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Abstract 

 

Bodies, Identities, and Voices on American Idol  

 

 

 

 

Maria Suzanne Boyd, M.A.  
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Supervisor:  Janet Staiger  

Abstract:  This thesis examines the ways in which American Idol producers rely 

on the white, Christian, heterosexual, middle-class, Americanness of contestants‘ bodies 

and identities to advance the show‘s American Dream narrative. When contestants do not 

meet all four of the components of Americaness, producers highlight some aspects of the 

contestants‘ identities while hiding other truths about who they are.  Additionally, those 

contestants who are able to adhere simultaneously to their producer-constructed personas 

while also asserting their individuality tend to fair best in the competition. 
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Thesis Introduction 

 On January 20, 2009, the same day Barack Obama was sworn into office as the 

forty-fourth President of the United States, the reality TV-based singing competition 

American Idol (AI) aired contestant Adam Lambert‘s first audition (Warwick, ―San 

Francisco Auditions‖). This fact may appear to be a mere coincidence. The outcome of a 

reality TV show means nothing in comparison to a history-making presidential election. 

Or does it?  In months leading up to Obama‘s win, media outlets and political pundits 

speculated on what impact his racial background would have on his chances of being 

elected (Hamby). The question: would white Americans vote for a black presidential 

candidate?  And when speculation regarding Lambert‘s sexuality arose after photographs 

surfaced on the internet depicting him kissing another man, TV critics asked whether a 

gay person could win American Idol (Cowell, ―Simon Says A-Lot!‖).  In an interview 

with Reuters.com, popular culture scholar Robert Thompson noted, ―people are saying, 

wouldn't it be amazing that in the same year that the first African-American president 

took office in the U.S., we also elected the first gay and/or bisexual American Idol 

[winner]‖ (Thompson). This indeed would have been a first. As the Los Angeles Times 

has reported: 

…[American Idol] is steeped in an outdated, frat-boy homophobia that is never 

funny and often deeply uncomfortable….[D]uring Season 1, the Fox network 

demanded that Top 10 finalist Jim Verraros remove "gay-friendly" comments 

from his page on an American Idol-sponsored website. Season 2 near-winner Clay 

Aiken waited a whopping five years to come out. [Season seven contestant], 

David Hernandez was quickly eliminated after his past as a stripper in a gay club 

came to light (Powers ―American Idol Needs to Open the Closet Door‖).  
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  Perhaps it should not be surprising that audiences and TV critics alike connected 

Obama‘s run for the White House with Lambert‘s run for the AI title. Scholars report that 

over the course of each season more people vote for their favorite AI contestant than vote 

in the US Presidential elections
1 

(Albiniak 22), and thirty-five percent of AI viewers 

believe their votes during the competition count as much or more than their vote during 

US Presidential elections (Ouellette and Hay 215).   

Recent academic research suggests that in the wake of the 2000 US presidential 

debacle (where votes were left uncounted, the Electoral College vote usurped the popular 

vote, and the US Supreme Court ultimately decided the winning candidate) voting-based 

reality TV programs have helped to rebuild confidence in democracy among American 

citizens.  Political scientist Juliet Williams argues that in the aftermath of 9/11 American 

Idol specifically helped to restore faith in the ―American Dream‖ both for Americans and 

people in the 113 international markets where the program is distributed (638).  Scholar 

Gabrielle Dann asserts that ―self professed radical conservative‖ Rupert Murdoch, head 

of the FOX network parent company Newscorp, ―has his stamp of approval all over 

[American Idol] from squeaky clean contestants to patriotic flag waving‖ (17-18). AI co-

creator and head judge Simon Cowell wrote in his autobiography, ―American Idol 

epitomize[s] the American Dream. I may be cynical about many things but I wasn‘t 

cynical about that part of American Idol”(Cowell ―I Don‘t Mean‖ 92). 

Political scientists, sociologists, economists, musicologists, and media scholars 

have published work on AI’s branding, franchising, and selling of the American Dream. 

My core research question for this thesis is, how do the American Idol judges and 
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producers utilize contestants‘ bodies and identities to advance the program‘s American 

Dream narrative? 

To answer this question I have conducted production and discourse analyses of 

the eighth
2
 season of American Idol. I specifically focused on the contestants‘ 

introductory, back-story segments as well as comments the four AI judges made during 

the pre-recorded, televised audition phase and live competition phase of the program. 

Additionally, I randomly selected available episodes from various other AI seasons to 

confirm that my findings were systemic to the series as a whole. I also conducted two 

interviews (one via telephone and one in an online chat) with season eight semi-finalist 

Alex Wagner-Trugman to secure insight on otherwise unreported details regarding the 

audition process and production elements of the program.  Finally, I have drawn from 

published, post-season contestant interviews to learn more about background elements of 

the competition.  

Unlike other popular, reality TV, voting-based, dramas such as Survivor and Big 

Brother where the majority of a season is pre-recorded and edited prior to the premiere 

episode, American Idol airs only a few entirely pre-recorded episodes. For example, in 

season eight thirty-one of the forty episodes were televised live. While the AI producers 

still have a substantial amount of control over what occurs on the live episodes, they do 

not have the same amount of editorial authority over what contestants say and do or what 

the audience hears and sees. I have therefore found it useful to refer to both Richard 

Dyer‘s work on stereotyping and also Ella Shohat and Robert‘s Stam‘s concept of an 

―orchestration of discourses‖ for my theoretical framework.   



4 

 

Dyer‘s use of sociological theory to organize information about representations 

into four groups-- role, individual, type, and member-- is useful in analyzing the ways in 

which the producers and judges advance contestants through the audition phase of the 

competition. As I will show, during AI season eight, more so than any other season, the 

televised judges‘ conversations provide evidence that contestants are selected not only 

because of their singing ability but also because they are being cast to fulfill a specific 

―type‖ of person for the semi-final rounds. On American Idol the judges only have voting 

power during the pre-recorded, audition phase of the competition. Once the semi-finalists 

are determined, the voting power is given to the audience. Viewers are encouraged to call 

and/or text in their votes for their favorite contestants at the end of each live performance 

episode. During the live episodes contestants do have some control over how the 

audience sees and hears them. They do, in essence, have a ―voice.‖ Contestants are 

responsible for selecting songs that best represent themselves as individuals and as 

potential recording artists. Contestants work with a stylist to create a look that will help 

accentuate the mood of their performance and help audiences understand who they are. 

And finally, contestants must stand alone on stage to face and react to the judges‘ 

critiques. I will note the ways in which the producers mediate these live, unscripted 

moments, but I will also draw from Shohat and Stam to discuss how contestants are, to a 

degree, able to engage in a discourse and address viewers as their ―actual‖ selves rather 

than as simply produced narrative constructions.   

In my review of relevant literature on American Idol and other reality TV 

programs three common themes emerged: the political economy of reality TV programs, 
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the methods by which narratives are constructed on reality TV, and the means by which 

contestants‘ identities are represented in reality TV.  Several scholars took a political 

economy approach to discuss AI and/or reality TV in general. The Idol international 

franchises, as well as other voting-based dramas, work to democratize the manufacturing 

of celebrity (Halbert, Holmes, Baltruschat). Some scholars noted how AI acts not only as 

a vehicle for advertisers to sell their products but also how the contestants themselves are 

reduced to products and democracy is commodified and sold to global audiences 

(Jenkins, Oullette & Hay, Dann, Williams). After Jeffrey Sconce analyzed AI season one 

he dismissed the show outright, calling it a series which churned out ―disposable 

celebrities‖ (256-257). Yet, by season two AI became the top-rated show on American 

television, and several AI winners and finalists have proven to have staying power in the 

recording industry.  

These successes have also been exceptionally lucrative for 19 Entertainment, the 

company which produces AI.  19E holds the exclusive management rights, publishing 

rights, merchandising rights, and recording contracts of any contestant the company 

chooses to sign. To date, forty-two AI alumnae have released 254 number-one chart 

topping singles. As I mentioned above, American Idol is distributed in 113 international 

markets. Additionally, the Idol brand, which began in the United Kingdom under the 

name Pop Idol, is now franchised in thirty countries across the globe. British producers 

Ken Warwick, Simon Fuller, and Head Judge Simon Cowell brought the series from the 

UK to US and the Fox network in June 2002 (Cowell ― I Don‘t Mean‖ 92-106).  Henry 

Jenkins noted in his article ―Buying into American Idol,‖ the program ―was from the start 
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not simply a television show but a trans-media franchise…shaped at every level by 

blatant commercial calculations‖ (61). The Nielson Company made Jenkins‘s assertion 

evident when it reported the 2008 season averaged a viewership of thirty million viewers 

per episode. And over the course of the season Nielson counted 3291 product placements. 

Nielson also noted at the time the report was issued, season one winner Kelly Clarkson‘s 

album and digital download sales had reached 18.9 million units (Nielson Company).  

 In addition to the blatant commercial aspects of reality TV, scholars agree 

storytelling is still a fundamental part of the genre.  Although some reality TV programs 

have a cinéma vérité look, producers do not simply roll camera and let characters emerge 

and dramas unfold. Certain ―characters‖ are ―pushed‖ into the foreground, producers 

induce controversies and crises among contestants, and the programs are edited in such a 

way so that audiences are deliberately misled and manipulated (Beck, Baltruschat, 

Meizel, Mills, Jenkins, Essany, Kilborn, Holmes and Jeremyn, Dubrofsky, Patkin). 

Former AI executive-producer Nigel Lythgoe is candid about what he believes is the most 

important aspect of his role:  ―[T]he producer should be concerned primarily with 

[finding] compelling ways to convey the human element…extraordinary producers are 

extraordinary storytellers…a pure talent show would never have become what Idol has‖ 

(qtd in Essany 186).  Reality TV producers are hard at work in constructing narratives 

which steer viewers toward deciding which contestants they should champion.  Producers 

draw from familiar fictional narrative tropes to draw in viewers and help them to align 

with protagonists (Kilborn 66-68).  Laurie Ouellette and James Hay specifically note ―the 
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role of viewers (as the nation and the people) in helping decide which contestant best 

exemplifies and represents a particular expression of cultural citizenship‖ (212).  

Audience research does, however, suggest viewers are aware of producers‘ 

deceptive and manipulative storytelling tactics. Elizabeth Ribarsky‘s reception study on 

reality TV dating programs reveal that viewers do in fact understand and accept the ways 

in which producers edit the portrayal of contestants to present them in a particular 

manner. Additionally Ribarsky reports that while the respondents in her study identified 

negative stereotypes of race, gender, and class on reality TV programs they only took 

offense to the way in which white males were portrayed as ―aggressive‖ (Lancioni).   

While several scholars have analyzed how AI narratives are constructed, little 

work has been published on how AI producers draw upon contestants‘ bodies and socio-

cultural backgrounds to construct often racialized and classed identities. To guide my 

project I have turned to the work on various other reality TV programs such as Survivor, 

The Bachelor, America’s Next Top Model, and The Biggest Loser (Hopson, Lee, Meizel, 

Mills, Franco, Everett, Bateman, Patkin, Ribarsky, Johnson). Terri Toles Patkin‘s 

analysis of several reality TV programs reveals how producers cast programs in such a 

way that each character serves as a representative of a specific race, socio-political group, 

class, gender, age group, and sexual orientation (Smith and Wood 214). Voting-dramas 

and game-oriented reality programs (game-docs) rely on presenting a diverse 

demographic to suggest that the contests are egalitarian in nature. Patkin writes, ―The 

American ideology of egalitarianism leads us to insist that everyone is more or less 

equal‖ (Smith and Wood 15). According to Patkin ―winners of reality shows have 
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represented an extraordinarily varied sampling of different social groups, [therefore] 

early accusations that programs favor white men can be discarded‖ (Smith and Wood 17).  

Other scholars, however, assert that although reality TV programs feature a ―diverse‖ cast 

of characters, they only serve to re-center whiteness as the norm and perpetuate 

Eurocentric notions of glamour and beauty (Jones, Dubrofsky, Franco, Everett, Scott). In 

her work on The Bachelor Rachel E. Dubofsky argues in order for a contestant of color to 

advance as a finalist or win the competition she must be ―effectively whitenened‖ (42). 

She draws on the work of both Stuart Hall and Herman Gray to show how people of color 

are present in reality TV programs to shore up the hegemonic status of whiteness while at 

the same time presenting white contestants sympathetic to racial injustice.  

 Dyer points out in his interrogation of whiteness that recent historical studies 

―argue that a sense of being white, of belonging to a white race, only developed in the 

USA in the nineteenth century as part of the process of establishing US identity‖ (19). 

Judith Franco links white, middle-class, glamorous bodies with ―Americanness‖ in her 

critique of Extreme Makeover (474) as does Julie-Ann Scott in her analysis of America’s 

Next Top Model. Scott writes, ―women who have the capacity to be the most beautiful in 

U.S. culture…must embody white, middle- to upper-class standards of beauty 

particularly as related to one‘s hair, teeth and facial features‖ (118). Scott goes on to 

argue that those contestants who are able to meet ―white standards of beauty‖ have more 

success in the competition. Such contestants are able symbolically to ―pass‖ as white; 

therefore the American Dream (which she notes is supposedly classless and colorblind) 
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appears to become accessible to all. James Truslow Adams was the first to articulate the 

idea of the ―American Dream‖ which he described as  

that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for every 

man, with opportunity for each according to his ability or achievement…each 

man and woman shall be able to attain the fullest stature of which they are 

innately capable, and be recognized by others for what they are regardless of the 

fortuitous circumstances of birth or position (404).  

 

Adams does not assert that in America everyone is equal, nor does he write that everyone 

has an equal opportunity to achieve a better, richer, fuller life. Adams asserts that those 

with innate abilities and capabilities should not be held back because of the 

circumstances of their birth.  

Reality TV shows such as American Idol cast diverse racial and socio-cultural 

groups of contestants to give the appearance of egalitarianism: the homeless black mother 

of three, the working-class father trapped in a dangerous blue-collar job, and the visually-

impaired son all have an equal shot at achieving the ―American Dream‖ because they all 

have the innate singing and performance ability necessary to become successful 

recording artists. As ethnomusicologist Katherine Meizel has written, ―Gifted singers [on 

American Idol] only appear to be mild-mannered waiters and farm girls, but when thrust 

into the spotlight, [they] reveal hidden qualities of superstardom‖ (478). Through my 

analysis of American Idol I will demonstrate how the producers and judges 

simultaneously exploit and contain contestants‘ bodies and identities to foreground the 

program‘s ―American Dream‖ narrative.  

 In chapter one of my thesis I will begin by showing how the AI format is a hybrid 

of various reality TV subgenres which are ideal for presenting an American frontier 
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macro-narrative.  AI’s casting process, the judges‘ deliberations, and the rules under 

which contestants are made to compete highlight contestants‘ westward trek to 

Hollywood where all will face adventure, adversity, and the opportunity for financial 

prosperity.  I will then focus specifically on the unique format changes made to AI‘s 

eighth season. I will discuss how unlike seasons one through seven and season nine, 

season eight was formatted to give visibly increased power to the producers and judges, 

how audiences are given fewer opportunities to watch semi-finalists perform, and how 

meta-texts such as AI online communities‘ work uncovered unaired information about 

contestants which can fill in narrative gaps.  

 In chapter two I use Dyer‘s model to show how contestants were cast to fit a 

specific character ―type.‖  I will discuss how producers and judges attempt to rely on 

prevailing sexist, racist, and homophobic or simply reductive stereotypes in an effort to 

―entertain‖ the audience.  And I will provide specific examples of season eight 

contestants whose personal ―back-stories‖ were constructed to show their AI journey 

provided them with the opportunity to achieve the American Dream. I will specifically 

discuss how contestant release forms legally grant producers exclusive rights to construct 

and present contestant identities which may be accurate or entirely false.  

 In chapter three I will focus specifically on the season eight front-runners Lil 

Rounds, Danny Gokey, and Adam Lambert as well as the surprise winner, Kris Allen. I 

will discuss the ways in which producers and judges attempted to craft their personas in a 

way that would make the front-runners attractive and easily consumable for the voting 

audience. I will also provide evidence that runner-up Lambert and Allen may have made 
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it to the top two spots not solely because of their singing ability or ―likability factor‖ but 

because they were able to maintain some measure of control over their identities. I will 

draw from Shohat and Stam to show how unlike Rounds and Gokey who seemed trapped 

within the personas the producers crafted around them Lambert and Allen successfully 

entered into a discourse with the judges and voting audience.  

  Jenkins‘s research on AI audiences reveals that viewers speculate over whether or 

not a contestant‘s ―personality or appearance‖ has affected the voting outcome.  They 

also speculate over whether producers tamper with the votes to favor more commercially 

and physically attractive contestants.  In a general reality TV survey that Jenkins 

conducted, 60.9 percent of respondents report that the ―ethical conduct of contestants was 

a central topic of their discussions around the series.‖ Jenkins concluded that such 

discussions ―reaffirm much more conservative values and assumptions‖ (84-85).  Jenkins 

does not report on how his respondents perceive contestants from various 

racial/social/cultural backgrounds.  

It is my conclusion that producers foreground aspects of contestants‘ bodies and 

identities that highlight their Americanness and thus propel the program‘s American 

Dream narrative. Contestants who faired best in season eight were either those who 

producers presented as the most deserving of achieving the American Dream or those 

who best exemplified (white, middle-class, Christian, heterosexual) Americanness. 

Additionally, producers worked to ―whiten‖ symbolically some favored contestants 

apparently to make them more relatable and likeable for audiences.  
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My project does not involve an audience study so it would be overly speculative 

of me to assert that race, class, religious affiliation, or sexual orientation played a direct 

part in a part in viewers‘ voting decisions, but perhaps the journalistic discourse on the 

Obama Presidential campaign provides some insight into how Americans perceive 

candidates and contestants in general .In the weeks leading up to the 2008 presidential 

election Ron Walters, a senior aide on Reverend Jesse Jackson‘s 1984 and 1988 

Democratic Primary campaigns, noted certain advantages Obama had that could increase 

his likelihood of winning. ―[White voters] give Obama credit for having half a Caucasian 

ancestry, and give him credit for his education‖(qtd in Smith). Additionally, public-

relationships strategist David Waymire asserted that Obama was ―non-threatening‖ to 

white voters who may otherwise not vote for an African-American because of ―Obama‘s 

personality -- his speech, [and] his look‖ (qtd in Smith). Though Walters and Waymire do 

not make the statement outright, it would seem they are suggesting Obama was 

symbolically white enough for him to be a viable candidate for a country that is still 

wrought with overt and insidious racism.  
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Chapter 1 

American Idol (AI) is unique in that it does not fit neatly into any one reality TV 

subgenre. Rather, it is a hybrid. AI contains elements of what scholars have termed docu-

soaps (Kilborn), transformation TV (Everett), and game-docs (Lewis) in addition to 

elements of talent shows which have their roots in broadcast radio. This blend of reality 

subgenres has evolved over AI’s nine seasons and 355 episodes.  The format has proven 

to give AI a momentum that carries audiences through the thirty-five to forty episode 

season.  The AI format appears to be relatively simple: two audition phases known the 

―city auditions‖ and ―Hollywood Week‖ and two competition phases known as the ―semi 

finals‖ and ―finals.‖ During the audition phases the judges deliberate and decide which 

contestants pass through to the next round. And during the competition phases the home 

audience calls or texts in votes for their favorite contestants. The contestant who receives 

the lowest number of votes in a given week is eliminated from the competition. The 

process is repeated weekly until only one contestant remains and he or she is named the 

American Idol. But AI is not only a singing contest. As Simon Cowell stated during a live 

broadcast, ―we need to cast [my emphasis] and put the interesting personalities through 

not just the boring singers‖(Warwick ―Wild Card Round‖). In an interview with TV 

Guide Cowell explained that his job was not solely about judging someone on technical 

singing ability.  

If you really want to get technical on this show, I'll find you four of the best vocal 

coaches in the world, and we'll just hold up signs like you do on an ice-skating 
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competition: 9.7, 9.3. But that's not what we're on the show for. The show is about 

having a personal opinion of somebody, rather than saying it's sharp, flat or 

pitchy… it's about backing the person as much as the voice (Rocchio).  

Cowell‘s statement suggests that the judges and producers back contestants who are 

likely to attract audiences which continually garner high ratings. AI is exceptionally 

successful at employing ―affective economics…a new configuring of marketing 

theory…which seeks to understand the emotional underpinnings of consumer decision 

making as a driving force behind viewing and purchasing decisions‖ (Jenkins 61-62). 

While the judges champion their favorites, the producers work to help audiences build 

parasocial bonds with contestants. Narissa Maria Punyanunt-Carter‘s work on make-over 

and dating programs indicates that ―viewers acquire a bond with television personalities 

that are [sic] similar to their own social networks‖(69).  

Beyond the performances, producers include heart-warming, back-story vignettes 

which foreground contestants who are likely to attract audiences and align viewers with 

contestants.  These segments are not equally distributed among the contestants. In season 

one contestant Jim Verraros received the most air time during the audition phase. When 

he first sings before the judges, he explains that the opportunity to become a professional 

singer was bittersweet because, although his parents support his dream and they attend all 

of his performances, both his mother and father are deaf and therefore they cannot hear 

him. Verraros goes on to sign the lyrics to the song he sings for his audition (Lythgoe 

―Season 1 Episode 1‖). During the Hollywood Week episode, Verraros is again featured 

numerous times. Part of his performance is aired, he is shown literally jumping for joy as 

he makes one of the preliminary cuts, and he is featured in a ―confessional‖ segment 
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talking about his nerves and excitement (Lythgoe ―Season 1 Episode 2‖). Verraros made 

it through the semi finals, but he was eliminated the first week of the ―finals,‖ finishing in 

ninth place. Cowell later noted that the story of an aspiring singer with deaf parents was 

an ―effective tearjerker‖ for audiences but once Verraros made it into the final rounds 

―the other good singers around him exposed him as just an average vocalist‖ (―I Don‘t 

Mean‖ 122-123). 

As the series has progressed, more time and attention has been spent on the 

audition phases of the competition.  While season one devoted only two episodes out of a 

total of twenty-five to the audition rounds, season nine (the most recent season) devoted 

twelve out of forty-two episodes to the ―city auditions‖ and ―Hollywood Week.‖  The 

drama which unfolds on AI during the audition rounds contains elements of what Richard 

Kilborn has termed docu-soaps and is reminiscent of programs such as MTV‘s The Real 

World or Bravo‘s Real Housewives(1-2).  

 In a typical ―city audition‖ episode, contestants are shown anxiously awaiting 

their turn to sing before the judges: some are featured in on-camera interviews explaining 

why the dream to be the next American Idol is so important to them. While some do 

impress the judges enough to earn a ―Golden Ticket to Hollywood,‖ the majority of the 

contestants shown on camera fail to progress to the next round.  The eliminated 

contestants are often photographed screaming and crying in frustration.  Some stand 

before the camera and vow that they will not let the judges‘ negative comments crush 

their dream while others spew bleeped out expletives.  Camera crews often follow those 

contestants who apparently simply want to leave the audition site out to their cars as they 
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try to hide their faces in shame and humiliation.   It is possible that some eliminated 

contestants are acting out for the chance to receive a few more minutes of camera time, 

but it is also likely that their frustration lies beyond simply being cut from the 

competition.  

In AI’s latter seasons the ―city auditions‖ are seemingly held in stadiums and 

convention centers across the United States where a total of 100,000 hopefuls tryout 

before the celebrity judges.  Host Ryan Seacrest often opens each episode by stating that 

over the course of two days 10,000 people audition for their chance to make it to 

Hollywood. In truth, the city auditions occur over a matter of months rather than days. 

Season eight semi finalist Alex Wagner-Trugman
1
 recounted his audition experience to 

me during a telephone interview.  The twenty-one-year-old college student explained that 

he and a group of friends were coincidentally in Arizona during a summer road trip while 

the first round of the Phoenix auditions were being held at Coyote Stadium on August 26, 

2008. ―They tell you to show up at 5 AM and that is just so they could [video]tape the big 

lines. We didn‘t show up till noon and we got right in. They were calling our row just as 

we showed up‖ (Wagner-Trugman). Eleven tables, with two 19 Entertainment(19E) 

employees seated at each, were set up on the floor of the stadium.  The 19E employees 

were the first to judge the contestants. Wagner-Trugman was told to sing a ―verse and a 

chorus‖ of any song he wanted. After Wagner-Trugman and his friends each sang, the 

judges held a notepad up over their mouths and quickly deliberated. Wagner-Trugman‘s 

friends were told that they were not what the judges were ―looking for this season,‖ but 

Wagner-Trugman was invited to the next audition which was to be held on September 20, 
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2008. He had to return to Phoenix from Miami, Florida, at his own expense for the next 

round of preliminary auditions.  Wagner-Trugman along with approximately 200 other 

contestants auditioned for ―high level 19E people‖ and those who were not eliminated 

returned over the course of two more days to audition for American Idol Executive 

Producer Ken Warwick. Wagner-Trugman made the cut with Warwick. But it was not 

until the next day that Wagner-Trugman earned his chance to sing before the celebrity 

judges Cowell, Randy Jackson, Paula Abdul, and Kara DioGuardi.  ―They keep the 

location really, really secret,‖ Wagner-Trugman explained: ―You get a text late at night to 

tell us the secret location for the judges‘ audition. We showed up at 6:30 AM. They 

didn‘t start till 3:00 PM; we couldn‘t have any food and all they had to drink was 

water…one thing that is really shocking is that there is only [sixty people total] that the 

judges see [at a given audition site]‖  (Wagner-Trugman).  Wagner-Trugman was one of 

twenty-seven people out of the sixty who received tickets to ―Hollywood Week.‖ But for 

those who are eliminated, perhaps it is a combination of the financial expense, the time, 

and the false hope of passing through the preliminary rounds that leads some, like 

contestant Randy Madden, to break down in tears when Cowell tells him, ―You don‘t 

have star quality, and you never will‖ (Warwick ―Phoenix Auditions‖). 

American Idol, along with other reality TV programs such as Big Brother, The 

Biggest Loser, and Survivor, draws from frontier mythology to construct its program 

narratives. Scholar Cassandra L Jones applies Richard Slotkin‘s work on frontier 

mythology in her research on The Biggest Loser.  Jones explains that the four 

components of the American frontier narrative are separation from one‘s home 
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community, a regression to a natural state, achievement through progress, and conflict 

through violence (Jones 69).  Jones does not mention of the problematic nature of the 

American quest for Manifest Destiny. Richard Dyer however notes that implicit in every 

Western narrative is the quest ―energetically and optimistically‖ to spread the white race 

across the North American continent from East to West (1997 33). The conflict through 

violence portion of the frontier narrative is presumably a reference to the slaughter of 

indigenous peoples that occurred as white Americans extended the national boundaries 

across the continent. 

 As with Loser, AI foregrounds contestants‘ westward trek away from home as 

well as the hardships and adventures that await them in Hollywood.  On day one of 

season seven‘s Hollywood Week, Seacrest provides the following voiceover: 

We visited seven cities, and auditioned the biggest crowds in Idol history. From 

all over the country only 164 [contestants] made it though. Wherever they are 

from and whatever their background, right now they are doing the same thing, 

packing their bags and leaving home for the biggest opportunity of their lives. 

Many have grown up watching this show and they think they know what‘s in 

store for them, but they have no idea. Over the past six years they‘ve seen the 

aftermath of the late-night parties. They‘ve observed the devastating effects of 

group night. And they‘ve watched as contestants have crumbled on set or 

stage…this season…they will sing for their life. And it is going to be a bloodbath 

(Lythogoe ―Hollywood Round One‖). 

 

This quote features language equivalent with aspects of frontier mythology: ―leaving 

home for the biggest opportunity of their lives…aftermath…devastating 

effects…bloodbath,‖ and it clearly is designed to help create a dramatic narrative for the 

audiences at home. Yet, unlike the city auditions, which are heavily manipulated through 

deceptive editing (where several of the televised auditions are of those who are 

eliminated by the producers long before they would have had opportunity to sing for the 
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judges), according to Wagner-Trugman during Hollywood Week the producers ―do a 

pretty good job depicting what actually happens. What you see is what you get.‖ But, he 

goes on to add, the producers also work to raise the contestants‘ tension level before they 

even arrive in Hollywood. ―They try to scare the hell out of you,‖ Wagner-Trugman 

recounts. ―The producers told us if you tell anybody [you have made it to Hollywood], 

we‘re going to kick you out of the show.‖ 19E does pay for contestants‘ travel expenses, 

and to help ensure that the contestant selection remains secret the contestants are each 

given ―code names‖ for their hotel reservations.  

Hollywood Week typically airs over the course of three nights, and viewers watch 

brief clips of the a cappella solo round (which also includes contestants having to state 

why the judges should pass them through), a self-choreographed group-number round, 

and an accompanied solo round. The majority of these episodes, however, feature 

contestants at odds with each other as they are forced to find partners and prepare their 

group numbers.  The episodes are filled with screaming matches, tears, and slammed 

doors as exhausted contestants try to work together while still competing against each 

other.  At the conclusion of Hollywood Week the remaining contestants, who have had as 

little as two hours of sleep per night, are separated into four large groups and told to wait 

in empty rooms for hours while the judges deliberate.  Producers use tactics to heighten 

the triumph-over-adversity portion of the episode by not allowing the contestants to speak 

or go to the restroom as they await the judges‘ decision.  And to add to their discomfort 

they are made to sit on the floor with no chairs available.  All these physical and 
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psychological hardships contribute to the ―regression‖ component of AI’s frontier 

narrative.  

Though it is not explicitly stated, the groupings suggest that one room is for 

contestants who have definitely been passed through, one room is for the contestants who 

will be cut, and the remaining two rooms are full of contestants who judges and 

producers decide upon after reviewing the videotape of the auditions.  After all the semi-

finalists have been chosen, the contestants face the ―final judgment.‖  Each walks down a 

long corridor, nicknamed ―The Green Mile,‖
2
 and takes a seat before the judges to learn 

whether he or she will continue into the semi finals or will be sent home. As the terms 

―Final Judgment‖ and ―The Green Mile‖ suggest producers are encouraging audiences to 

think of these moments not just as a continuation in or elimination from a singing 

competition but rather as moments of survival or the imminent death of contestants‘ 

dreams.  

The number of contestants who pass through to the semi finals varies from season 

to season and ranges from twenty-four to thirty-six people with an even number of male 

and female contestants. The semi finals and finals are where AI’s format takes on 

characteristics of the transformation TV (or makeover TV) subgenre. What separates 

transformation TV narratives from docu-soap narratives is that docu-soaps like soap 

operas have serialized, unending narratives whereas transformation-TV narratives 

culminate in a dramatic conclusion (Everett 158).  Contestant transformations are 

analogous to ―regenerations‖ which, according to the frontier narrative, lead to ―personal 
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fortunes and/or patriotic vigor or virtue‖ (Slotkin qtd. in Jones 68) which, again, work to 

affirm AI as a vehicle an individual can use to achieve the American Dream.  

Many AI contestants go through nothing short of a metamorphosis (which I will 

discuss in detail in chapter three) as they progress through the semi finals and into the 

finals. During the audition phase of the competition contestants are merely asked to sing, 

but once they advance to the semi finals they are expected to perform. Vocal coaches, 

stylists, and stage crew are available to assist the contestants. Contestants are ultimately 

judged on the full presentation of their performances.  During the semi finals and finals 

contestants are critiqued on their singing, their song selection, and arrangement, 

wardrobe, staging, choreography, and even lighting design.  

Televised post-season interviews with season five contestants Parris Bennett and 

Bucky Covington reveal, however, that producers do not tell the contestants they are 

allowed to collaborate on production elements of their performances such a lightening 

design. Those who do not ask to be involved are simply lit with simple high key stage 

lighting rather than being lit for dramatic effect. Additionally, contestants are given a list 

of pre-cleared songs to choose from in a given week. Producers will pay to have songs 

not on the list cleared if a contestant asks, but the contestants are not told this is an option 

(Soitseth).   Hair and makeup experts work with contestants to define their ―look,‖ but 

contestants have final say over how they present themselves visually.  Contestants are 

also allotted a $450 weekly stipend to go shopping with stylists for wardrobe pieces, but 

they are not required to stick to the monetary limit. Contestants who are financially able 

may spend as much as they desire on their wardrobe. Contestants can also choose to 
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disregard the stylists‘ recommendations if they wish (Keys, Broulette). In chapters two 

and three I will discuss further how class, race, and presentations of masculinity and 

femininity come into play as contestants transform throughout the competition.  

During the audition process judges reward ―worthy‖ contestants with a ―golden 

ticket to Hollywood.‖ The golden tickets start them off on their journey and the 

contestant who remains standing after all other contestants have been sent home is 

rewarded with gold. The eight AI winners whose albums have been released have gone 

on to earn a minimum of one million dollars in record sales, touring earnings, 

merchandising earnings, and endorsement deals such as the iconic ―I‘m going to Disney 

World!‖ ads. Even Taylor Hicks, the season five winner who has had the least 

commercial success as a recording artist, has gone on to earn a reported three-hundred 

thousand dollars a year for his role in a national touring company production of Grease 

(Hessel). 

American Idol does operate as a contest in ways similar to other game-docs such 

as the The Biggest Loser or Survivor. But, unlike Loser where the loss of pounds provides 

a quantifiable sign of success or Survivor where contestants are issued physical 

challenges which reveal a clear victor, AI’s competition is, at best, subjective. During the 

voting phase of the competition judges still critique performances, but they do not have a 

―vote.‖ Rather, audiences are charged with deciding whom they want to stay in the 

competition, and audiences may or may not factor in a contestant‘s vocal ability as they 

select their favorites.  Online communities such as Vote For The Worst (VFTW), for 

example, use criteria to select their favorites which seemingly runs contrary to AI’s 
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premise. And yet VFTW engagement in the democratic process ultimately reifies AI as a 

site for exercising ―Americanness.‖  As political scientist Juliet William‘s asserts, voting-

based reality TV shows ―help shore up the legitimacy of official politics by popularizing 

voting precisely at a time when the practice might otherwise be viewed as suffering a 

crisis of legitimacy‖ (Williams 638-639). 

Online communities such VFTW, which encourages audiences to read AI 

oppositionally and vote ironically, and other more earnest AI fan-sites such as 

idolforums.com, rickey.org, and MJSBigBlog.com also all strive to uncover as much 

about contestants‘ personal lives as possible.  Jenkins‘s AI audience study revealed that 

forty-five percent of loyal AI viewers go online to discover ―hidden truths‖ about AI 

contestants (Jenkins 86).  VFTW works to uncover potentially scandalous details about 

judges‘ favorite contestants in an effort to help knock them out of the competition. For 

instance, in early season eight a member of VFTW hacked into a locked social 

networking site called Tribe.net and found then-posted photographs of Adam Lambert 

kissing another man while each were dressed in drag.  Other sites such as idolforums.com 

work to find out any detail they can about contestants who producers do not foreground 

in the narrative.   

Season eight winner Kris Allen received less than twenty seconds of airtime 

during the audition phase of the competition.  He was introduced to audiences during his 

first live performance in the semi finals on February 25, 2009. It was not until he reached 

the finals in mid March that producers aired Allen‘s ―back-story‖ segment. Yet, within 

days of his first semi finals appearance in February, idolforums.com members had posted 
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detailed and accurate information about Allen including his college major, the names of 

his wife and his brother, the instrument he played in his high school orchestra, the church 

he attended, the names of countries he visited while working as a Christian missionary, 

injuries and a life threatening illness he had incurred while on his travels, the name of his 

self-produced CD, and even his dog‘s name (ashlieghl).  None of this information was 

ever presented during an AI broadcast.   Doris Baltruschat‘s notes, in her research on the 

international Idol franchise, that a key component of the Idol brand is audience 

interactivity. While her work centers around the limitations official Idol websites place 

on audiences, I would add that the privately run AI fan-sites, which seemingly exist 

outside the control over producers, in fact re-center the notion that AI is a champion of 

the democratic process. For, even when producers and judges try to enforce their will 

upon voters, it is ultimately the ―people‖ who have the ―power‖ to determine the contest 

outcome.  

According to Forbes Magazine, American Idol is the ―most profitable of all 

reality series‖ (Jenkins 60). But the producers are also high-level executives at 19 

Entertainment, a British company which signs selected AI alumnae to its talent 

management division music, publishing division, and record label in a partnership with 

Sony Music Group.  The 19E website reports that AI winners, Kelly Clarkson, Carrie 

Underwood, and Kris Allen, along with finalists such as Lambert and Chris Daughtry 

have sold over 100 million units within the last ten years. As I have outlined above, 

American Idol is formatted as reality TV show, but, in reality, AI serves as a twenty-

week-long commercial for 19E‘s budding recording artists. By the time a former 
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contestant‘s first album is released, ―many of the core consumers have already endorsed 

the performer and fan clubs are already involved with grassroots marketing‖ (Jenkins 71). 

So, despite the ―democratic‖ nature of AI’s voting process it is imperative that producers 

keep much control over which contestants succeed on the program to enhance their own 

future earnings.  

In season eight the producers and judges maintained more power and control over 

which contestants advanced through the competition than in any other season. It is for 

this reason that I have chosen season eight for my in-depth case study.  The first unique 

aspect of season eight was the addition of a fourth judge. In previous seasons, when the 

three judges had dissenting opinions regarding the fate of a contestant, any two judges 

could overrule the third judge, but beginning in season eight Cowell, the judge who is 

directly linked with 19E as a co-creator of the Idol franchise, acts as the tie breaker, and 

all three remaining judges must vote together to overrule his decisions.  

Second, in season eight, producers re-introduced the ―Wild Card‖ round of the 

semi finals from seasons one and two. The Wild Card round gave producers and judges 

the ability to bring back two to three contestants who had been eliminated during the 

semi finals. In season eight, however, audiences only voted nine contestants into what 

became the Top 13 rather than Top 12 when the producers and judges placed four, 

previously eliminated contestants into the finals. And third, at the beginning of the finals, 

producers introduced the ―New Rule‖
3
 which enabled the judges to ―save‖ one contestant 

from elimination during the final rounds, thereby overruling the audience vote.  
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Along with the format and rule changes, season eight also featured judges using 

specific language that revealed some their deciding factors when considering which 

contestants to pass through from one round to the next. This is most evident in the final 

season eight format change that I will discuss. During the ―Final Judgment‖ portion of 

the audition phase, some contestants were brought before the judges in groups of two and 

made to ―sing for their lives.‖ In addition to having to perform on the spot, contestants 

had to sit and listen as the judges decided which of the two to pass into the semi finals 

and which would be eliminated. When a contestant was passed through to the next round, 

rather than celebrating, he or she had to perform the awkward task of consoling the 

contestant who had just been eliminated. Both contestants then had to walk back to the 

main holding room together to deliver the results of the sing off to their families and 

other remaining contestants. Wagner-Trugman was one of the contestants who had to 

endure the sing-off, and although he did ―survive‖ and made it into the semi finals, he 

regards the ―the sing off‖ as the one negative aspect of his AI experience.  

In the opening moments of the ―final judgment‖ episode, Wagner-Trugman is 

shown telling host Seacrest ―This isn‘t the way I wanted this to happen.‖ In our interview 

Wagner-Trugman told me,  

It was tactless and not considerate to the contestants. It is one thing to put people 

in a situation that creates drama. It is another thing to put them in a position that 

intentionally hurts their feelings. We‘re the face of their franchise, we represent 

them to the world, and at the same time they put us in situations that are tactless, 

desperate. It just crosses the line (Wagner-Trugman). 

 

Despite whether or not the judges‘ discussions were rehearsed or scripted to 

intensify the drama, the ―sing off‖ explicitly reveals how AI contestants are cast based on 
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factors such as their race, their class position, and their expressions of masculinity and/or 

femininity to give the appearance that American Idol is egalitarian in its selection 

process. And yet, despite the effort producers have made to show that all Americans have 

an equal shot at becoming the next American Idol, the fact remains that five of the nine 

AI winners have been white, middle-class, heterosexual males.  

 In this chapter I have shown that the American Idol format is a hybrid of reality 

TV subgenres.  The program combines elements of docu-soaps, transformation TV, and 

game-docs to help garner continuously high ratings throughout each season.  AI is 

comprised of two phases: the auditions and the live performance rounds and contestants 

are selected not only because of their singing ability but also because of their appealing 

personalities.  The producers incorporate introductory, contestant back-story packages 

into episodes to add drama to the AI narrative, and producers deliberately place 

contestants in overly stressful situations during the audition process to evoke dramatic 

contestant outbursts and breakdowns.   

Thus, AI draws from frontier mythology to construct the audition phase narrative. 

Contestants are shown making a Westward trek in the hopes of attaining financial 

prosperity and achieving the American Dream. Those contestants who advance to the live 

competition rounds are judged not only on their singing ability but also on their ability to 

perform. However, producers do not give contestants equal amounts of camera time. 

While AI does operate as a contest, the criteria the voting audience uses to make their 

selection varies. Online communities research contestants‘ backgrounds either to create a 

potential scandal or to simply learn more about contestants who have not been 
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prominently featured on the program. Although some audience members may cast their 

votes ironically, they are nonetheless reifying AI as a site for exercising Americanness. 

Season eight is unique in that producers maintained more power and control over the 

competition outcome than in any of the other eight seasons televised thus far.  
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Chapter 2 

 Richard Dyer explains in his work on stereotyping that ―most of our knowledge 

about [people] is based on the evidence in front of us‖ (1997 28).  Dyer draws from 

sociological theory to show how the information people gather about each other is 

organized. A person‘s ―role‖ relates to a set of actions such as a job or duty – a neighbor, 

a mother, or a construction worker.  But Dyer goes on to note that people often have 

many unique roles that they perform that make complex ―individuals.‖  The various roles 

individuals perform can lead us to make assumptions about the ―type‖ of persons they 

are. And additional information about others in people‘s social or work networks, the 

area of town they live in, or even region of country in which they live offers evidence as 

to whether they are a ―member‖ of a particular social group or class. It is a person‘s 

speech, mannerisms, and dress that offer us much of this information upon a first 

initiation.   

As I discussed in my introduction and in chapter one the AI producers and judges 

cast the program to give the appearance that people from various classes, socio-cultural 

groups, or racial/ethnic groups all have an equal chance to become the next American 

Idol. They all have a shot at achieving the ―American Dream‖ of having a richer, fuller, 

and happier life. In order to create that narrative, the contestants are situated in specific 

spaces to mark them as being from a specific class or social group. Furthermore, 

contestants are only given a maximum of five minutes per week on camera so the 
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producers must inform audiences about contestants‘ role, type, and group membership. 

Rarely is a contestant presented as an individual. As I noted in chapter one, producer and 

judges‘ casting methods were brought to the foreground in season eight when the ―sing-

off‖ was introduced as part of the competition.   

In January 2009 just as the pre-recorded season eight audition episodes began to 

air on FOX the fifty-four contestants who had not been eliminated during Hollywood 

Week were flown back to Hollywood to learn whether or not they had been selected as 

one of the thirty-six semi finalists. In previous seasons this phase of the competition, 

known as the ―Final Judgment,‖ featured contestants waiting in a large holding room.  

One by one their names were called and they either walked down a long corridor or rode 

up an elevator for several floors before entering a room where the judges sat and waited 

to deliver their ―verdict.‖ This process had been held at various rehearsal halls in the Los 

Angeles area, but in season eight the Final Judgment is delivered at the ―Judges‘ 

Mansion,‖ an opulent, palatial estate with Renaissance period décor and an extravagant 

garden. These overt signifiers of wealth serve to represent the riches awaiting the lucky 

contestant who would eventually realize his or her dream of becoming the next American 

Idol.   Season eight contestants journey through a garden labyrinth, into the mansion, up a 

grand staircase, and into a parlor furnished with oversized red velvet chairs and ornate 

tapestries where the judges await.  Several of the contestants face the judges alone and 

are either told ―it‘s a no, your journey ends here‖ or ―welcome to season eight!‖   The 

phrase ―welcome to season eight‖ is particularly telling because when the contestants 

learn whether they have made it to the semi finals, they had already been part of the 
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audition process for six months. In previous seasons judges simply would tell contestants 

―you‘re going to the next round‖ or ―you made it to the semi finals!‖ but this 

―welcoming‖ to the season implies that the audition phases were not part of the 

competition but rather a television casting call.  

The way in which producers and judges sought to cast the show became even 

more evident with the addition of the ―sing off.‖ At first, it seems as if the ―sing off‖ was 

simply added to create more drama and suspense. As Host Ryan Seacrest says at the 

beginning of the episode, ―How will they deal with the new pressure of the sing-off? 

They‘ve been given a chance to prove themselves. They have chance to shine, a chance 

to become the next American Idol‖(Warwick ―Hollywood Round 4 Top 36 Chosen‖). 

However, when I reviewed which contestants were paired together for the sing-offs, a 

pattern emerged. I discovered that the paired contestants did not necessarily have similar 

tonal qualities or singing styles; rather they were similar ―types‖ of people.   

The first two contestants who had to engage in the sing-off were Alex Wagner-

Trugman and Cody Sheldon. Both are young, white males. Both are college students. 

Both are medium height and have slight frames, and both are presented as ―geeky‖ during 

the audition phases of the competition. Wagner-Trugman‘s audition is teased several 

times throughout the Phoenix Auditions episode. Seacrest makes voiced-over comments 

in reference to Wagner-Trugman such as, ―this guy can‘t dance, but can he swing a ticket 

to Hollywood?‖ and ―coming up, this unassuming teenager squares off with Simon.‖ 

Finally, Seacrest overtly types Wagner-Trugman by saying, ―will the geek inherit the 

earth?‖ and ―What [Simon] didn‘t expect is the big brain of Alex Wagner-Trugman‖ 
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(Warwick ―Phoenix Auditions‖).   Sheldon‘s audition is not teased throughout his 

audition episode as Wagner-Trugman‘s is, but producers do insert an edited back-story 

segment which was apparently shot at Sheldon‘s home in Michigan. During the segment 

Sheldon explains he has a love for horror movies and has been using his video camera to 

make and star in his own films since the age of five. Sheldon is shown holding a video 

camera filming himself as he is covered in fake blood while lying on the floor screaming.  

AI producers shot the segment in black and white and underscored it with music 

traditionally associated with scary movies. The back-story segment, however, has a 

mocking undertone to it, almost as if the producers are making fun of Sheldon‘s movie-

making aspirations.   

Both Wagner-Trugman and Sheldon do impress the judges during their auditions, 

but both also receive comments that their voices do not match their appearance.  Later, in 

the Final Judgment episode when the boys must sing-off against each other, they are told 

that the judges are ―undecided‖ so each contestant sings one final a cappella number.  

Then home viewers are shown a brief clip of the judges deliberating while the contestants 

sit on a couch in the ante-room of the parlor. Home viewers see the judges discussing the 

contestants‘ appearance more so than their singing ability.  Audiences do not see what the 

determining factor is that lead the judges to decide to pass Wagner-Trugman through the 

semi finals. However, during our interview Wagner-Trugman recounted the critique 

Executive Producer Ken Warwick gave him during the preliminary auditions. Warwick  

told Wagner-Trugman, ―I don‘t think you can win but I like you. I like your charming 

smile and I like your eyes.‖ I asked Wagner-Trugman if he thought he advanced to the 
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semi finals because of his likability factor, he replied, ―I‘d like to think it was my voice‖ 

(Wagner-Trugman).   

The judges especially scrutinize female contestants‘ looks as well.  The judges 

gave Jenn Korbee and Kristen MacNamara the following feedback: 

DioGuardi: Jenn, you are a truly beautiful girl.  

Cowell: (interjects with a sarcastic tone) And that‘s the problem. 

 

Dio Guardi: You‘re not always emotionally connected [to the songs] and while 

you have a good voice I feel [your lack of emotional connection] is ultimately 

going to hold you back.  

  

Abdul: Kristen, you know you have a strong voice. But what you have is an 

identity crisis. They way you dress, it‘s off putting….  

 

DioGuardi: It‘s an interesting juxtaposition though to have them both [sitting 

here] because if we put them together.  

 

Abdul: ―We‘d have the perfect… 

DioGuardi: The perfect girl (Warwick ―Hollywood Week Day 4‖).  

It is MacNamara, the woman with the stronger voice but poor fashion sense, whom the 

judges ultimately select for the competition but not before Cowell tells her the other three 

judges have made ―absolutely the wrong decision‖ in choosing her. Scholar Judith Franco 

notes in her work on Extreme Makeover that beauty and glamour signify middle-class, 

―Americanness‖(480). The harsh criticism MacNamara receives for her look is an 

example of how the judges and contenders wanted to give the appearance of inclusive 

casting while in actuality they were looking for those contestants who could represent 

what they deemed to be an ideal American Idol. Even putting two young, blond, white 
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women from the South together for the sing-off indicates how types matter more than just 

talent.  

Other contestants who were paired together for sing-offs include single mothers, 

blue-collar workers, blond-haired country girls, and young males with boy-next-door, 

good looks. Only white contestants were featured during the sing-offs which further 

suggests that, as the producers were casting the semi finalists, those who were not white 

were typed based on their race or ethnicity. It is impossible to know exactly what type of 

―characters‖ producers and judges had in mind as the top thirty-six was cast. However 

among the following ―types‖ of people selected for the semi finals were seven Christian, 

white males who had singing voices well suited for R&B music; six non-white female 

teenagers; and four white males who displayed feminine mannerisms and sang in an 

overtly theatrical or dramatic style. In the final weeks of the competition the top four 

contestants consisted of two Christian, white male R&B singers, one feminine, theatrical 

male, and one teen Latina.  All four received major recording contracts and were signed 

to 19 Entertainment‘s management company.   

Of course, other ―characters‖ were cast in the Top 36 including four white, single 

mothers and two white, male, blue-collar workers, all of whom explicitly stated that they 

had entered into the competition for the opportunity to give their families and children 

better lives. Finalist Michael Sarver, after explaining that as an oil rigger he has ―the fifth 

most dangerous job in the world,‖ says, ―American Idol means so much because it can 

make a difference for our family and our future‖(Warwick ―Phoenix Auditions‖).  These 

contestants consistently received mixed reviews by the judges. Considering these remarks 
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it seems that the producers never intended these contestants to be final contenders; rather 

these people were likely cast simply to enhance the ―American Dream‖ narrative.  

Several other contestants, most of whom were tall, thin, attractive white females, made it 

into the semi finals, but audiences learned nothing about them other basic demographic 

information.  Their names, ages, hometowns, and jobs were presented to home viewers in 

an onscreen graphic, reducing the potential of audience engagement with them as 

individuals.   

One notable casting exception is Scott MacEntyre, the only contestant in AI’s 

nine-season run to have a physical disability. MacEntyre has been visually impaired since 

birth and rather than construct a back-story based on other aspects of his life such as 

becoming a doctoral candidate at the age of nineteen, most of what viewers knew about 

MacEntyre had to do with his blindness. MacEntyre‘s first audition begins with 

Seacrest‘s voice-over, ―He‘s beaten his handicap. Can he make it past the judges? The 

touching story of Scott MacEnytre‖ (Warwick ―Phoenix Auditions‖). MacEntyre does 

make it well into the finals and finishes in seventh place. But most of the judges‘ 

critiques focus on his ―bravery‖ and ―courage‖ rather than his singing ability. The story 

of MacEntyre‘s visual impairment is exploited to such a degree that when the AI finalists 

went on a nationwide concert tour, he began his set by quipping, ―Hi, I‘m Scott 

MacEntyre. You might know me as the blind guy from American Idol” (MacEntyre).   

At several times throughout the audition phases of the competition Cowell states 

that he and his fellow judges are looking for contestants who can win the competition. 

However, the amount of screen time given to people who are clearly not meant to be 
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contenders suggests that part of the AI formula is to provide audiences with an 

entertaining viewing experience that may not always feature contestants who have a 

legitimate shot at becoming recording artists. Scholars have discussed the ways in which 

AI relies on contestant failure and humiliation to bring a broad viewership and high 

ratings (Meizel 2006, Meizel 2009, Mills). The academic focus has been primarily on 

contestants who cannot sing and are passed through the un-aired, preliminary rounds only 

to be featured on-air, facing the judges‘ brutal criticism and ridicule.  However, in this 

chapter and in chapter three I will focus on contestants who AI fan-site moderators and 

pop culture critics such as Entertainment Weekly’s Michael Slezak have termed ―fodder.‖  

Vote For the Worst, an AI fan-site, which receives a reported ten million hits per 

week, defines fodder as ―AI contestants who will be eliminated from the competition 

early to allow the producers' preferred contestants to get farther in the competition‖ 

(Gabriel). I would add that fodder also consists of contestants who are advanced through 

the competition to provide a perceived racial and ethnic balance to the competition.  I 

cannot say that producers deliberately wanted a white contestant to win season eight, and 

yet it is difficult to assume otherwise when the majority of contestants who advanced to 

the semi finals were white.  The racial/ethnic make-up of season eight‘s Top 36 included 

twenty-two white contestants, five African Americans, three Latinos/as, three bi-racial 

people, one Pacific Islander, one PersianAmerican  and one first-generation,  

IndianAmerican contestant.  

Producers often provide auditory metonyms such as ethnic music to underscore 

the contestants‘ introduction and voice-overs that place non-white contestants within a 
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specific cultural group.  Producers also conduct on-camera interviews with those 

contestants whose ethnic background may not be easily discernable based upon their 

appearance. These interviews tend to focus solely on contestants‘ ethnic heritage in an 

apparent effort to help audiences construct ―truths‖ about contestants‘ otherness (Fiske, 

96). As an example of this ethnic/racial categorizing, in the moments proceeding semi 

finalist Taylor Vaifanua‘s televised audition producers underscore Seacrest‘s voice-over 

with ukulele music as audiences hear him say, ―Maybe a tropical, South-Pacific breeze 

could warm the judges hearts‖ (Warwick ―Salt Lake City Auditions‖). Vaifanua is first 

shown hula dancing in front of an American Idol logo backdrop. She then introduces 

herself by stating that when her parents recognized her singing ability they moved her 

from the islands of Samoa because the United States offered more opportunity for her to 

be discovered.  Producers again accentuate the ―American Dream‖ narrative when 

Vaifanua is passed through to Hollywood. As Viafanua embraces her mother in 

celebration, Seacrest announces in voice-over, ―and yet another golden ticket opening the 

door to a dream‖ (Warwick ―Salt Lake City Auditions‖).   

At times producers highlight an entire cultural group rather than a specific 

contestant‘s ethnicity.  The final night of the season eight city auditions featured 

contestants in New York City and San Juan, Puerto Rico. The episode opens with 

establishing shots of the New York City skyline and the narrow streets of San Juan with 

the Seacrest‘s voice-over informing viewers, ―In 1957 New York and Puerto Rico came 

together in one of the biggest musicals of our time‖ (Warwick ―NYC/San Juan 

Auditions‖). On screen, the album cover-art of West Side Story is shown in a close up, 
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and the song ―America‖ plays in the foreground, the lyrics of which include ―I like to be 

in America!‖ Seacrest continues, ―In 2009 [New York and San Juan] reunite on the 

biggest TV show in the world.‖  Later in the episode, after several New York auditions 

are featured, producers effectively transport audiences to the San Juan audition site with 

an edited introductory package voiced-over by a Spanish-speaking announcer who uses a 

tone similar to what one might hear in the opening sequences of a telenovela. English 

subtitles read, ―San Juan, Puerto Rico. Land of enchantment, love and desire, but for so 

many contestants, it felt like a wicked game‖ (Warwick ―NYC/San Juan Auditions‖). A 

montage of the judges rejecting several Puerto Rican contestants is shown and ends with 

slow motion images of male and female contestants wiping away their tears. The 

subtitled introduction and the images of the crying Puerto Rican contestants serve to 

distance them from (white) American citizens through language and to reinforce the 

stereotype of Latinos/as being hyper-sexual and hyper-emotional. While the New York 

City/San Juan auditions segment may have been produced to accentuate American Idol’s 

diversity it is more likely that producers were simply relying on ethnic stereotypes in an 

effort to entertain audiences.  

When Puerto Rican resident and AI semi finalist Jorge Nunez auditions, he first 

sings ―My Way‖ in Spanish.  Abdul then asks him, ―How do you sing in English?‖ 

(Warwick ―NYC/San Juan Auditions‖). Nunez answers that he has prepared ―What a 

Wonderful World.‖ After he sings his second number, this time in English, DioGuardi 

comments, ―the Spanish song, to me, I felt it more. When you sang in English there were 

definitely some pronunciation issues.‖  Cowell then interjects, ―Look, the fact is, if 
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you‘re going to come to Puerto Rico, we‘re here because we actually want someone who 

sings with an accent. Otherwise, we would just go to Omaha.‖ Jackson adds, ―Yes, 

[Jorge,] be who you are. Be Puerto Rican!‖ (Warwick ―NYC/San Juan).  

On the live semi final performance episode Seacrest reinforces that Nunez is from 

outside of the continental United States with the introduction, ―He‘s traveled over thirty-

three hundred miles to be here, Puerto Rico‘s own, Jorge Nunez‖ (Warwick ―Group 3 

Performs‖). After Nunez performs, Abdul gives him a standing ovation, and in her 

critique she tells him, ―I am so proud of you. People have no idea how hard you have 

worked. When you took our advice, you worked with a dialect coach...you can‘t even tell 

[you have an accent]. You‘ve worked so hard and you sound so good. And this is what it 

is all about. You‘re fulfilling your dream‖ (Warwick ―Group 3 Performs‖). Again, 

Cowell disagrees with the other judges. He tells Nunez, ―You know what, I think we 

were wrong to say to you that you shouldn‘t sing with an accent because, why should 

we? You‘re from Puerto Rico. You‘ve got a good voice. It makes you different. I think 

you should be who you are‖ (Warwick ―Group 3 Performs‖).  It could be that Cowell 

genuinely believed Nunez should not alter himself to conform to American norms. Or 

perhaps he saw Nunez as a potential member of pop music‘s ―Latin Explosion‖ which 

began in the 1980s with Gloria Estefan and continues today with artists such as Shakira 

and Pitbull.   Producers did present Nunez as a legitimate contender in the competition, 

and home viewers did advance him to the finals where he eventually finished in thirteenth 

place.  
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The one female Puerto Rican contestant, Tatiana Nicole Del Toro, was presented 

as little more than a joke who advanced through the early rounds of the competition, the 

semi finals, and the Wild Card round solely for dramatic purposes. She was, however, 

reduced to the ethnic stereotype of an unruly, hyper-sexual Latina as a means to entertain 

viewers. Del Toro auditioned in San Francisco, and she is the first contestant featured in 

that audition. Music typically associated with Spanish bullfighting plays in the 

foreground as she introduces herself, ―Hola encantada. Hello American Idol! My name is 

Tatiana Nicole Del Toro from San Juan, Puerto Rico‖ (Warwick ―San Francisco 

Auditions).  B-roll is then shown featuring Del Tora strutting down long hallways, with 

her hips swaying dramatically from side to side. A medium shot then features Del Toro 

flipping her long, brown hair back behind her shoulders as she blows kisses at the camera 

while other contestants in the frame grimace and roll their eyes.  As she continues to pose 

for the cameras, Seacrest incredulously asks in a voice-over, ―Does Tatiana think she‘s 

running for the Miss America Pageant?‖ (Warwick ―San Francisco Auditions‖).  Later, 

when Del Toro auditions before the judges she hands them a three-ring binder she refers 

to as her press kit.  The audition proceeds with the following exchange: 

DioGuardi:  Wow. We haven‘t gotten a [press kit] before. Are you Italian?  

Del Toro: I‘m from Puerto Rico. From San Juan.  

Cowell: Well, you know we‘re going to Puerto Rico.  

Del Toro: I know. But I didn‘t want to wait. I didn‘t want to be just another girl 

from Puerto Rico.  

 

Dio Guardi: (holds up a lingerie ad from Del Toro‘s press kit) Look Simon! A 

naughty picture for you.  
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Del Toro then sings and the judges deliberate.  

Cowell: I think you would do a lot of things very well. Singing isn‘t one of them.  

Abdul: I say yes. She‘s what we need to color things up.  

Cowell: (sighs) She‘s so dramatic.  

Dio Guardi: You‘re a pretty girl. You‘re spunky.  

Jackson: You know what, I‘m going to say yes because you‘re wild and I like it.   

Jackson, Abdul, and Dio Guardi override Cowell‘s no vote, and after Del Toro leaves the 

audition room, Dio Guardi excitedly states, ―She should be naughty!‖ Cowell replies, 

―Well, she didn‘t get through on her vocals‖ (Warwick ―San Francisco Auditions‖). 

Del Toro‘s ―wild‖ antics were featured throughout Hollywood Week and the semi 

finals. Whenever she laughs, cries, or tries to exert authority over her group, other 

contestants are shown sighing with exasperation, rolling their eyes, and whispering 

subtitled comments such as, ―she‘s so crazy,‖ ―that girl is psycho,‖ and ―have you ever 

met Satan?‖ (Warwick ―Hollywood Round 2‖).  I asked Wagner-Trugman about how Del 

Toro‘s segments were edited together and whether or not she did instigate as much drama 

as the producers led viewers to believe. He replied, ―She is eccentric, she‘s dramatic, and 

although she‘s a good person, she had a way of bringing out a lot of negative feelings in 

people. I‘m trying to be really politically correct. She‘s a handful‖ (Wagner-Trugman). 

The York Dispatch asked Del Toro if she thought she was fairly portrayed on AI, and she 

acutely responded,  

When it comes to reality shows, they can do whatever they want… the producers 

had a lot of fun editing me in kooky ways… Something silly isn‘t about to bother 

me. I know that they were having so much fun editing me... I mean, whatever. 

Who can say that they did something stupid and that their careers got made over 
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something stupid? How many people want to be in my shoes right now? That they 

wish that they could be in the [AI] finale because they cried or whatever. It‘s so 

silly. But I am a very serious and focused person (Franklin).  

Del Toro‘s comments suggest that she understood the reality of being on a Reality TV 

show. Her antics earned her screen time, and she is now working and performing 

regularly at clubs in Los Angeles. Del Toro seemed to understand that she did not have 

control over how she was going to be portrayed, and she took the exposure she had in 

stride.   

Not all contestants shared Del Toro‘s outlook on the AI producers‘ tactics. Ju‘not 

Joyner, one of the three African American male semi-finalists, did not want his race or 

his experience of having grown up in an inner city to be exploited for ratings.  Joyner 

shared his displeasure with the way in which producers wanted to craft and present his 

back story during an online chat with AINOW.org: 

As far as being a black man on the show I don't really focus on that.   They 

wanted too though.  Even though I'm from the hood, they wanted me to put that 

out to the world and expose my personal business for ratings.   I wouldn't do it.   

Then they pulled me aside and told me I was a trouble maker (Joyner).  

 

Joyner also took issue with the manner in which contestants were made to enter into 

contractual agreements with 19 Entertainment.  

They make us collectively choose the lawyer. Then they act like it's in our best 

interest.   Craziest stuff I've ever seen.   I have a son to feed. I had to ask 

questions and know what I was signing.   Plus I write my own songs and I needed 

to know details. Some folks were like "just shut up and sign on the dotted line."   I 

know better than that. We all had one lawyer and a few hours to go over the 

details of about 6 or 7 contracts, that we didn't even get a copy of...and we didn't 

get an opportunity to send to an outside attorney...and if we didn't sign, we 

couldn't be on the show (Joyner). 
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I asked Wagner-Trugman about the AI contract process, and he corroborated 

Joyner‘s assertions.  He could not provide me with any specific details about the semi 

finalist releases and contract because, as Joyner said, the contestants were not given 

copies.  However, the American Idol website provides the initial stadium audition release 

form that all contestants must sign. The language used in the release provides evidence 

that those who choose to audition for American Idol essentially forfeit control over their 

identities. The AI producers contractually ensure that they maintain control over how 

information about contestants is presented to the voting audience.  

I grant to Producer and its successors, licensees, and assigns, the irrevocable right, 

but not the obligation, with or without my knowledge…[to use my] biographical 

data on or in connection with the Program in any manner in Producer‘s sole 

election and discretion. I understand that I may reveal, and other parties may 

reveal, information about me that is of a personal, private, embarrassing or 

unfavorable nature, which information may be factual and/or fictional. I further 

understand that my appearance, depiction and/or portrayal in the Program may be 

disparaging, defamatory, embarrassing or of an otherwise unfavorable nature 

which may expose me to public ridicule, humiliation or condemnation. I 

acknowledge and agree that Producer shall have the right to (a) include any or all 

such information and appearances, depictions or portrayals in the Program as 

edited by Producer in its sole discretion…. (―American Idol Personal‖).  

 

Contestants who want to participate in the competition must sign all legal 

documents AI producers present them, and all of the contracts are completely non-

negotiable (Essany 159).  This stipulation is made all the more problematic because once 

contestants reach the semi-final rounds contestants must sign contracts as a group, and 

the only legal counseling they may seek is from AI attorneys.  Entertainment columnist 

Michael Essany describes the AI contract as a ―deal with the devil‖ (157). He had the 

contract reviewed by an attorney for his expose on reality TV and was told, ―The contract 

is about as one-sided as they come…[T]he producers are essentially free to do whatever 
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they wish with you or to you. It is actually very dangerous‖ (147).  In scholar Debora 

Halbert‘s exploration into the legal basis under which networks and producers have over 

usurping reality TV show contestants‘ identities, she argues that contestants would have 

no public personae were it not for the program. Additionally it is the producers who 

―invest the labor‖ in constructing character ―personalities.‖ The contestants themselves 

function as little more than ―raw materials‖ which producers cultivate and can therefore 

own. Ultimately, in a strict legal sense, a reality TV show contestant is not a person, once 

he or she signs the contract; he or she is a character. Producers can legally present 

contestants to audiences however they choose (Halbert 40).  

A few contestants were able to assert their individuality through their wardrobe, 

song selection, and brief verbal exchanges with the host and judges. In chapter three I 

will discuss how those who were able or chose to do this maintained some measure of 

control over how audiences perceived them and ultimately faired best in the competition.  

In chapter two I have drawn from Dyer to discuss how AI producers rely on 

common sexist and racist stereotypes to construct contestant identities. The group of 

season eight‘s thirty-six semi finalists are made up of people from various races, 

ethnicities, and socio-cultural backgrounds to give the appearance that anyone has a 

chance of achieving the American Dream. Producers accentuate the notion that AI works 

as a vehicle to lead contestants to financial prosperity by setting the Final Judgment 

portion of the audition phase in an opulent mansion. The judges use specific language to 

call attention to casting characters rather than solely advancing the contestants who have 

the best singing voices. That only white contestants were featured in the televised sing-
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offs which pitted similarly typed characters--geeks, blue-collar workers, and single 

moms--demonstrates further that non-white contestants were ―typed‖ based upon their 

race and/or ethnicity. The make-up of the top thirty-six semi finalists was comprised of 

various character types, and while contestants from several races and ethnicities were 

included, twenty-two of season eight‘s thirty-six semi finalists were white. Judges‘ 

remarks suggest several contestants were added to the semi finals to accentuate the 

American Dream narrative and to offer a contrast to the superior singing and performing 

ability of 19E‘s favored contestants. The only physically impaired contestant in AI’s 

nine-year run was prominently featured in season eight. His visual impairment was 

highlighted more than his singing ability to such a degree that ultimately he even refers to 

himself as ―the blind guy from American Idol‖ (MacEntyre).  

When a contestant‘s race/ethnicity is not easily identifiable, producers provide 

auditory metonyms such ethnic music and explicit information about a contestant‘s 

heritage to inform audiences about his or her racial background. Producers also highlight 

entire cultural groups in reductive ways as a means to entertain the audience which 

contestants either accept and use or reject, sometimes to their disadvantage. Puerto Rican 

contestant Nunez was simultaneously encouraged to accentuate his ethnicity by judges 

Jackson and Cowell and advised to rid himself of his accent by judges DioGaurdi and 

Abdul. Producers constructed contestant Del Toro‘s identity as that of a wild, hyper-

sexualized Latina. Then both the judges and her fellow contestants ridiculed her for that 

typecasting. However, in a post-season interview Del Toro expressed that she has taken 

her exposure on AI in stride, and she understands that she had no control over how 
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producers would portray her. Semi finalist Joyner did not want his blackness to be 

exploited for ratings, and when he objected to the manner in which contestants were 

forced to sign releases and contracts, producers deemed him a ―trouble maker‖ (Joyner). 

The initial AI audition releases grants producers the right to construct contestant 

identities however they choose even at the expense of contestants‘ privacy and dignity. 

These one-sided contracts are legal because courts have determined that it is the 

producers who ―invest the labor‖ in cultivating contestants‘ public personae (Halbert).  

Thus, AI is able in most part to write the script as it deems most advantageous to the 

franchise while portraying the process as democratic.   
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Chapter 3 

 In Unthinking Eurocentrism scholars Ella Shohat and Robert Stam discuss the 

limitations of textual analyses which focus primarily on exposing prevailing ethnic and 

racial (and I would add heterosexist) stereotypes in media. They write, ―while these 

‗stereotypes and distortions‘ analyses pose legitimate questions about social plausibility 

and mimetic accuracy,…they are often premised on an exclusive allegiance to an esthetic 

of verisimilitude‖ (178).  Shohat and Stam argue that debates about questions of 

―realism‖ ultimately result in ―an impasse in which diverse spectators and critics 

passionately defend their version of the ‗real‘‖ (178) to focus solely on how characters 

are stereotyped.  However, this discounts how audiences might make meanings of the 

text. As Sut Jhally and Justin Lewis have stated, ―the significance, or meaning, of 

television in popular culture is a product of the interplay between the television program 

and the attitude the viewer brings to it‖ (9). And how do non-fictional characters on 

reality TV programs exert their own agency over how their persona is constructed? What 

control do they have over making their on-air selves ―real‖? 

 In chapter two I noted that, in a legal sense, reality TV contestants are, in fact, 

orchestrated fictions.  On game-docs such as Survivor or Big Brother, where producers 

pre-record and edit nearly all of the action to create story arcs as they choose, ―real‖ 

people can easily be reduced to fictional characters.  However, on American Idol the vast 

majority of air time contestants reaching the post audition phase receive is on live 

television. Certainly, the director chooses the shots and camera angles, producers arrange 
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the performance order and select which music genres will be performed, and the host and 

judges work to sway audience perceptions with their improvised and scripted comments 

and critiques.  And yet, as I mentioned in chapter one, contestants do have their choice of 

song selection and wardrobe. Contestants also are responsible for how they present 

themselves through their mannerisms, speech, overall demeanor, and the degree to which 

they heed the judges‘ advice and criticism.  While producers and judges attempt to 

exploit favored contestants‘ ―likability‖ factor, it is those few contestants who are able to 

break through the producers‘ constructed persona and present themselves as individuals 

who have the most success on the program.  

Before the live episode competition phase of AI begins, producers work to 

package their favored contestants in the most likable, relatable, and/or sympathetic 

manner possible. Henry Jenkins notes that AI is incredibly successful at making 

audiences ―feel love‖ (70). By the time the voting portion of the competition begins, 

many viewers have already selected their favorite contestant.  In this chapter I will 

demonstrate how the producers present those contestants deemed ―front runners‖ to 

audiences and the ways in which the producers‘ plans succeeded or back fired. I will 

demonstrate how early judges‘ favorite Lil Rounds was not able successfully to make 

song selections that helped accentuate her individuality and how Danny Gokey, another 

judges‘ favorite, was effectively trapped within his sympathetic back story to such a 

degree that it ultimately produced considerable media backlash.  I will then provide 

examples of how season eight runner-up Adam Lambert , who judge Paula Abdul 

championed throughout the season, worked to maintain his individuality despite 
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producers‘ efforts to masculinize his identity amid growing speculation regarding 

Lambert‘s sexual orientation. I will also show how Kris Allen, a contestant who was 

essentially ignored by producers, engaged in an orchestrated discourse with audiences 

that ultimately propelled him to victory over Rounds, Lambert, and Gokey.  

 Lil Rounds was introduced to viewers in season eight, episode two. Twenty-eight 

minutes into the two-hour episode Seacrest teases her audition segment in a voice-over, 

―Coming up, we meet a mom who has lost everything. Can she get it back?‖ (Warwick 

―Kansas City Auditions‖). A quick clip of Rounds, the only African American adult 

female to make it to the top thirty-six, is shown. She is dressing her three toddlers, and 

she says, ―right now, we are still trying to recover‖(Warwick ―Kansas City Auditions‖). 

Forty-five minutes later in the episode her backstory segment is presented, and viewers 

learn that Rounds and her husband‘s home had been destroyed by a tornado, and they and 

their three young children had been living in a one-bedroom, extended stay, hotel for the 

past year.  

In her pre-audition interview she says, ―American Idol is what‘s going to help us. 

Help me, my family. Everybody‖(Warwick ―Kansas City Auditions‖). After Rounds 

sings, the judges give her high praise on her vocals. And unlike most other auditions they 

make no comments about her appearance or even performance style. Cowell simply calls 

her a ―Fantastic, singer‘s singer.‖  While the judges do not mention her back story 

explicitly, Abdul tell Rounds, ―Whoever told you to stop dreaming your dream, you tell 

them to go kiss your lil‘ behind (Warwick ―Kansas City Auditions‖). Jackson then 

compares Rounds to AI season three winner Fantasia.  Producers provide an auditory link 
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between Fantasia and Rounds. As Rounds walks out of the audition room, Fantasia‘s 

number-one R&B single, ―Believe,‖ plays in the foreground.   

During the ―Hollywood Week‖ episode Seacrest explicitly introduces Rounds as 

both an ―early front-runner‖ and ―a judges‘ favorite.‖ When Rounds is critiqued, 

DioGuardi tells her she is ―bold and brave and that‘s what makes for a great 

artist‖(Warwick ―Hollywood Week Round 1‖). In the Final Judgment episode, Rounds is 

interviewed again, and she reiterates that AI will take her family out of a ―difficult and 

stressful situation and put us in a place where we will be okay. I think I have [made it into 

the semi finals]. I think I did good enough‖ (Warwick ―Hollywood Week Round 4‖).  

Rounds‘s interview stands out from other similar, back stories where contestants 

from various seasons have faced some kind of hardship or tragedy because she is not 

presented as a victim. Rounds is not shown crying or wiping away tears. She regards 

auditioning on AI as not only an opportunity for financial security but also a chance to 

fulfill her dream of being a professional singer. She is the only adult female contestant 

who articulates that she is auditioning not only for her children but also for herself.  This 

is an important distinction considering the other four mothers in the competition, all of 

whom are white, single, and working-class, never speak on camera about actually 

wanting to become recording artists. They all remark that they have auditioned for AI as a 

means to provide for their children. Finalist Megan Joy even claims that she has never 

sung in public, with the exception of participating in her high school chorus, prior to 

auditioning for AI (Warwick ―Top 13 Finalists Perform‖). Rounds however speaks about 

having always wanted to be a professional singer, but people close to her had told her that 
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as a mother of three it was unrealistic to try and pursue a career in the music industry.  

However, she believes, ―the day you let go of your dreams is the day you let go of your 

life‖ (Warwick ―Kansas City Auditions‖).  

Rounds‘s words clearly echo AI’s American Dream narrative. Additionally, she is 

presented as being in an intact, American family. Her husband is in nearly every shot of 

her at-home, edited, back story segments.  Rounds is presented as both a mother and a 

wife.  Producers even frame her in a classic visual mimetic of an all-American family 

when Rounds is shown standing in the threshold of her home, holding her baby as she 

and her young daughters wave good-bye to her husband as he leaves for work.  

 In the early, pre-recorded rounds of the competition Rounds receives consistent 

high praise from the judges, but as the competition progresses into the live performance 

semi finals and finals the judges slowly begin to turn on her.  As is customary, the judges 

begin critiquing all contestants on the overall aspects of their performances. During 

―Grand Ole Opry Week,‖ the second round of the finals, Rounds tells Seacrest she wants 

to ―honor country music‖ and she wants to try and ―hold back on the R&B feel.‖ Seacrest 

replies with an incredulous tone, ―So, it‘s an experiment then‖ (Warwick ―Top 11 

Finalists Perform‖). Seacrest‘s implication seemingly is, can a black R&B artist sing 

country music?  After Rounds sings, judge Randy Jackson, who is also African 

American, says, ―I don‘t know, that didn‘t feel comfortable for me on you, I‘m just 

keeping it real.‖ Cowell tells Rounds that she made a poor song choice because her 

rendition sounded ―too much like the original‖(Warwick ―Top 11 Finalists Perform‖).  
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The next round of the competition is ―Motown Week,‖ and this is the first time 

where Rounds‘s blackness is brought to the forefront of the narrative.  The contestants 

are all flown to Detroit where Barry Gordy and Smoky Robinson guide them on a tour of 

the Motown Museum. As Rounds stands in front of a wall of framed album covers of 

Motown artists, she says, ―to see this history on a wall, you have so many emotions and 

you start to think, man, we really came a long way‖ (Warwick ―Top 10 Finalists 

Perform‖).  It is true that Rounds may not face racist barriers to the degree of which 

Robinson and other African American artists did. Nevertheless, this kind of historicizing 

of racism in popular media often implies that racism is a problem of the past (Anderson 

21-35).  During the Motown Week episode after Rounds performs Martha & the 

Vandella‘s ―Heatwave,‖ DioGuardi tells her, ―You were the diva tonight that everyone 

was waiting to hear. I mean this is your week. And if you don‘t nail this week, then I got 

to tell you, I don‘t know‖ (Warwick ―Top 10 Finalists Perform‖). Rounds continued to 

receive increasingly negative critiques from the judges, and within two weeks she was 

eliminated.  

I have reviewed Rounds‘s segments and performances several times. Each week 

she is told she did not choose the right song.  The closest judges ever come to saying why 

it was the wrong song is when Cowell says, ―it seems as if your personality is being 

sucked out of you‖ (Warwick ―Top 10 Finalists Perform‖). On American Idol the song 

choice is always a cover that is supposed to represent what kind of music the contestant 

will make should he or she win and receive a recording contract. But after having 

reviewed judges‘ critiques from all nine seasons of AI, I have discovered that contestants 
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are praised for their song choice when it, in some way, matches their producer-

constructed persona. Rounds‘s persona and back story is straight forward. Rounds is an 

twenty-three-year-old African American wife and mother of three from Memphis, 

Tennessee. She has a dream of being a professional singer, and when her home was 

destroyed by a tornado, it served as a ―wake up call‖ and opportunity‖ not to let her 

dream die. None of the songs Rounds sings in the competition reflect her ―story‖ in any 

way. She was a singer, not a storyteller. Thus, Rounds did not adequately follow the story 

producers crafted for her in either her song selection or presentation of her identity. She 

even became visibly frustrated when the judges would tell her that while she had a 

―fantastic,‖ ―powerhouse‖ voice, they did not like her overall performances.  Producers 

employed their typical tactics of accentuating her ―Americanness‖ through highlighting 

her boot-strap narrative of pursuing her dream in the wake of personal hardship. However 

Rounds did not sing any song that reflected her constructed backstory   

 Entertainment Weekly reporter Michael Slezak and Ann K. Powers of The Los 

Angeles Times have both questioned whether or not racism is at play when AI contestants 

of color are eliminated. Recording artist and season three contestant mentor Sir Elton 

John went as far as to say that the AI voting audience was ―incredibly racist‖(Donaldson-

Evan) when African American contestant Jennifer Hudson, who later to went on to win 

the Academy Award for her supporting role in the film adaptation of the musical 

Dreamgirls, was eliminated from AI in seventh place. The other two contestants to 

receive the next, lowest number of votes the week of Hudson‘s elimination were also 

African American females.   
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Jenkins‘s AI audience study and The Nielson Company report on AI do not 

provide information on whether or not viewers consider race when making their AI 

voting selections. However a study published in B.E. Journal of Economic Analysis & 

Policy asserts that white American Idol audience members do not exhibit ―same-race 

preference‖ in their voting practices (Lee).  While I do not have actual audience response 

evidence to draw from, I have concluded that Rounds made the mistake of approaching 

AI as if it were only a singing competition. While she was absolutely a person audiences 

could relate to and like, she did not participate in either telling or transcending her 

―story.‖ She simply sang. Rounds did not compete as if she was on a reality TV show that 

stresses a particular transformation story about the American Dream; she competed as if 

she was on a pure talent show.  I cannot provide evidence that suggests audience racism 

led to her elimination, but I will assert that the manner in which producers worked to 

situate her story as dream-seeking and all-American is problematic at best if it expects 

people of particular races and ethnicities to perform within those stereotypes. 

On the first night of the final rounds Abdul made the prediction that the two 

contestants to make it to the Top Two Finale would be Gokey and Lambert.  Unlike 

Rounds, Gokey and Lambert clearly played the game that is American Idol. They 

embraced the stories that both producers and the mainstream media had constructed for 

them, and they also subtly, yet successfully, provided the audience additional information 

about themselves in an apparent effort to present themselves as individuals and possibly 

to garner votes.   
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Gokey‘s audition aired on the second episode of season eight.  Seacrest teases his 

audition five times throughout the episode with comments such as ―And later an 

emotional story of strength and courage… one of the most heartfelt stories we‘ve ever 

heard on American Idol… He has a powerful story, but does he have the voice to 

match?… It‘s all on the line for Danny, but will his emotions get the best of him?‖ 

(Warwick ―Kansas City Auditions‖).  When his backstory segment finally begins, Gokey 

provides a voice-over detailing the several heart surgeries his recently deceased wife had 

undergone undergone as photographs of his wedding are presented on camera. He 

explains that when the doctors ran out of options he tried to keep his wife alive through 

the power of prayer, and he was fighting through his grief because coming on American 

Idol was a way to keep his wife‘s spirit alive. An on-screen graphic informs audiences 

that Gokey is a church music teacher.  

Yet never in the course of the season do producers reveal that his teaching 

position is volunteer work. Gokey actually drives a semi-truck for a living, but that is 

never mentioned on the show. The producers virtually erase Gokey‘s working-class 

status. The foregrounding of Gokey‘s Christian faith is also significant in that evangelical 

Christians are an active part of the AI voting audience. The Christian pop-culture website 

Beliefnet.com reports about which AI contestants are ―believers‖ at the beginning of each 

season and posts information on to which congregations contestants belong (Brokaw). 

Additionally, The Los Angeles Times reports that a Christian non-profit organization pays 

to fly the families of Christian contestants to the AI tapings from across the country, and 
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the organization also connects with churches throughout the United States to encourage 

congregations en masse to vote for Christian contestants (Collins).   

The judges all respond favorably to Gokey‘s audition. Cowell simply says, ―I like 

you‖ while Abdul and DioGuardi both comment on how ―soulful‖ his voice is (Warwick 

―Kansas City Auditions‖). Jackson, rather than shaking Gokey‘s hand, shows him how to 

―fist bump.‖ As Gokey leaves the audition room, the producers foreground the Fray‘s 

song, ―How to Save a Life.‖ After Gokey performs during the semi finals, Cowell 

explicitly remarks, ―you‘re a white guy with soul!‖(Warwick ―Group 1 Performs‖). 

Gokey is later one of the seven ―soulful‖ white male Christians who advance into the top 

thirty-six semi finals. Richard Dyer‘s work on whiteness argues that while Christianity is 

not in essence white, the racialized idea of Christendom has been perpetuated through the 

Crusades and the gentilizing of images of Christ throughout the centuries (1997). I would 

hypothesize that Gokey‘s ―soulfulness‖ and working-class status compelled producers to 

highlight his Christianity and heterosexuality through presenting his story of being a 

young widower in an effort to solidify his whiteness.   

Gokey advances easily through the competition with consistent praise from the 

judges. He incorporates his faith and the loss of his wife into his performances by 

selecting songs with overt Christian themes or stories of lost love such as Carrie 

Underwood‘s  ―Jesus Take the Wheel‖ and Rascal Flatts‘s ―What Hurts the Most.‖ When 

Gokey performs ―Endless Love‖ during ―Songs of the Cinema Week,‖ he points his 

finger upwards to ―heaven‖ indicating that he is singing about his dead wife. While the 

judges consistently praise Gokey, entertainment critics take issue with what they regard 
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as overt exploitation of his wife‘s death to court the sympathy vote. Entertainment 

Weekly repeatedly refers to Gokey as a ―ghoulish widower‖(Slezak, Baldwin, and Shaw). 

Powers of The Los Angeles Times writes, ―I'm really sorry that [Gokey‘s] young wife 

passed, but must the show encourage this inspiration-addicted worship leader to turn his 

sorrow into shtick?‖ (Powers ―Ann Powers: The Pile Up‖). Gokey was the only 

contestant to whom the judges rarely gave harsh criticism.  But the media backlash and 

the increasing judges‘ support for fellow contestant Lambert may have led to Gokey‘s 

third place elimination. In the last few rounds of the competition in which Gokey 

participated, he stopped making references through lyric or gesture to his wife, and he 

stopped singing religiously thematic songs. Gokey‘s break from his back story was an 

apparent misstep for audiences.   

Unlike Rounds who never incorporated her backstory into her performances or 

Gokey who utilized his sympathetic backstory to such a degree that it may have alienated 

some of his early supporters in the voting audience, season eight runner-up Lambert and 

winner Allen were both able to maintain a measure of control over their identities, and 

through their utilization of symbols, gestures, and demeanor they were able to engage in 

discourse with voters that both incorporated and transcended the ―types‖ of characters in 

which AI intended to present them.  They were not simply reality TV show ―characters‖; 

they were ―individuals.‖  

At the beginning of this thesis I mentioned that just as the semi final rounds of 

season eight began, photographs depicting Lambert kissing another man while each wore 

dresses surfaced on the internet.  However, speculation about Lambert‘s sexual 
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orientation began the night of his first televised audition as is evident from the judges‘ 

comments after he first sang for them.   

Just as with Gokey‘s audition in episode two, Seacrest teases Lambert‘s audition 

throughout the third episode of season eight. When Lambert first appears on camera, he is 

introduced as ―up and coming, Adam Lambert,‖ and a montage of photographs of 

Lambert as a boy dressed in various costumes is presented on camera as Lambert 

provides a voice-over explaining that he grew up in musical theater after his parents 

enrolled him in drama classes at the age of ten. Lambert goes on to say that he decided to 

audition for American Idol because it is his ―big chance to give people a show‖ (Warwick 

―San Francisco Auditions‖). When he walks into the audition room, judge Abdul notes 

that Lambert‘s biography states that he is in the Los Angeles cast of Wicked, and he 

confirms that he has been in the chorus for the past eighteen months. After he sings 

several bars of Queen‘s ―Bohemian Rhapsody,‖ judges Cowell and Jackson set the tone 

for how Lambert would be represented throughout the competition. Cowell says Lambert 

is ―theatrical‖ and, therefore, not relevant, but Jackson argues that, yes, Lambert is 

―theatrical, but maybe it‘s time, currently, for somebody like [him]‖ (Warwick ―San 

Francisco Auditions‖). DioGuardi says that he is ―theatrical, yes, but he can sing, and at 

this point in the competition that is what we are looking for‖(Warwick ―San Francisco 

Auditions‖).  

When the judges unanimously pass Lambert through to the next round, he 

approaches their table and kisses the hands of the female judges, Abdul and DioGuardi. 

Jackson then holds out his hand to Lambert with his palm down. Lambert laughs, and 
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rather than kissing the male judge‘s hand he turns Jackson‘s hand over and shakes it in a 

conventional manner. Jackson nods his head and responds, ―Good. I was just checking.‖ 

This interaction, not so subtly, hints at Lambert‘s ambiguous sexuality.  Cowell‘s use of 

the word ―theatrical‖ also works to cue regular audiences to Lambert‘s demeanor and 

probable sexual orientation. Throughout the run of the series Cowell often refers to male 

contestants who do not exhibit conventionally masculine mannerisms, and who may 

possibly be gay, as ―theatrical.‖  After Lambert leaves the room, Abdul declares that he is 

the best singer she has seen in any of the auditions, thereby setting him for audiences as a 

possible front runner in the competition (Warwick ―San Francisco Auditions‖). 

AI has a history of working to mask the sexuality of contestants who are thought 

or known to be gay. When season one finalist Jim Verraros, who came out shortly after 

the season ended, was told to take ―gay friendly‖ content off of his online journal, 

producers explained to him that the perception that he might be gay could give him an 

―edge‖ that would be unfair to other contestants. Season six contestant Tom Lowe told 

the gay and lesbian publication The Advocate, "I didn't really want to make that an 

issue…I didn't want to be known as the gay contestant. I was discreet and would have 

happily carried on in the competition and had my sexuality not be an issue. You need to 

appeal to a broad market, but unfortunately, in America that doesn't include being gay‖ 

(Hernandez).  I noted in the introduction how Dyer points out that Americanness is 

equated with whiteness because white skin worked as a unifier of Nationhood in the 

1800s. Dyer also asserts that whiteness (and therefore Americanness) is also inherently 

heterosexual because whiteness can only be perpetuated through reproduction (1997 19-
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20).  Homophobic sentiments that persist in the United States along with AI’s efforts to 

glorify Americanness may be why homosexuality has been so closeted on the program.  

When season eight aired, in the wake of polarizing American political issues such 

as the United States military‘s policy on allowing gays to serve openly as well as 

California‘s Proposition 8 ruling which overturned the state‘s legalization of same-sex 

marriage, AI took a different tactic when dealing with this speculation regarding 

Lambert‘s sexuality. After the competition ended, Lambert told OUT.com, ―[the 

producers] weren‘t against me. They never [told me to] tone it down. They knew it was 

good for ratings‖ (Lambert ―Out 100 Breakouts of the Year‖). In an interview with the 

gay, pop-culture website afterelton.com, Allen confirmed that Lambert ―never tried to 

hide [his sexuality],‖ and he was completely out to producers and his fellow contestants 

throughout the audition and competition phases (Jensen).  

Yet, during the run of the season, Lambert never publicly addressed his sexuality 

nor were any details regarding his adult personal life featured on the program. At a press 

junket for the thirteen finalists, Access Hollywood correspondent Laura Saltman asked 

Lambert about the photographs of him kissing another man that had surfaced on the 

internet; Lambert simply replied, ―I have nothing to hide. I am who I am. This is about 

singing, nothing else‖ (Lambert ―Adam Googles Himself‖). After the competition ended, 

Lambert confirmed to Rolling Stone magazine that he identifies as ―gay and bi-curious.‖ 

He went on to explain that upon the release of the photographs of him kissing another 

man, the AI producers asked him how he wanted to handle the media‘s growing 
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speculation about his sexuality. He says it was his choice to let it be a ―mystery‖ 

(Grigoriadis 50-57).   

While it may be true that AI let Lambert decide whether or not he wanted his 

sexuality to be incorporated into his on-screen persona, the producers nevertheless 

worked diligently to shore up Lambert‘s masculinity. One of the key ways in which this 

was accomplished was by surrounding him with other more overtly feminine male semi 

finalists who were more flamboyant than, and had substantially inferior vocal abilities to, 

Lambert.  

Former AI executive producer Nigel Lythgoe revealed in a 2004 press conference 

that the producers and judges deliberately ―seed the groups‖ semi final rounds in an effort 

to help certain contestants pass through to the finals (FansofReality).  As I have noted in 

chapter two, contestants who are placed in the semi finals to offer a contrast to producers‘ 

favorites are known as fodder. The way the judges treated Von Smith, Nathaniel 

Marshall, and Norman Gentle (all of whom have inferior singing voices to Lambert‘s) 

suggests that they made it into the semifinal rounds simply to masculinize Lambert in the 

eyes of the viewers.  

When Lambert sings The Rolling Stones‘ ―Satisfaction‖ during the semi finals, 

judges comment solely on his performance. Abdul remarks, ―I‘m not even watching the 

American Idol competition, I‘m watching the Adam Lambert concert‖ (Warwick ―Group 

2 Performs‖). Cowell notes that his performance had a possible polarizing effect for 

audiences: ―there were parts that were brilliant…but this is going to be one of those love 

it or hate it performances‖ (Warwick ―Group 2 Performs‖). Jackson‘s comments position 
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Lambert alongside professional recording artists who are known to children and adult 

audiences. And he makes notes of the sexiness of Lambert‘s performance by comparing 

him to the lead actor
1
 in the Twilight films: ―I loved it…[you are] like Steven Tyler [from 

Aerosmith] meets Fall Out Boy, meets Robert Pattinson‖ (Warwick ―Group 2 

Performs‖). 

While the judges never directly address Lambert‘s sexuality, they all made thinly 

veiled homophobic jabs at other male contestants whose feminine demeanor was more 

overt than Lambert‘s. Cowell compares Smith to Clay Aiken, a now openly gay former 

AI contestant, but it is clear Cowell was referencing Smith‘s presumed sexuality rather 

than his singing when Cowell says, ―I don‘t know if you‘re going to take this as a 

compliment or not, but you remind me of Clay Aiken…I mean you‘ve got the same uh 

[laughs] dress sense as he did‖ (Warwick ―Group 3 Performs‖). All of the judges 

compare Marshall to gay singers such as Elton John, George Michael, and Boy George. 

And when Marshall sings the last lyric of his song, ―I would do anything for love but I 

won‘t do that,‖ Cowell quipped, ―Oh, Nathaniel, I think you would do that‖ (Warwick 

―Group 3 Performs‖). Cowell then remarks that Marshall‘s performance made him 

―uncomfortable.‖  Seacrest joins in by encouraging Marshall to sit on Cowell‘s lap.  

Semi finalist Gentle is an aspiring comedian who is actually named Nick Mitchell. 

―Gentle‖ is an over-the-top, camp character he created when he first auditioned for AI. In 

the semi finals he fully performs effeminacy when he sings an outrageous rendition of 

―And I am Telling You‖ from Dreamgirls. First, he changes the lyrics of the song.  Then, 

as he sings, he jumps off the stage, bends down on his knees, and begs Cowell to love 
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him. Cowell responds to the performance by saying, ―I hope I am speaking on behalf of 

America here when I say, I pray you do not go forward to the next round‖(Warwick 

―Group 2 Performs‖). Gentle and Lambert stand next to each other to hear which of them 

have made it through to the finals. Lambert is competing against eleven other contestants 

in that round, but when the producers pair him with Gentle as the results are announced, 

the message to viewers is that Lambert is not as effeminate as Gentle.  

The week between the semi finals and the finals was when the photographs of 

Lambert surfaced online. The photographs immediately made national news, but they 

were not directly addressed on AI.  However, Lambert takes the opportunity to assert his 

voice in his song selection. During ―Michael Jackson Week,‖ Lambert sings an angry 

rendition of ―Black or White‖ and pointedly shouts out the lyrics, ―They put my message 

in the Saturday Sun. I‘m here to tell ‗ya I ain‘t second to none…don‘t tell me you agree 

with me when I saw you kicking dirt in my eye‖ (Warwick ―Top 13 Perform‖).  After 

Lambert‘s performance of ―Black or White,‖ the judges all compliment him for 

remaining true to himself. After the season finale, but before Lambert officially came out, 

he did tell Entertainment Weekly that he specifically chose ―Black or White‖ because the 

lyrics had ―personal relevance‖ to him (Slezak). Lambert‘s comment offers evidence that 

his song choices reflected his actual life experience in addition to merely accentuating the 

persona AI producers had constructed for him.   

The producer constructed introductory packages in the weeks that follow depict 

Lambert walking down the streets of Los Angeles with voice-over telling about his 

lifelong struggle to succeed as a professional entertainer. These packages firmly position 
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Lambert as a lone, masculine figure, working in the public sphere. This is a sharp contrast 

to how the other white male contestants are portrayed in their introductory packages. 

Allen, Gokey, Michael Sarver, and Scott MacIntyre are all shown solely in domestic 

spaces during the final rounds. They are accompanied on screen by their parents and/or 

children, and they speak of how winning American Idol would help them better care for 

their families. While Lambert is filmed in urban spaces, Allen is filmed entirely in his 

home, and in one shot he is seen in his kitchen, wearing an apron while preparing dinner 

for his wife (Warwick ―Top 13 Perform‖). These domesticated depictions of the other 

white male contestants worked to reify further Lambert‘s masculinity. Yet while 

producers attempt to emphasize Lambert‘s masculine persona, he continues asserting his 

individuality by presenting himself in a more androgynous manner than he had in the 

early rounds of the competition. He begins wearing heavy eye make-up, blush, and dark 

nail polish on camera. He also begins imbuing his performances with a more sexually 

provocative, camp aesthetic than he had displayed during the televised audition process.  

Judith Butler notes in her essay ―Imitation and Gender insubordination‖ that ―drag 

enacts the very structure of impersonation by which any gender is assumed…drag 

constitutes the mundane way in which genders are appropriated, theatricalized, worn and 

done‖(383).  Lambert reflects Butler‘s sentiment in several post season interviews by 

describing himself as existing in between the masculine and the feminine (Lambert ―Out 

100 Breakout of the Year‖). In an interview with a Fox affiliate he states that his pre-

show ritual includes applying his make up while intermittently doing bicep curls with a 

hand weight. He says that he does this because he lives ―in both worlds‖ (Fox 17).  
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During Lambert‘s run on AI he received his harshest criticism from judges when he 

strayed too far from the image they had been constructing. During ―Grand Ole Opry 

Week,‖ Lambert sings a falsetto, highly eroticized rendition of Johnny Cash‘s ―Ring of 

Fire.‖ In his performance Lambert moves rhythmically to the beat of the song while 

erotically caressing his thighs and chest. Cowell tells him that the performance was likely 

to have made ―audiences at home throw their television sets out the window.‖ Guest 

mentor Country artist Randy Travis states, ―I just don‘t know what to make of that boy,‖ 

and DioGuardi says the performance was ―strange‖ and ―confusing‖(Warwick ―Top 11 

Perform‖).   

Later in the season Lambert explains in a post-show interview for the American Idol 

website that the judges‘ critiques after his ―Ring of Fire‖ performance made him rethink 

how he was presenting himself visually. He explains, ―it‘s a hard thing to do; to be 

yourself in front of America. I don‘t want to freak people out. I want people to get to 

know who I am….‖ So he decided to show audiences a different side of himself in 

subsequent weeks (Lambert ―Season 8 Finale‖). For the next several shows Lambert dons 

what he refers to in a post-season interview on a gay themed radio show as his ―man 

drag‖ (Lambert ―Why Are People Afraid‖). In a few performances, rather than dancing, 

Lambert simply sits on a stool or chair. And instead of wearing the neo-glam, rocker 

fashions that he had worn earlier in the competition, Lambert opts to wear suits. 

Additionally, he removed his makeup and nail polish and wears his hair in a more 

traditionally masculine style.  
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Unsurprisingly, the judges compliment Lambert on his new look. Abdul comments on 

how ―handsome and classy‖ he looks without the nail polish and makeup. Jackson says 

he is glad to see that Lambert could ―pull it down and straighten it up‖ (Warwick ―Top 10 

Finalists Perform‖). And Cowell, who had questioned Lambert‘s ability to be a current 

and relevant recording artist in previous episodes, states that ―tonight, you have emerged 

to me, as a star‖ (Warwick ―Top 10 Finalists Perform‖). As season eight entered into the 

last few rounds, Lambert once again began performing in an overtly sexual manner, but 

this time rather than displaying a feminine eroticism, his performance of Led Zepplin‘s 

―Whole Lotta Love‖ was aggressive and hyper-masculine.  When DioGuardi critiques his 

performance, she does refer to him as a ―Rock God‖ but she also, again, calls his 

performance ―strange‖ and confusing‖ as well as ―sleazy‖ (Warwick ―Top 4 Finalists 

Perform‖). DioGuardi may have been confused because as soon as Lambert concludes 

the song he immediately reverts back to his more typical feminine physical demeanor 

through his hand gestures, facial expressions, and speaking voice. Lambert later 

explained in a post-season interview that when he performed he was not trying to ―be 

straight‖; he was simply playing the role of a ―hetero‖(Powers ―Adam Lambert Cool, 

Calm‖).   

Throughout the season Lambert applied the judges‘ critiques as he developed his 

upcoming performances. He basically stays on script as a conventionally masculine male 

when he sings, but he also subtly and seemingly deliberately codes himself through song 

choices and wardrobe pieces in ways that audiences might read him as gay.  Lambert 

explains in an on-camera interview during Hollywood Week that his choice to sing 
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Cher‘s ―Believe‖ was ―a risk,‖ but he continues, ―I know who I am and I hope people 

will like me for that‖ (Warwick ―Hollywood Week Round 4‖).  Not only did Lambert 

chose to sing a song by the popular gay icon, Cher, but in a later episode he wore a shirt 

with a large rainbow, a well-known gay pride symbol, printed across his chest (Warwick 

―Top 8 Live Results Show‖). And finally, in the iTunes exclusive studio recordings of the 

songs he performed, Lambert changed all the lyrics to songs he sang to make them 

gender neutral.  

Lambert was able individualize himself and connect with audiences to propel him to 

the second-place spot on season eight. However, he has stated that perhaps not enough of 

the voting audience identified with him to win the competition. When Lambert visited the 

set of the TV magazine Extra!, the host, Mario Lopez, asked him, ―So Adam, everyone 

thought it was going to be you, me included. Did America get it wrong?‖  Lambert 

simply gave a camera-ready smile before he replied, ―No, I think that America made their 

choice, and it was a close race and Kris [Allen] won and I‘m happy for him. You know, if 

we were just judged on singing, it would probably be more fair [sic], but that‘s not what 

[American Idol] is about. It‘s about finding [and voting for] someone you identify with‖ 

(Extra!).   

When Pop Idol, the flagship program of the Idol franchise, first premiered in the 

United Kingdom, judge Pete Waterman made the prediction ―The winner won‘t be the 

flashy, controversial, good-looking, show-boater. It will be the person sitting quietly at 

the back of the room who‘s got the talent and who knows they‘ve got the talent, who will 

win this competition‖(qtd in Cowell ―I Don‘t Mean‖ 129). Waterman‘s remarks 
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foreshadow the outcome of American Idol season eight. In one of Allen‘s few on-camera 

interviews he admits, ―I don‘t think I can match up to anyone, vocally, here‖ so, instead, 

his strategy is to work hard and compete with himself rather than the other contestants 

(Warwick ―Top 5 Finalists Perform‖).   

Upon reviewing the top thirty-six semifinalists I believe that it seems as if Allen was 

passed through as one of the several ―soulful,‖ white, male singers who were seeded into 

the competition to accentuate Gokey‘s superior singing voice. But, unlike any other 

contestant in season eight, Allen plays both the acoustic and electric guitar as well as 

piano. And while producers do not provide audiences with any information about Allen 

other than that he is a newlywed from Arkansas, fans quickly researched his background 

and made several facts about his life as a Christian missionary and college student 

available on various fan-sites.  Even on the final night of the competition the judges gave 

him moderately positive critiques.   

So why did the producers‘ apparent effort to propel Rounds, Lambert, or Gokey to the 

winning spot fail? It is my conclusion that Allen won American Idol because his run in 

the competition epitomizes the program‘s American Dream narrative. He had to work on 

his own to connect with audiences. He did this by consistently choosing songs with 

simple well-known melodies, often performing them by accompanying himself rather 

than being backed up by the large (sometimes overbearing) AI house band. In most cases 

Allen also refused to be styled by AI wardrobe and hair experts, choosing rather to wear 

his own clothes (Rushfield). In an interview that was posted on the American Idol 

website but did not air on television, Allen explains, ―I think what makes me stand out 
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is…I really try to stay true to myself; true to what kind of music I play, style, or 

whatever. I am not trying to change anything. I like who I am, and I am happy, you 

know?‖ (EHIdolVideo). Unlike the front runners, Rounds, Gokey, and Lambert, Allen 

had the luxury of not having to conform to or break free from a constructed backstory 

because producers never gave him one. As is part of the classic American Dream 

narrative, Allen used his skills as a musician and worked hard each week to deliver an 

honest performance without the help of the producers.  

Allen articulates people‘s attraction to AI’s American Dream narrative during an 

interview he gave for the American Idol website on the night he advanced to the final 

rounds of the competition, ―Everyone loves American Idol so much, I think it‘s the 

production of the whole thing…. People want to see other people do well in life, you 

know? People want to see other people‘s dreams come true and that‘s what this show 

thrives on‖ (Allen). By the late rounds of the competition the judges were starting to take 

notice of Allen. DioGuardi calls him a ―dark horse‖ while Cowell notes Allen‘s affable 

stage presence by likening him to a cocker spaniel. Abdul remarks that over the course of 

the competition Allen had grown from being ―the boy-next-door‖ to being ―a gentleman 

with quiet confidence‖ (Warwick ―Top 5 Finalists Perform‖).   

No evidence in the text indicates that producers wanted Allen to win. Their actions or 

lack thereof suggest that Lambert and Gokey are still favored clients of 19 Entertainment. 

As of the writing of this thesis one year after the end of season eight, although Allen did 

receive a recording contract with 19E and was signed to Sony Music Group‘s label Jive 

Records, he has received almost no widely visible promotion for his debut album. 
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Lambert and Gokey, however, have both released three singles and music videos in 

contrast to Allen‘s one single release. While 19E is funding an international, headlining, 

mid-sized venue, concert tour for Lambert and Gokey is opening for the country music 

superstar band, Rascal Flatts, in a nationwide arena tour, Allen is traveling with his band 

playing mostly small venues, bar gigs, and amusement parks (adamofficial.com, 

krisallenofficial.com, dannygokey.com).  19E is however earning a return on whatever 

investment they have made in Allen. He has sold 1.5 million copies of his first single. 

And Allen himself is enjoying financial success. As of May 2010, Forbes magazine lists 

Allen as Number 10 on the Top Idol Alumni Earners of the 2009-2010 Season earning 

1.7 million dollars. (Winter
2
).   

Economist J. Atsu Amegashi‘s work on American Idol’s voting process offers 

evidence as to why Allen may have won despite producers‘ efforts to foreground and 

promote actively Rounds, Gokey, and Lambert while audiences gravitated toward Allen. 

Amegeshi‘s research suggests the effect of having some contestants receive heavily 

promoted backstories and disproportionately large amounts of screen time and praise is 

ultimately to produce ―noise‖ which turns off audiences. Amegashi writes that, while 

some producer and judge backing can be helpful, ―too much of it is clearly not desirable‖ 

(Amegashi 274).  

I do not mean to suggest that Allen‘s win was some kind of subversive act on the part 

of the audience. On the contrary, if anything, Allen‘s win reifies American Idol as a site 

for democracy in action (Williams).  Ultimately his win as the season eight American 

Idol shores up the notion that white, middle-class, heterosexual, Christians exemplify 
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―Americanness.‖  MTV News correspondent Jim Cantiello expressed a similar sentiment 

when, on the night of the season eight finale he ironically exclaimed, ―Wait. The over-

the-top, drag wearing, man kissing, drama geek lost to the All-American, Christian, 

married guy! What is this world coming to?‖(―American Idol in 60 Seconds‖).  

In chapter three I have highlighted how it is ultimately not productive to rely solely 

on exposing racial and ethnic stereotype while conducting textual analyses because this 

practice discounts how audiences may make varied readings of texts, and it does not take 

into consideration the autonomy some live performers may have over presenting 

themselves as individuals.  Producers worked to propel favored contestants Rounds and 

Gokey forward in the competition by constructing sympathetic and relatable back stories 

for them, but this attempt ultimately failed to secure either contestant a spot in the finale.  

Journalistic evidence suggests audience racism may have contributed to Rounds‘s 

elimination, yet information from a scholarly study offers contrary evidence. Despite 

Gokey‘s attempts to break free from his constructed backstory as a widower, his efforts 

may have come too late for some audience members.  Lambert complied with the 

masculinized identity producers had constructed for him, but he also clued audiences into 

his identity as a gay man through his song selections, wardrobe choices, and feminine 

demeanor. According to Lambert, producers allowed him to decide whether or not to 

address the on-going media speculation about his sexual orientation. Producers advanced 

more flamboyant and less talented, feminine males into the competition to offer a contrast 

to Lambert‘s androgynous gender expression. Producers also made every effort to present 

Lambert‘s persona as a lone, masculine figure, working to succeed in the public sphere. 
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When Lambert received negative critiques of his erotic, feminized rendition of ―Ring of 

Fire,‖ he chose to present himself in a more conventionally masculine demeanor while 

singing, and yet when he spoke to the judges he reverted back to using his more feminine 

hand gestures and facial expressions.  

In a post season interview Lambert concludes that perhaps he did not win because not 

enough people in the voting audience identified with him.  Allen said he knew he did not 

match up to other contestants vocally so he worked to top himself each week rather than 

to compete the other finalists. Producers did not highlight him in back story segments, but 

members of online AI fan communities conducted research to learn about Allen‘s history 

as college student, Christian missionary, and newlywed. Producers‘ efforts to propel 

Rounds, Gokey, or Lambert into the finale ironically may have failed because Allen‘s run 

on AI best exemplifies the program‘s American Dream narrative. He did not have the 

burden of adhering to or escaping from a producer-constructed persona. Rather he could 

present himself as an individual through his song selection, wardrobe choices, and 

humble, affable demeanor. Gokey, Lambert, and Allen have all been signed to major 

recording labels and are managed by 19E. Gokey and Lambert are still receiving 

substantially more promotional support from 19E, and yet Allen has seen the most 

financial success of any of the season eight contestants.  
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Conclusion 

 My project has revealed that American Idol producers rely on the white, Christian, 

heterosexual, middle-class, Americanness of contestants‘ bodies and identities to advance 

the show‘s American Dream narrative. When a contestant does not meet all four of the 

components of Americaness, producers highlight some aspects of the contestants‘ 

identities while hiding other truths about who they are.  Producers assuaged Lil Rounds‘s 

blackness by presenting her as a member of a heterosexual family which exhibited boot-

strapping, middle-class values. Danny Gokey‘s status as working-class truck driver was 

completely hidden from audiences. His religious faith was affirmed through on-screen 

graphics and verbal discussion of his role as a church music teacher. And his 

heterosexuality was made apparent by his heavily promoted backstory of being a recent 

widower.  Producers worked to accentuate Adam Lambert‘s masculinity and thereby 

mitigate his feminine demeanor and identity as a homosexual by surrounding him with 

other more flamboyant, male semi finalists. Unlike all of the other finalists, no details of 

Lambert‘s private life were presented on the show, nor were any mentions made of his 

Jewish heritage.   

Audiences have seemingly bought into AI’s American Dream narrative, and the 

outcome of season eight suggests that they want their American Idol to exhibit 

Americaness. While producers devoted very little air time to Allen, he nevertheless, won 

over audiences and ultimately won the entire competition.  His success may be attributed 

to his talent as a singer and performer, but it is also important to note that out of the 
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thirteen finalists, Allen was the only contestant who is a white, heterosexual, middle-

class, Christian—which may reflect the majority of those people watching AI and voting. 

This project does have limitations in that I have relied on production and discourse 

analyses to make my argument that American Idol‘s use of bodies and identities to 

advance its American Dream narrative is wrought with sexism, racism, and heterosexism. 

While I have provided examples of how contestants such as Kristen MacNamara were 

judged more so on how well she lived up to standards of white female beauty rather her 

singing ability, and how Tatiana Nicole Del Toro advanced through the competition to 

entertain audiences with her stereotype of the ―wild, hypersexual Latina,‖ and how judges 

and producers worked to recuperate gay contestant Lambert‘s performances to make him 

more palatable to audiences, I still do not know precisely how audiences read these 

producer tactics.  

While Jungmin Lee‘s study provides evidence that white viewers do not vote for 

white contestants to a greater degree than they vote for contestants of color, more work 

needs to conducted to determine what impact producer-constructed backstories actually 

have on voter practices (16-17).  While the subject of reality TV has been addressed by 

several scholars from a wide array of academic disciplines, my project is unique in that I 

have focused on how the live aspects of American Idol do afford contestants the 

opportunity to present themselves as persons rather than mere personas.  

My research shows how it is possible for reality TV contestants to break free from 

producer-constructed characters if contestants are granted enough autonomy to present 

their bodies and identities on live television in the manner they choose (and if they know 
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they can do this). I have also shown how contestants who may not be producers‘ or 

judges‘ favorites can still enter into a discourse with audiences that can help propel them 

to victory in competition.   

When American Idol premiered in 2002, it was the first and only reality TV program 

that incorporated both extensive liveness and audience voting into the program format. 

As of 2010, shows such as So You Think You Can Dance, Dancing with the Stars, Last 

Comic Standing, and America’s Got Talent all incorporate several live episodes and 

audience voting into their formats. These programs all lead to potential new career 

opportunities for contestants as dancers, comedians, or musicians beyond their run as a 

reality TV stars. More research needs to be conducted to explore the ways in which 

audiences and fan labor may be contributing the cultivation or revival of entertainers‘ 

careers.  It does appear, however, that the American Dream narrative permeates 

American Idol.   
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Notes  

Introduction 

1.  American Idol does not have an age restriction on voting and there is no limit to the 

number of times audience members may vote. The AI polls are open for two hours 

following the conclusion of each live performance episode.  

2.  I choose season eight because at the time I began this project it was the most recently 

aired season. Also Season eight was unique because while all of the other eight seasons 

have a racially diverse cast of finalists season eight included a physically impaired 

finalist as well as a gay finalist who was not eliminated after his sexuality was brought 

into question.  See www.realitytvworld.com for details on the eliminations of former 

American Idol gay finalists Vanessa Olivarez, Anwar Robinson and David Hernandez. 

 

 Chapter 1 

1.  Alex Wagner-Trugman responded to a comment I posted on the micro-blogging 

internet platform called Twitter. I mentioned to him that American Idol was the subject of 

my thesis, and he offered to provide me with a telephone interview about his personal 

experience as a contestant. 

2.  The Green Mile is also the title of a 1996 Stephen King novel. In the novel The Green 

Mile is the name of the path death row inmates walk on the way to the electric chair.  

3.  The New Rule saved contestant Matt Giraud on ―Top Seven Finalists Live Results 

Show‖ episode on April 15, 2009. To date he has not been signed to a major label. Giraud 

http://www.realitytvworld.com/
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is currently playing local gigs in his hometown of Kalamazoo, Michigan. For details see 

http://www.myspace.com/matthewscottgiraud. 

 

  

Chapter 3  

1.  Robert Pattinson is a teen heart-throb, and he has large, enthusiastic female fan base. 

He plays the role of vampire Edward Cullen in the Twilight films. 

2.  Lambert‘s and Gokey‘s personal financial records have not been released. Lambert 

has sold over one million copies of his debut album worldwide, and his international 

concert tour which has more than seventy venue dates so far is sold out. Gokey‘s single, 

―My Best Days,‖ peaked at #4 on the Billboard charts. This is highest spot any male 

debut country artist has received on the Billboard charts since 1993. For additional 

information visit adamofficial.com and dannygokey.com.   

http://www.myspace.com/matthewscottgiraud
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