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Introduction

Four cameras, a brightly lit, static set, a couch at the centre of the living room — no other
TV genre has contributed more to the association of home with happiness, stability, and
family than the domestic sitcom. Staging stories of trivial (mis)adventures and relatable
but ultimately solvable conflicts, the traditional multi-camera sitcom has created an ide-
alised image of domesticity, with the home coded as the site for white, patriarchal,
middle-class, and heterosexual identity formations and desires. Over time, this image
has been revised, allowing for racial, sexual, and economic diversity beyond the
normative family. Still, much of the domestic sitcom’s humour relies on deeply sexist
stereotypes, humiliation, gaslighting, crossed boundaries, and other psycho-social
phenomena that pop culture now easily labels ‘toxic behaviour.” This invites a critical
look at how sitcoms represent home life to show that there are much darker
undercurrents than the genre typically allows. To trace these undercurrents, I offer an
exemplary reading of Valerie Armstrong’s darkly comedic show Kevin Can F Himself
(2021-2022).

Armstrong’s comedy series challenges the supposed happiness of the sitcom family
home. Like the married couples of previous sitcoms such as Home Improvement (1991-
1999) or King of Queens (1998-2007), Allison and her husband, the titular Kevin, exhibit
well-established marital dynamics that govern their home lives, with Kevin portrayed as
an immature husband whose interests and schemes dominate the domestic sphere and
Allison as his long-suffering but accommodating wife. When Allison realises that her
hopes of buying a house have been foiled by Kevin, who has secretly spent their savings,
her disillusionment transforms the sitcom into a noir-inspired dark comedy. While every
interaction between Allison and Kevin is filmed as a multi-camera sitcom, the film aes-
thetic switches to a single-camera frame with dimmed lighting as Allison decides to kill
Kevin (Season 1) and fake her own death (Season 2). I read the series’ unlikely coupling
of the sitcom with the crime noir genre as an exploration of how beneath the surface of
the sitcom’s happy homes lurks the ‘uncanny,” borrowing from affect theory to reflect on
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happiness as well as Sigmund Freud’s concept of the ‘uncanny.” My reading focuses on
the home as a “spatial imaginary,” where “intersecting and variable ideas and feelings”
(Blunt and Dowling 2006: 2) extend beyond a material or geographic site, high-lighting
how these feelings and affects are produced, repressed, and distorted in the sitcom.
Kevin Can F Himself zooms in on male aggression as an integral part of the sitcom home.
Taking this as my cue, I demonstrate how these presumed happy homes are also
uncanny homes, haunted by a violent masculinity that seems to be hiding in plain sight:
inside the familiar home.

Homes on TV: Writing the ‘Spatial Imaginary’

The relationship between home and TV is reciprocal: Homes include televisions! while
television programmes write and represent homes. Alison Blunt and Robyn Dowling’s
seminal study on the home lists a variety of TV programmes that revolve around home
life, from soap operas and dramas to reality TV and lifestyle shows (2006: 1). Yet
arguably, one of the most influential and incidentally longest-running genres on TV that
centres the home is the domestic sitcom. The domestic sitcom, often also known as the
family sitcom, has been on air for more than seventy years and therefore has a long
tradition of making viewers believe they are invited into the homes of comically chaotic
families, from the Ricardos in I Love Lucy (1951-1957) to the Dunphy-Pritchett-Tucker
families in Modern Family (2009-2020). The family home, a fixed studio set that viewers
encounter every episode, serves as the vital backdrop to these TV sitcoms.
Unsurprisingly, these texts therefore reverberate with the consensus shared across
different definitions of ‘home’ that it is about “intimate, familial relations and the
domestic sphere” (Blunt and Dowling 2006: 15). In Home Territories, David Morley
reflects how, through formats like the sitcom, a sense of security is restored to the home
even when televisions bring the outer world and its threatening chaos into the living
room (2000: 129). The sitcom therefore seems to cap the destructive potential of the TV
as an outside intrusion into the inside of the home.

In media and cultural memory, the family sitcom is located in a suburban, middle-
class home, with reruns of old 1950s sitcoms ever present on TV (Spigel 2001: 5), even
though there were many variations of the formula, particularly from the late 1980s on-
wards, with shows such as the working-class family sitcom Roseanne (1988-1997) or the
roommate sitcom Friends (1994-2004), set in New York. Sitcom sets have become
iconic; one need only consider how Monica’s apartment set in Friends has inspired
countless home design journals and other media (see Kammerlohr 2022; Murphy 2021).
Diana Friedman collected photographs and anecdotes from the most famous sitcom sets
in her pop culture-inspired interior design book Sitcom Style: Inside America’s Favorite

1 The London-based “Ideal Home Exhibitions,” for example, have featured television sets since the mid-
twentieth century (Wheatley 2017: 205).
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TV Homes (2005). Here, she writes how “among producers and television executives, the
sets of shows receive as much attention as scripts, actors, and costumes do” (2005: 10).
These sets ensure a heightened sense of continuity and subsequent familiarity for the
viewers, which adds to the overall effect of a projected stability of the (sitcom) home. As
Lauren Jade Thompson writes, sitcom sets “link in important ways to our own
conceptions of the domestic sphere as ‘home’ — a place that is familiar, safe, and
predictable” (2018: 760). This is how sitcoms make homes familiar.

This association with stability can account for sitcoms having often been labelled as
an escapist media genre, offering a retreat from everyday problems with light-hearted
entertainment and comically exaggerated situations.2 Each episode’s chaos is carefully
governed by the fixity of the home, presiding over patriarchal order. Nowhere is this
illusion of order and home more prominent than in suburban culture, with rows of
houses and measured lawns, suggesting a uniform domestic desire, which is particularly
true for the U.S., where home ownership3 and the American Dream cannot be easily
disentangled. As John David Rhodes writes: “The detached, single-family home is one of
the most powerful metonymic signifiers of American cultural life — of the dreams of
privacy, enclosure, freedom, autonomy, independence, stability, and prosperity.” (2017:
viii). Given the space necessary for such dwellings, this ideal home is most commonly
situated in the suburbs.

Removed from workplaces and the public and designed to cater to family life exclu-
sively, the suburbs with their detached houses came to articulate such middle-class
ideals of homeliness, but they could equally be used to symbolise dreary everyday life
and banal, empty routine. The suburbs accordingly played a crucial role for the sitcom
imaginary of the ideal home (see Muzzio and Halper qtd. in Blunt and Dowling 2006: 67;
see also Rowley 2015: 51-76). However, while early sitcoms were usually set in small
towns, and classical sitcoms of the 1960s and 1970s were set in the suburbs, since the
1970s, “the distinction between the urban and the suburban has blurred” (Butler 2020:
109), and many sitcom families now tend to live in metropolitan neighbourhoods. By
contrast, Kevin Can F Himself is set in Worcester near Boston which is characterised as
plain and provincial, neither suburban idyll nor city glamour, leading Allison to dream of
leaving her rented, vermin-infested house to buy a new one in a more residential

2 This reductionist understanding of sitcoms has been contested by many scholars who have explored the
critical potential of this comedy format, e.g. see the extensive studies of Jeremy Butler, The Sitcom (2020);
Tinson Pugh, The Queer Fantasies of the American Family Sitcom (2018); Simone Knox and Kai Hanno
Schwind, Friends — A Reading of the Sitcom (2019); D.T. Klika, Situation Comedy, Character, and Psycho-
analysis: On the Couch with Lucy, Basil, and Kimmie (2019); and Brett Mills, The Sitcom (2009).

3 Blunt and Dowling have pointed out that, tellingly, one speaks of ‘home ownership’ rather than ‘house
ownership,” signalling that ownership is synonymous with home (2006: 93). This has led to a conflation of
house and home that housing and Marxist studies as well as humanist geographers have criticized and
questioned (ibid.: 10).
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suburban area in Amherst. Allison’s fixation on buying a house denotes her attempt to
fashion a suburban, i.e. successfully middle-class, sense of self within the capitalist
American dream. David R. Coon notes “that the purchase of the single-family detached
house is only the first in a series of consumptive acts that define what it means to be a
suburbanite” (2014: 182). However, Allison’s dream of a successful self is uncovered as
an unattainable ideal, as she is shown to blunder through several consumptive acts, from
buying lipstick to buying cocaine, failing at all attempts to reinvent herself. These
instances of a failed consumerism foreshadow how Allison will ultimately fail to buy a
house — and thus fail (to buy into) the American dream.

When teased by Kevin and her neighbour Patty about her fixation on buying a
house, Allison reiterates that “[i]t’s not about the house” (S01 E01, 14:27 and 32:32) but
about wanting a different life. This not only reveals her frustration with the status quo
(of her lower class and her marriage), but also how the house as a spatial imaginary
produces certain affective attachments. Speaking with Lauren Berlant, Allison’s fixation
can be understood as a form of ‘cruel optimism’ which Berlant defines as

the faith that adjustment to certain forms or practices of living and thinking — for
example, the prospect of class mobility, the romantic narrative, normalcy, national-
ity, or a better sexual identity — will secure one’s happiness. (2011: 126)

As a character, Allison clings to this promise of happiness against all plausibility while
the series overall keeps denying her that illusion. When Allison gazes longingly at a real
estate brochure pinned to the fridge, the camera refocuses from the brochure to a
cockroach crawling on the floor, which Allison crushes with her foot to then bin it by
using the brochure (S01 E01, 3:29-4:02). Her economic reality impedes her dreams of a
new home, but the show also implies that beneath the glossy promises of real estate
brochures lurks something repellent.

Creating happy homes is therefore interwoven with questions of consumption
which serve to affirm class status as well as gender roles, as gendered ideals of family
translate into concrete home-making practices. According to Blunt and Dowling, these
home-making practices undermine the reduction of the home to its materiality and
make it impossible to see home as a mere site for different forms of dwelling rather than
a constructed ideology of the cultural imaginary (2006: 89). While one could assume
that home-making practices are gendered female, sitcom homes paint a more nuanced
picture. Allison’s home-making practices with her ultimately futile attempts to improve
the homeliness of their house by buying second-hand brand furniture or hosting dinner
parties are framed by sitcom aesthetics which naturalise these attempts in terms of
classed and gendered ideals of home while simultaneously mocking her for them. These
home-making practices therefore support the established sitcom marital dynamics in
which a woman’s home improvements are dismissed as a laughable inconvenience
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whereas male intervention into the domestic sphere must be accommodated. In the
pilot, Allison fixates on a table from Pottery Barn,# while Kevin points out that she
bought it at Good Will (S01 EO1, 4:53-5:03), thus contesting Allison’s middle-class
aspirations and material intervention into the domestic sphere which the table’s
purchase signified. Ultimately, Kevin’s refusal to use coasters and his eventual
(accidental) destruction of the table demonstrate his domestic control by effectively
overwriting Allison’s home-making practices as yet another failed attempt at upward
mobility and equal control over the domestic sphere through acts of consumption.

In this focus on choices of interior design as signifiers for crushed hopes and dreams
of a homely (i.e.,, middle-class) home, Kevin Can F Himself balances Allison’s home-
making practices with Kevin’s, demonstrating how they serve different functions that
externalise differing senses of self and relationships that are, ultimately, about power. In
addition to Kevin’s rejection of the coffee table, he insists on being gifted an expensive
black leather massage chair for his birthday (S01 E06, 39:43-40:05). One could read this
as another instance of gendered home-making practices that demonstrate how Allison
wants to make communal spaces more hospitable via the coffee table, whereas Kevin
seeks his own comfort and convenience. This interpretation would align with
Thompson’s reading of a plotline in Friends, where Monica and Rachel switch
apartments with Joey and Chandler. Thompson demonstrates how the two neighbouring
apartments are a “playful articulation of performative gender identity and role reversals,
and its ultimate conformity to hegemonic norms” (2018: 760). Moreover, Thompson
argues that Monica’s apartment functions as a familial space to the friend group,
“highlighting the role of feminine domestic space in networks of care” (ibid.: 762). In her
analysis of Joey’s and Chandler’s apartment, with their iconic individual chairs,
Thompson finds that, as “motifs such as the foosball table and Barcalounger chairs
demonstrate[,] masculine domestic space in the sitcom has its own set of rules and its
own equilibrium, which contrast to ideals of feminine domesticity but are no less solid”
(ibid.: 768). The filmic nod to Friends’ famous chairs with their inscribed gendered
values of playful, boyish masculine domesticity not only symbolizes Kevin’'s immature
lifestyle demands, but more importantly his control of a space Allison tries to construct
and claim. Allison’s attempts to follow social scripts of marriage and domesticity thus
fail so pitifully that the series slowly calls the supposed happy sitcom home into
question.

Producing the Sitcom’s Happy Homes

The promise of a happy home that has taken on the form of (failed) attempts at home-
making and interior design discussed above is even more distorted in Kevin via the sit-

4 Pottery Barn is a U.S. American home-furnishing brand whose target audience are educated, urban
professionals.
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com’s aesthetic and thematic storytelling strategies. To reflect on the implications of the
happy home in the following, I rely on Sara Ahmed’s argument that happiness is
culturally learned, reading the family as a ‘happy object’:

The family would be happy not because it causes happiness, and not even because
it affects us in a good way, but because we share an orientation toward the family
as being good, as being what promises happiness in return for loyalty. (2010: 38)

Domestic sitcoms with their pop-cultural reach strengthen this societal orientation and
support its affective attachments. Reflecting on the ties between an object and its affect,
Ahmed proposes that happiness also “provide[s] the emotional setting for disappoint-
ment” (ibid.: 41) because such happy objects are affective before encountering them. As
Ahmed explains, happiness is therefore an expectation which can be disappointed. Her
example of the feminist killjoy addresses the potential chasm of cultural expectations
and objects. To Ahmed, the “feminist is an affect alien: she might even kill joy because
she refuses to share an orientation toward certain things as being good because she does
not find the objects that promise happiness to be quite so promising” (ibid.: 39). Kevin
can be read as a feminist killjoy text, inverting popular genre tropes to question the
stereotypical sitcom wife who inhabits the allegedly happy sitcom homes of the 1990s
and early 2000s. In the following paragraphs, I first reflect on how the sitcom’s
production style adds to the cultural imaginary of happy dwelling before I demonstrate
how Kevin both follows and breaks these styles.

The sitcom as a television genre relies on easily identifiable production styles and
aesthetics as well as common narrative themes, all designed to produce affects of
comfort and happiness. There are two different techniques of shooting sitcoms: one is
the more recent single-camera sitcom like Modern Family, the other the more traditional
multi-camera sitcom. While the single-camera sitcom borrows from filmic shooting
techniques which Butler calls the “televisual schema” (2010: 196), using one or two
movable cameras, putting shots together in editing with the camera movement adding to
the narrative, and allowing for close-ups and subjective shots, the multi-camera sitcom
is inspired by the theatre, using a proscenium (three-wall set) and three or four fixed
cameras, placed outside the fourth wall, capturing the entirety of the sets. The multi-
camera sitcom has become somewhat obsolete; however, its distinctive style remains
the most identifiable for the genre in media and cultural memory. Aside from its laugh
track as an audio characteristic, the brightly lit sets stand out as a visual marker. Due to
production constraints, multi-camera sitcoms never show a room'’s ceiling: “Lighting
grids are hung in the place of ceilings because this is the quickest — and thus cheapest
— way to broadly light a standing set in front of an in-studio audience.” (ibid.: 205).
These bright lights also signal light-hearted, comfortable entertainment and thus project
safety in contrast to, for example, the darkness of horror media, whose affective
strategies I discuss later.
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These brightly lit sitcom studio sets are complemented by exterior shots of colourful
houses. The genre’s production style therefore reinforces the idea that houses and
homes are conceptually intertwined, as the mise-en-scéne in multi-camera sitcoms
consists of studio interiors as well as shots of exteriors used as transitions between
scenes. Sitcoms traditionally open on an outside shot of the house’s exterior, framed by
non-diegetic, cheerful music, before switching to the set of the home’s interior where the
action unfolds. These exterior shots are designed to orient the viewer narratively, but
they also firmly embed the idea of the house as an enclosed site for intimacy and
belonging. Following Heidegger’s thoughts on dwelling and being, Dias Branco has
observed that inhabitation in sitcoms, with its focus on being in a fixed space and its
production tradition of shooting long actor performances that are played out rather than
cut together in post-production, creates a sense of continuity and fluidity, which is
inscribed in the sitcom’s material spaces (2013: 101). Sitcoms thus demonstrate how
dwelling as a “mode of being in the world” (Blunt and Dowling 2006: 3) conceptually
belongs to the home with their production focus on inhabiting the domestic sets and, as
Dias Branco puts it, literally “situating comedy” (2013: 95). Moreover, the uninterrupted
and unobstructed (by camera angles) view of the domestic sets invites viewers to
project their own ideas of dwelling onto these spaces, becoming voyeuristically familiar
with the characters’ homes. This invitation to the viewers to vicarious dwell in these
homely homes through the sitcom characters adds to the genre’s overall cultural
importance of envisioning the home.

The sitcom’s invitation into its home spaces is further supported by the constancy of
the (camera) gaze. The largely unchanging “regime of looking” (Knox and Schwind 2019:
153) has viewers gaze at the homes of multi-camera sitcoms in episode after episode
from the same position behind the fourth wall. This too creates “a viewing experience
marked by intimacy and immersion” (ibid.: 159) and increases viewers’ familiarity with
the sets that the characters inhabit. Accordingly, in Kevin's pilot episode, viewers are
introduced to the kitchen and the living room, both of which are typical family sitcom
sets (Butler 2010: 95), from their position behind the fourth wall. The laugh track, the
brightly lit set, the placement of the cameras at approximately eye-level and the medium
shots as well as the focus on one-liners and repetitive gags open the show like a
traditional sitcom. In the show’s very first scene, Kevin and his neighbour Neil are
engaged in a beer pong tournament in the set’s foreground, while Neil’s sister, Patty, and
Kevin’s father, Peter, sit on the sofa between the players in the background, creating a
spatial sense of the set’s depth (S01 E01, 00:03-00:07). The cameras capture the entire
living room, with a staircase going up in the back behind the sofa. The living room is
framed by a front door to the right and a swinging door to the left, through which Allison
enters from the kitchen, carrying a laundry basket and interrupting the game (S01 EO1,
00:29-00:33). This introductory scene captures the gender roles of domestic labour
(Allison) and play (Kevin), which is enhanced by Kevin’s social circle, whose members
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are all performing a masculine coded playfulness and verbal one-upmanship. The
dynamic between an in-group surrounding Kevin opposite the outsider, Allison, is thus
narratively, spatially, and visually marked. Before Allison exits again, Kevin tosses his
empty beer glass into her laundry basket, a move the laugh track implies is comical
despite or even because of Allison’s visible frustration (S01 E01, 02:18-02:23). Kevin’s
in-group then rejoices at Allison’s exit and resumes their game. Though supported by
the laugh track, their dismissive treatment of Allison already hints at a deeper
problematic, which the next scene then fully articulates in its pronounced break with the
sitcom production style, shifting instead to an aesthetic reminiscent of film noir.

The Dark Undercurrents of Home: Noir Violence

In the next scene, the camera is suddenly positioned on the kitchen counter instead of
behind the fourth wall. The camera thus focuses on Allison’s entry from the living room,
making the kitchen’s ceiling visible from the low angle and accentuating the shift from
the sitcom’s characteristic lack of ceilings (S01 E01, 02:27). The lighting dims and a
high-pitched sound over an ominous drumbeat overlays the laughter and chatter from
the living room as Allison squeezes her eyes shut and puts down the laundry basket (S01
EO01, 02:28-02:36). The filming of this scene seems inspired by film noir techniques,

characterized by low-key lighting, chiaroscuro effects of light and shade and
unusual shadow patterns. Noir cinematography often works to produce distorted
effects through devices such as canted camera angles (Dutch angles) or
unconventional camera positions. (Brooks 2017: 35)

From the unconventional camera position slightly below the kitchen counter, the viewer
can observe Allison as she smashes Kevin’s beer glass on the counter in frustration (S01
E01, 02:37-02:41). Other shots quickly follow, evidently cut together in post-production:
One shot focuses on her clenched fist and startled face from below (S01 E01, 02:42-
02:43) before the camera zooms in on her now freshly bleeding hand and the shattered
glass (SO01 EO1, 02:42-02:43), to finally resume its position on the counter (S01 EO1,
02:46). Allison then looks slightly above the camera (S01 E01, 02:57) before the screen
is cut to black and the title appears to the sound of a laugh track as a spotlight slowly
illuminates each single letter of the implied ‘fuck’ of the title before it settles on the ‘f
with the same high-pitched sound that signalled Allison’s mental distress (S01 EO1,
02:58-03:09). The opening scene’s mix of sitcom and noir as well as the opening credit’s
utilization of the laugh track accompanied by the high-pitched sound produce an
uncanny effect for the viewer.>

5 To contemplate how humour and horror can be entangled with the uncanny, it is helpful to consider
Germana’s analysis of Tim Burton films and their Gothic humour, which “may be thought of as the inverse
uncanny, which results from the playful juxtaposition of the familiar and the unfamiliar in a narrative that
entertains and assuages anxiety and, at the same time, disturbs and creates unease“ (2024: 192). The
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Though reliant on seemingly oppositional filming aesthetics, especially considering
lighting and camera positions, film noir can be seen to complement sitcom strategies
here. Aesthetically, film noir seems to present itself as the sitcom’s Other, but both
genres rely on highly stylised spatial imaginaries in their storytelling. Coon describes
how the sitcom is a highly stylised version of suburbia, while film noir is a highly stylised
version of the city (2014: 20), thus working out a parallel spatial dynamic. The
aesthetically different spatiality of these texts achieves different affects: While one
produces comfort in retreating to a playful suburban home, film noir’s “city was often
portrayed as a contributor to feelings of isolation, anomie, and despair” (ibid.). Although
the two genres’ aesthetic articulation and the subsequently produced affect may differ
greatly, their aesthetic interests overlap.

Kevin Can F Himself taps into these aesthetically produced affects of comfort and the
curated happiness of the sitcom, only to unsettle it with a stark aesthetic break,
shattering presumed certainties of harmonious home life just as Allison literally shatters
Kevin's beer glass. Noir aesthetics welcome morally ambiguous characters, which
Allison, with her intent to kill Kevin, undoubtedly becomes. Noir’s “inversion of
traditional values” (Conard 2006: 1) further unfolds the complicated gender dynamic for
which the genre is culturally remembered. In her chapter on “Gender and Noir,” Bronfen
connects noir to the home and its inscribed gender roles, defining it as a distinctly post-
war genre, in which

the world of crime emerges as a particularly useful trope for the continuation of
war in peacetime, the frontline between those who had remained on the home
front and those returning from the battlefields overseas is refigured as a domestic
war zone. [...] If the women who had remained on the home front could never be
sure that the veterans had curbed the lust to kill for which war had trained them,
the veterans had to contest with a feminine insistence on self-empowerment that
had emerged while they were away. Yet the gendered miscommunication around
which film noir revolves not only pertains to the femme fatale, embodying
anxieties invoked by the image of the independent working woman who had as
much trouble readjusting to the peacetime domesticity as the veterans themselves.
(2014:152)

By pairing noir and sitcom, Kevin uses each genre to highlight the imbalances of their
gendered negotiations of home. Allison’s foiled murder plots are a direct response to
Kevin’s (largely implicit) violence and domination in the home. Initially, however, only
Allison becomes explicitly morally ambiguous and potentially violent, as she is the first
one to leave the sitcom for the noir frame, while Kevin remains within the sitcom frame
until the very end of the series. At the same time, his problematic character traits
become increasingly obvious, thus creating a suspenseful disconnect between his

question of the inverse uncanny highlights the playful juxtaposition of sitcom and noir aesthetics in Kevin,
which are entertaining and disturbing at the same time.
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domineering and destructive actions and the aesthetic cheerfulness of the sitcom. This
disconnect heightens the effect of the show’s frequent generic switching. The abrupt
change in filming technique produces what Barbara Creed calls an “uncanny gaze”
(2005: 28) conventionally utilised in horror films, whose storytelling relies on strategies
of concealment and revelation. In Kevin, the gaze is doubly uncanny, as it not only
reveals darker themes underneath a romanticized domesticity through the use of noir
aesthetics but also makes viewers aware of their own hitherto unquestioned,
conventional sitcom gaze. This distortion of the familiarity of the sitcom home makes
ideals of home uncanny.

Uncanny Homes

To consider sitcom homes uncanny means facing a vague familiarity on which they rely.
[ borrow Freud’s concept of the uncanny here not to address questions of sexual
knowledge per se, but to work out how in Kevin the noir configures the return of the
repressed and sheds light on the oppressed. As Freud writes:

for this uncanny is in reality nothing new or alien, but something which is familiar
and old — [...] which has become alienated from it only through the process of re-
pression. This reference to the factor of repression enables us, furthermore, to
understand Schelling’s definition of the uncanny as something which ought to have
remained hidden but has come to light. (2020: 74)

Kevin's twisted homeliness reveals how the threat of domestic violence is integral to sit-
com homes, but this governing logic is repressed by genre conventions. Therefore,
changing the filmic frame to noir unleashes the uncanny potential of the sitcom home, as
[ will show in the following. As many sitcoms have not aged well, their laugh tracks ring
hollow over the sexist, ableist, racist, and other exclusionary and harmful jokes, so that
modern audiences might often find themselves unsettled when rewatching them. This
stands in contrast to how the sitcom as a genre glosses over its own problematics to
insist on affects of joy, comfort, and happiness. Despite the complex, occasionally
antagonistic relationship between psychoanalysis and affect theory, [ propose that the
dynamics of a repressed familiarity surfacing to produce an uncanny effect complements
Ahmed’s notion of happy objects as well as Lauren Berlant’s cruel optimism. Using affect
theory helps to understand how the sitcom home is culturally imagined as ‘happy’ and
how this imaginary can become oppressive, in turn triggering an uncanny effect. Kevin’s
controlling behaviour is literally laughed off until the noir frame reveals its terror, and it
is precisely this terror that haunts the sitcom frame because it has always been present.

When Allison feels the strain of her marriage to Kevin in the pilot, she closes her
eyes and imagines them in a new house, with Kevin in a suit, sitting in a bright, newly
built kitchen, inspired by a real estate brochure, and herself, dressed in a 1950s inspired
dress with her hair and face neatly made up, serving him beer in a glass, both of them
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smiling into the camera as though they were modelling for an advertisement (S01 EO1,
9:05-9:21). This is reminiscent of early sitcoms, for, as Tasha G. Oren explains, “the
immaculately groomed housewife in pearls is 1950s TV for most Americans” (2003: 78,
emphasis in the original). Throughout the episode, the same daydream reoccurs (S01
E01, 29:59-30:05), although Allison is gradually more annoyed and the lighting dims,
suggesting cracks in this facade of happiness. She tries to access this daydream again,
but the mental strain of Kevin announcing that they will not move to a new house has
her daydream counterpart smash the beer glass in a callback to the episode’s first noir
shot. The pilot closes with Allison serving Kevin a beer in the kitchen within the more
naturalised sitcom aesthetic frame. The set placement of Allison and Kevin parallels the
daydream, but instead of her daydream counterparts’ clothing, Kevin is in a track suit
and Allison wears an oversized, military-styled jacket; both costumes are explicitly
coded working-class. The aesthetics then shift to noir as she now intentionally smashes
the glass so that only the handle remains in her hand, which she then violently shoves
into Kevin’'s neck. While the camera zooms in on her smiling face, the show switches
back to its sitcom frame, revealing that she only imagined the murder, but has indeed
destroyed the beer glass. In a reverse move to the pilot’s beginning, she leaves Kevin and
his friends and their sitcom humour behind in the kitchen, exiting through the swinging
door to the living room, and the show transitions once more to noir as Allison looks
down at the glass handle in her hand, covered in her blood, pockets it, and then, smiling,
looks to the side of the camera as it zooms in (S01 E01, 42:03-43:29). These interactions
are filmed in only two sets, creating a claustrophobic sense of an inescapable home-as-
prison rather than replicating the homely feel that the same sets would create within the
sitcom frame.

If the series had chosen to follow the classic noir formula after the pilot, it would
most probably show Allison’s transformation into a femme fatale, exploring her as the
violent agent of the story. And indeed, her murder plot initially suggests this. However,
the viewer soon learns that she is inept at it, as much as she was inept at her earlier
attempts at homemaking through failed acts of consumption. The comically failing
murder plot(s) therefore guarantee that Allison can neither be read as ruthless villain
nor as pitiful victim. Her failing femme fatale figure disqualifies her from embodying
male anxieties about powerful women, a mark of the traditional femme fatale. Angela
Martin refocuses this assumption of supposedly violent and powerful femmes fatales to
emphasise the underlying male violence in film noir, claiming that “the male characters
are themselves psychotic, or project a neurotic sense of threat on everyone and
everything around them” (1998: 209). While a successful femme fatale would be, as
many 1970s feminist scholars have said, “a transgressive figure, economically and
sexually independent, challenging patriarchal structures of power and authority”
(Brooks 2017: 68), Kevin reconfigures the long-suffering sitcom wife to explore the
implications of that suffering at the hands of an implicit male violence rather than opting
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for a successfully scheming femme fatale. Nonetheless, Allison’s embrace of violence is
discomforting for the viewer and makes a pitiful look at the sitcom wife more difficult.
Choosing noir as the sitcom’s Other thus allows for an uncanny ambivalence: What
precisely has become unfamiliar is hard to pinpoint as sitcom conventions slowly
disintegrate, dismantling the familiar/unfamiliar binary.

When Kevin holds up noir as a dark mirror to the sitcom, the supposed homeliness
of the sitcom frame is called into question, suggesting that despite its cheerful aesthetics
and tone, the sitcom has never been as straightforwardly homely as it might appear.
There have been a number of texts contesting the idea that early sitcoms from the 1950s
and 1960s simply presented and reaffirmed heterosexual patriarchy in the home. While
Oren suggests that “early 1950s sitcoms parodied the gender division, were often about
famous female comedians and centered on their exaggerated performance of housewife
and housework” (2003: 83), Rosie White finds a queer potential in these same texts due
to their emphasis on performance and performativity of gendered division, allowing for
“queered domesticity, eccentric women and nervously camp men” (2018: 26). My exem-
plary reading of Kevin agrees that there is more to domestic sitcoms than seems
apparent, but I focus on their potentially aggressive rather than subversive side of
domesticity. In my analysis of Kevin, [ am inspired by Erin Lee Mock’s reading of post-
war sitcom masculinity (2011), which reverses the assumptions that sitcoms present
domesticated family men, instead showing their violent potential that is constantly
alluded to, though rarely fully realised or explored. Similarly, Kevin’s violence remains
mostly implicit, only suggestive of his psychotic attempts to control Allison. His
dismissive and belittling treatment of her is played off as a joke in the sitcom frame and
condoned by the laugh track. Only the seriousness of his financial betrayal when he
squanders Allison’s hope of owning a home prompts her to adjust the filter through
which she looked at her marriage and finally face the noir reality of Kevin’s implicitly
violent masculinity.

Aside from the zaniness of early sitcom wives such as Lucy Ricardo or children such
as ‘Beaver’ in Leave It to Beaver (1957-1963), from the 1960s onwards, husbands
became more central to the sitcom, but their behaviour in the home suggests violence;
they are shown to berate, threaten, and punish while their families turn into their prime
targets (Mock 2011: 33). Instead of showing this violence on television, though, most
shows foregrounded running and hiding (ibid.: 35), played for comedic delight with
exaggerated performances of the would-be victims. Interestingly, residues of these
threatening post-war masculinities remain. One need only consider the 1990s sitcom
The Nanny (1993-1999) to immediately recall the many instances in which the central
character, Fran Fine, runs away from the father of the house, Maxwell Sheffield, even
though the show never characterises him as a violent man. The running and hiding from
potential male aggression have become such an integral part of early sitcoms that they
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can be read as significant intertextual markers for later sitcoms of the 1990s and early
2000s, which Kevin Can F Himself explicitly evokes. The generic frame of the sitcom itself
therefore implies male violence as a hidden but constant fact of domesticity. As Mock
explains, “the sitcom abandons the linearity associated with traditional narrative in
favor of circularity” (2011: 38), therefore the conflicts are quickly resolved without any
lasting consequences. In a way, the sitcom thus normalises and downplays the physical
threats of masculine violence and viewers become complicit, laughing at the characters’
antics rather than recognising problematic patterns,

knowing that the genre itself will protect everyone from anything more sinister.
But in the accumulation of conflicts, in their similarity to each other, and in the
cycles of reactions and assumptions of the characters within them, the series
suggests that the terrors are more typical than the hugs, laughs, and happy dinners
that frame them. (ibid.)

Similarly, Kevin’s aggression is only hinted at. His sitcom characterisation as a playful
buffoon aligns him with other working-class sitcom men,® but it masks his controlling
behaviour and his sexist machoism. One could even read him as a clown figure, with
both its comic as well as its horrific implications, placing him at the intersection where
familiar and unfamiliar meet to produce the uncanny.” His supposed good-natured
homeliness makes Allison’s plan to kill Kevin inexplicable, as audiences as well as her
neighbour and reluctant confidante Patty wonder why Allison does not simply divorce
him. However, the generic shift to noir aesthetics slowly uncovers the full extent of
Kevin's psychotic behaviour. Where previous sitcoms glossed over the consequences of
threatening masculinity with their structure of single episodes with only few story and
plot consistencies, Kevin's serial narrative connects each episode through the noir
murder plot, which also grants a seriality to Kevin’s shenanigans that ultimately reveal
the extent of his controlling pattern. His constant gaslighting of Allison’s driving (S01
EO01, 37:21-38:28) and accounting skills (S01 E01, 34:57-35:00), his intervention in and
destruction of Allison’s career(s) as a paralegal, pranking her boss to get her fired as he
was suspicious that they were having an affair (S01 E04, 38:45-39:30), and his false
report of car theft to ensure that Allison is stopped by the police because he could not
reach her on the phone (S01 E04, 34:35-37:32) are only a few puzzle pieces that over
the course of the serial narrative create a picture of a man who will not relent control
over Allison, his life, or his home. When Allison eventually fakes her death to escape him
and the consequences of her failed murder attempt(s), he is quickly involved with

6 For a discussion of the problematic classist portrayals of working-class men in sitcoms as buffoons, see
Richard Butsch, “A Half Century of Class and Gender in American TV Domestic Sitcoms” (2003).

7 Ruth Richards presents a compelling reading of the clown in her article “Transgressive Clowns: Between
Horror and Humour” (2020).
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another woman,® but with Allison gone, the sitcom frame falters, and his controlling and
abrasive behaviour alienates not only his new girlfriend but also his best friend as well
as his father. As the show progresses, all the characters are eventually drawn into the
noir aesthetic frame, which is now suggested to be the more realistic one, contrasting
the viewer’s earlier engagement through the ‘happy’ and naturalised sitcom frame. This
de-familiarisation of the sitcom and the familiarisation of the seemingly more stylised
noir mode invokes the uncanny in the show’s final assessment of relationship dynamics
in the ‘happy home.” As Freud writes, “an uncanny effect is often and easily produced
when the distinction between imagination and reality is effaced, as when something that
we have hitherto regarded as imaginary appears before us in reality” (2020: 77). The
show’s uncanniness specifically implies a new, problematic reality of a previously
imaginary male violence beneath the surface of the sitcom. This effect can be related to
Lutz’s exploration of the “psychological, historical, and economic traces of the uncanny”
(2010: 163) in Kubrick’s The Shining, where he attests a radical critique of masculinity
to Kubrick’s film. He argues that what is presented as masculine virtues

[does] not need to undergo a process of perversion because they already are the
ideological representation of the real forms of power and domination they help to
perpetuate. Jack’s violence merely represents the uncanny mirror reflection of
masculine virtue in practice. [...] One of the most powerful messages of the film
involves the revelation that so-called masculine virtues are indistinguishable from
the abusive exercise of power in practice. (ibid.: 174-175)

In the same vein, the intertwining of sitcom and noir frames in Kevin Can F Himself
resists an interpretation of Kevin as a character who goes through a transformation.
Instead, his male aggression is a Freudian repressed familiarity which the noir frame
owns up to, showing the viewer that everything that was written off as a joke, embedded
and presumably made safe by the sitcom frame, existed in its full brutality all along.

Conclusion

The show climaxes in the last episode, aptly titled “Allison’s House” (S02 E08, 33:17-
34:50), when Kevin, having been abandoned by everyone, confronts a returning Allison
in their living room. Still within the sitcom frame, she asks for a divorce, with initial
gasps and eventual applause from the sitcom audience. When Kevin refuses her, he is at

8 The show takes its cue and its title from a casting controversy of Kevin James’s multi-camera sitcom
Kevin Can Wait (2016-2018). After the first season of this sitcom, Kevin James cited artistic differences
and a lack of chemistry with his sitcom wife, played by Erinn Hayes, and decided to cast his former co-star
Leah Remini from their previous, popular sitcom The King of Queens (1998-2007). At the beginning of
Kevin Can Wait's second and last season, the wife had presumably passed away, but this storyline is
neither given any thought nor depth. This in turn inspired the creators of Kevin Can F Himself to reflect on
the treatment of sitcom wives, even referencing Kevin James’s source text not only in their title but also by
casting Erinn Hayes as Kevin’s new girlfriend, who soon replaces Allison after her presumed death.
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last fully framed by noir aesthetics, which creates the effect that viewers finally see his
violence explicitly. Following his refusal, Kevin shouts abuse at Allison and vows to
destroy her (S02 E08, 36:25-36:46), but she leaves him. He subsequently becomes more
enraged and drunkenly burns down the house, trapping himself inside. The
simultaneous destruction of both the house and Kevin concludes what the show’s
continuous generic switching has slowly been building up over its two seasons. It has
chipped away at the normalisation of domestic aggression that underlies many well-
known sitcoms and their family dynamics, rendering these homes uncanny and exposing
the ‘happy,” normalised relationships within as abusive and dysfunctional. The noir
frame functions, sometimes literally, as a camera zooming in, looking closely and
critically at the unfolding action and the gendered and classed home-making practices,
which results in an escalating crime narrative that challenges the sitcom genre’s
normative suburban domesticity and the ‘happiness’ that seems to come with it.

In effect, the politics of the sitcom home are carefully unravelled in Kevin Can F Him-
self. My reading has shown how sitcoms, targeted at mainstream audiences, play a
crucial role in writing the spatial imaginary of the home, typically conflating the home
with property and ownership, tapping into suburban ideals and the American Dream.
The sitcom’s production styles create affective ties to their domestic sets, which become
the presumed sites for warmth, security, and comfort, thus rendering the home a ‘happy
object.” But this presumed happiness and homeliness is based on hegemonic, patriarchal
power, and sitcoms thus imprint heterosexist hierarchies on the home that contradict
the notion of the home as a sanctuary. Kevin’s frequent switches to film noir destabilise
the familiar sitcom home, making visible how they have always already been haunted by
violent masculinity. By excavating these uncanny undercurrents, the sitcom home
emerges as a prison, normalising violent behaviour as part of the sitcom’s distinct
politics of home.
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