping hesitancy for a 

moment of heterosexual perfection that is produced, filmed and sold for profit. The emotive 

economy cycles relentlessly. 

But in a show all about love, the majority of people who take part leave without 

finding it. Perhaps one is lucky and likeable enough to become the bachelor, but for most 

they return to fairly normal lives with a public rejection on the air waves. Some enter 

relationships with former contestants on The Bachelor, some find relationships in their 

hometown, and others are invited to be on various other reality TV shows like Bachelor in 

Paradise or The Bachelor Winter Games, at times even Dancing With The Stars. The search 

for acceptance, support and unconditional love is an admirable one, and it would be false to 

say that the process of The Bachelor never produces the form oflove it promises. Four 

couples that ended The Bachelorette together are married to this day. Is there something 

'unreal' about finding love through reality TV? Or is it the ability for love to grow within the 

barren conditions of heterosexual capitalism that is truly unbelievable? Even love must 

bend and contort under the crushing weight of these systems, but within the cracks that 

form we find moments to breathe free. 
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