iR "NEEN o [ DT [T ||

Cowboys, Indians, and Iraq: Jessica Lynch and Lori Piestewa 17

Gioia Woods

Cowboys, Indians, and Iraq: Jessica
Lynch, Lori Piestewa, and the Great
American M akeover

If we can understand where and how in history therules of the
gameoriginated, what real human concernsand socia relationship the
rulesconceal or distort, and what the historical consequencesof playing
the game have been, we may be ableto respond moreintelligently the
next timeaninfantry captain or asenator or apresident evokesit.

Richard Sotkin?

Falsehistory getsmadeall day, any day.
AdrienneRich, from“Turning the Whed!” 2

Televison has, fromitsearliest days, differentiated itself from other
mediaby itsability to represent reality. During theearly 1950s, live pro-
gramming hel ped establish the audience expectation that television, unlike
cinema, portrayedthe“red.” Today, liveteevison representsaminiscule
portion of what goesontheair, but nonetheless, its capacity for imitating
or representing “real life” continuesto shapetelevisioninto the21% cen-
tury. Tdlevison’'suniqueidentity asaningtitution, writes James Friedman,
is“ideologicaly, technologically, and programmatically linked tothe pre-
sentation of reality.” But to read thetelevised text, especialy thosetexts
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that pretend to give viewersan unmediated view of the“real,” wemust be
mindful of theideological desiresthat exist inthat “ murky space between
reality and representation, between event and history.” 4 IntheAmerican
televisua world, thismurky space undul ateswith audience expectations
for the content and dramathat affirm deeply held valuesabout American
identity. Much of what Americanshold true about national identity canbe
found in that most enduring of myths, the Myth of the Frontier.

That myth has made cameo gppearancesin politica rhetoric during
the Bush administration’swar in Irag, and hasastarring roleinawildly
popular and deeply moving episode of Extreme Makeover: Home Edi-
tion. In thisessay | examine how one episode of Extreme Makeover
opensarepresentationa spaceinwhich aNativeAmericanfamily isre-
made by participating first in savagewar and then in bonanzaeconomics,
two key narratives of the Myth of the Frontier. The episodeitself reca-
pitulatesthe American desire for makeover through consumerismand
patriotism. Asin any use of the Myth of the Frontier, meaning islargely
based on afamiliarity of certain stereotypes. Stereotypeswork by making
aset of valuesappear “natura” or “normal.” Inthishistorical moment,
culture brokersareworking hard to makewar normal and consumerism
anAmerican right. Consumerism becomesapatriotic gesture. Redlity tele-
visonlike Extreme Makeover isparticularly effectiveat normalizing cul-
tura valuesand manufacturing consent, becauseideasarerepresented to
theviewer through aseeming multiplicity of viewpointsasfamily mem-
bers, designers, local residents, and even politicianseditorialize on the
eventsunfolding ontheshow. Butintruth, theviewer isgetting aunitary
narrative, scripted and controlled by the editor.

That the narrative evokestheideol ogy of thefrontier isnot surpris-
ing. During timeswhen Americanidentity isphysically andideologicaly
threatened, Americantelevision turnsto the myth for reassurance. The
Western astelevised and cinematic genre enjoyed itsheyday during the
Cold War; in 1959 thirty-two adult westernsaired on prime-timetel evi-
sion per week.®> Our earliest televisual heroes—recall Davy Crockett,
King of theWild Frontier—weretaken directly from themyth. Duringthe
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VietnamWar, theWestern again made aresurgencein popularity. Cultura
critics have demonstrated how the Western genre morphed into the cop
show or science-fiction fantasy—the clothing and setting changed, but the
familiar theme of go-it-aonefrontier justiceremained.

Thetelevision western (and itsmany iterations) reflectsthe deep
cultural resonance of the Myth of the Frontier; itsthemes, images, and
narrativeseffectively communicateafounding imageof Americanidentity.
“TheAmerican West wasborn out of adesiretoimagine, enforce, enact
new nationalisms,” explainsKristaComer. Shecontinues. “ It continuesto
servethisroleinAmerican cultural and counterculturd life. Theclamthat
western mythology providesthe nation’sfounding myth, that the West
circulatesin American cultureasAmerica, isafairly broadly accepted
claminwesternstudies.” ©

Themeaning of themythisdescribed by American studiesscholar
Richard Slotkin asthe* political rhetoric of pioneering progress, world
mission, and eterna strifewith theforces of darknessand barbarism.” *
Progress, manifest destiny, and savage war characterize the project of
American nationhood, past and present. The Myth of the Frontier has
been endlesdly reiterated to serve political agendasand communicatea
complex bundle of meaning that conceals, commodifies, and fabricates
higtory.

Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and Ronald Reagan both capital -
ized on theimage of the cowboy. In his 1960 nomination speech, John F.
Kennedy evoked a“ New Frontier” that would shapethelife, politics, and
imagination of thenation. Presdent Bush hasmadelibera useof the cow-
boy image, too. Clearing brush on his Crawford ranch or standing onthe
flight deck of the USS Lincoln, Bush conflatesthe cowboy imagewith
American might. Despite contrary rhetoric that the United Statesispart of
acoalition, President Bush has evoked thefrontier hero by deciding to
virtualy “goitaone’ inthewar inIraqg, telling Saddam and sonsto “ get
out of Dodge,” and threatening to “ride herd” on avariety of mid-east
leaders.
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Inreality television, more so than in other programming, itisthe
editor who shapesthe narrative. Investigating themeaning of redity televi-
sion, asl indicated earlier, involveslooking into that narrative space be-
tween reality and representation. The narrativeisboth “what happens”
and“how thegtory istold.” In Extreme Makeover: Home Edition, which
premiered on December 3¢, 2003 onABC, “what happens’ istheweekly
recapitul ation of the deeply-held American desirefor makeover. “How
thestory istold” isby relying on American notionsof property, class, and
race. Thestory and itsdiscourse are neatly wrapped in the narrative of
progress, straight from the Myth of the Frontier. Each episode buildssus-
pense by featuring arace against time. The challenge to the Extreme
Makeover desgnteamistototaly rebuild ahouse, including exterior and
landscaping, in seven days. The charactersincludethe quirky and ever-
resourceful permanent cast of designersand buildersaongwith achang-
ing cast of peoplewhom Extreme Makeover choosesasits“lucky” and
“deserving” families. Thenarrativeisbuilt, asisby now aconvention of
redity televison, intheediting room, whereshotsand scenesarecarefully
selected to heighten tension, devel op characters, and produce theemo-
tiond resolution.

Thedesirefor an extreme makeover isnot new toAmericans. Redl-
ity television showslike Extreme Makeover reiterate apopular 19" cen-
tury dime-novel theme of “rags-to-riches.” Horatio Alger, themost fa-
mousauthor of these novels, relied on astock formula: adown-and-out
boy performsasingle act of bravery and winsthe favor of awealthy
patron. The patron rewardsthe boy with wealth and success. Alger has
been cdledthe”inventor” of theAmerican Dream—thenctionthat through
hard work and determination, or “luck, pluck, and virtue”—anyone can
entertain the hope of adramatic makeover. We buy |ottery ticketsinthe
hopeof strikingit rich, and weread fairy tales about wand-wielding god-
motherswho fulfill our deepest desiresfor wedlth, beauty, love, andlife
everlasting. Themakeover, asit’splayed out onredlity television, allows
theviewer to enter the possibility of being made new without theinconve-
nience of risk. No hard work is necessary, no honesty or act of bravery.
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We do not even have to reach into our pockets to pay the cost of this
week’sPowerBall. By seemingly shrinking the space between event and
representation, theredity televison makeover placestheaudiencesquarely
inthe event, so the new Weber Grill, the new princessbed, and the stun-
ning cathedral cellings suddenly becomeours.

Extreme Makeover, which hasaired during the coveted Sunday,
8:00 pm time period in each of itsthree seasons on the air, has gained
millions of viewers (adding 4.7 million between seasons one and two),
garnered an Emmy nomination for Outstanding Redlity Program, and won
aPeople’'sChoiceaward for Favorite Reality Show. Extreme Makeover
ended its 2005 season with an episode on the building of ahomefor Lori
Piestewa sfamily outsde of Flagstaff, Arizona. In March of 2003, shortly
after theUSinvasion of Irag, Spc. First ClassLori Piestewabecamethe
first femal e casualty of thewar and thefirst Native A merican woman be-
lievedkilled onforeign soil. PiestewawasdrivingaHumveeaspart of a
supply convoy that came under attack ontheroad near Nasiriyah. Ten
other soldierswerekilled during the ambush; 19-year old supply clerk
JessicaLynchwasinjured and captured by Iragi forces. Lynch becomes
thenarrator of the story that shapesthe emotional impact of thisepisode
of Extreme Makeover. (Lynch’sown story, as| discuss|ater, isitself a
fascinating exampleof “ reality television,” scripted to bol ster support for
thelrag War.) After Lynch’srescue by US Special forces, called one of
thewar’s*great patriotic moments,” Lynch retuned home and nominated
the Piestewafamily for Extreme Makeover. According to Lynch, sheand
Lori, a23year-old singlemother of two young children, had entered into
apact: if oneof themdidn’'t makeit, the other would help take care of the
family left behind. For Lori Piestewa, thisincluded her parents, Terry and
Percy, and her two young children, Brandon and Karla.

The opening scenes of Extreme Makeover effectively establishthe
mythical termsinwhich the audience should makemeaning about theevents
that will unfold over the next two hours. First, the setting: the Extreme
Makeover busrollsthrough vast expansesof unmistakably western land-
scape aong an empty highway. We see deep colorful canyonsand vast
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open space covered with pinion pine, juniper, and western scrub brush. A
lone eagle soars agai nst the endless blue sky. Without adoulbt, thisisthe
West, birthplace of cowboy ethicsand themytho-cultural spaceonwhich
thenarrative of our nationisinscribed. The West means patriotism: fron-
tier valueslike self-determination, freedom frominhibition, and a“fresh
start” weretested here. Aswe zoom into the bus, we seetheregul ar cast
assembled, along with aguest: JessicaLynchisintroduced, and news
clipsof her dramatic rescuefrom captivity inIrag arewhat we seewhile
designteam leader Ty Pennington tellsher story. Jessica, he says, sur-
vived thewar, and now she can participateinthemakeover of the Piestewa
home. Ty—characterized on the show’ swebsiteasthe“lovable, off-the-
wall, hunk-of-a-carpenter and home design guru”—assures Jessica, the
cast, and thetelevision audiencethat hebringsa* platoon full of design-
ers’ tomake Lori’sdream cometrue. 8

It takesno stretch of theimaginationto link western landscapewith
patriotism, asthe opening of Extreme Makeover does. It isnot unusual
for image-makersto conflatethelanguage of the West with thelanguage
of savagewar. Neither isit strangefor theWest to beimagined asanexus
of progress. Richard Slotkin notesthat the dominant themesof the Myth
of theFrontier “ center on the conception of American history asaheroic-
scalelndian War” and have been used asjustification for “the process of
capitalist development inAmerica.” ° Indeed, Republican senator from
Arizona Rick Renzi, who makes a cameo appearance on Extreme
Makeover’s follow up program, How' d They Do That? applauds the
buildersand “recognize] 5| Extreme Makeover astruepatriots.” Theviewer
can becomeapatriot, too, by participating vicariously in the sort of ex-
treme consumerism represented on the program; the show model show
consumer expression can replace political expression. Thewar becomes
“redl” toitsconsumersthrough the enabling ideol ogy of the myth.
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TheMyth of theFrontier

For morethan three centuries, theAmerican West hasbeen theulti-
mate site of the American makeover. Asaphysica topos, it wasthedirec-
tion of American colonial expansion, aplaceto redlizethedream of an
agrarian democracy, aplace of untapped resourcesto firethe engine of
thenation. Asamythical topos, it wasthe New Eden, where anindepen-
dent-minded Adam could escapethelegacy of New England and the Old
World. TheMyth of the Frontier gavethe nation adesirefor Eden, which
has contributed to an insatiabl e appetite for ever-new land. The myth
gaveusthedesirefor larger-than-life heroeswho draw easy dichotomies
between good and evil; it gave usthe belief in endless opportunity, andit
justified thebuilding of empire. In histhree-volumestudy of thehistorical
development of theMyth of the Frontier, Richard Sotkin tracesthe myth
fromitsoriginsinthe 17" century through the Reagan administration. Sotkin
does more than describe the master narrative of western American my-
thology; he pinpointsthetextsthat made the mythology such apowerful
forceintheAmerican national imagination.

In Regeneration through Violence (1973), Slotkin shows how the
experience of warfare on the frontier from 1600-1820 became trans-
formedinto amyth by historians, writers, and preachers. The central nar-
rativeof thisearly experience wasthe captivity narrative, themost widely
read genreof literaturefrom 1680-1716. Thenarrativefollowsapredict-
able pattern: awoman (usualy) iskidnapped by Native Americans, with-
stands physical and menta anguish, and through the experienceistrans-
formed. Thefirst published captivity narrative, A Narrative of the Cap-
tivity and Restauration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson (1682), symbolizes
the Puritan hopefor chastened suffering and eventual freedom from dev-
ilishsavages. It entered the American imagination asapowerful story of
regeneration through violence, retribution toward one’'senemies, and re-
ward for thevictim-turned-hero. I deol ogy isexpressed through myth, and
myth carriesitsmeaning through narrative. Thecaptivity narrative, Sotkin
explains, justified the establishment of American colonies, and asAnglo-
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European settlersmoved west, new, related narrativesjustified Manifest
Dediny.

Slotkin continues his examination of myth and text in The Fatal
Environment: The Myth of the Frontier in the Age of Industrializa-
tion, 1800-1890 (1985). The argument in thisvolume demonstrates how
the myth was adapted to fit the needs of anation moving westward and
changing from an agrarianto anindustrial economy. Here Slotkin exam-
ineshow thefrontier captive hero becomesthefrontier hunter hero through
fictiond representation such as James Fenimore Cooper’sL eatherstocking
gories. Duringindudtridization andincreased westward migration, theMyth
of theFrontier justified capitaism’sgrowthinthenameof nationa progress.
The West was sold to emigrants as a New World paradise, ideal for
personal and national makeover. Infiction, promotional literatures, and
newspaper accounts, “therestorative and regenerative power of theland
wasemphasized. . . .Frontier Land had the capacity to work grand trans-
formationson the character, fortunes, and institutions of theinhabitants.”
191t isduring this phase of the myth’sdevel opment that the West becomes
linked, in American popular imagination, with HoratioAlger’ spromise of
rags-to-riches. Extreme Makeover capitalizesonthisnarrative. Asif to
dramatizethefamily’srapid, seven-day risefrom*“rags’ toriches, Terry
Piestewaexplainsearly intheshow to Ty Pennington, “Wedon't havethe
money to do anything. Welive payday to payday.”

Finally, in Gunfighter Nation: The Myth of the Frontier in Twen-
tieth-Century America (1992), Slotkin turnshisformidableinterpretive
powersto political rhetoric, film, television, and war. In 1893, historian
Frederick Jackson Turner famously declaresthefrontier “ closed,” and
with this pronouncement, nostal giafor the Old West becomes a stock
themein popular culture. Although nogta giafor thefrontier remainsstrong,
themythical hero changesfrom captiveto hunter, from cowboy to soldier.
It isnot unexpected, then, that aself-described “ country girl from\West
Virginia,” and ayoung Hopi woman from Arizonabecome heroes.

Sinceat |east the 1980s, the myth of the American West has been
challenged by anew metaphor which replaces”frontier” with “contact
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zone.” New Western historians have debunked the notion of the west-
ward-moving frontier asthesingle source of settlement and have exposed
thehistory of savagewar against indigenous peoplesand severeresource
extraction that denuded western landscapes. New Western writershave
revised thegardeninlight of themachine, and linked cowboy to commu-
nity and family. But in many cultural spaces, thetrappings of the New
West giveway totheOld, likeafresh paint job that fadesto reved patches
of the stubborn, out-of-date color you wish to hide. That the Piestewa
episode of Extreme Makeover: Home Edition so fully reliesupon the
myth testifiesto the endurance of theideol ogy about “ nationa character”

it communicates.

Central to theideology isthe makeover narrative. The West-as-
gardenislinked historicaly and symbolicaly with thedoctrineof progress,
and progressislinked with bonanzaeconomics: hugefinancial gain ac-
quired withlittlelabor and investment. Think of the 1849 CdiforniaGold
Rush, whenmany did*“ gtrikeitrich,” and of themythica narrative prompted
by that moment in history: you, too, can strikeit rich with nothing but a
muleand apan.

Itisnot just the rags-to-riches narrative, however, that influences
audienceinterpretation here. Alger’ sfamousformulacolludeswith the
mythical meaning of theWest and with the“imperialist gaze” of theex-
plorer. The Pliestewahomesiteisrepeatedly referred to as* themiddle of
nowhere,” encouraging usto imagineit, and the West itself, asraw and
unfinished. Asscholars of American culture Henry Nash Smith, Annette
Kolodny, and othershave so persuasively argued, imagining theland as
empty, “virgin,” made possibleits colonization. “ The success of settle-
ment,” Kolodny writes, “ depended on the ability to master theland, trans-
formingthevirginterritoriesinto something e se—afarm, avillage, aroad,
acand, arailway, amine, afactory, acity, andfinally, anurban nation.”
Of course, those westernterritorieswere not unstoried, virgin landscapes
existing inthemiddle of nowhere. The West was home, migration route,
and trading center for thousands of indigenous people. But likeearly sur-
vey teams sent west to find the Passage to Indiaand thusincrease the
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empire' spower, thetrope of progressrests on extreme makeover: the
remaking of “nowhere” into somewhere, natura resourceinto capital. In
order to enact thistransformation there needsto be alocus of control.
That control ismetaphorically asserted by what we see, through what
Mary Louise Pratt and othershaveidentified asthe*imperialist gaze.”
Likecolonia explorerswho “ discovered” and mapped territory, Ty and
design team control theland through the view: we see repeated shots of
Ty inahelicopter surveying theland. Asthe camerasweepsover site of
the Piestewa sfuture home, we hear designer Paul DiMeo (Carpenter/
Attitude) guiding theviewer’seyeto the* snow capped mountainsin front
of us, thevalley below us, [the] absolutely stunning, stunning, land.” The
gazeof thecameraand hencetheviewing audienceframestheland within
aspecific power dynamic; through the camera seye, we becomethe cen-
tral point of perception and thus become“monarchs’ of al wesurvey.
Through the gaze, we commodify, control, and consume space.

As Ty descends from the helicopter, hetellsthe cast that “we're
gonnaneed apretty incrediblebuilder to build usahousefrom scratch out
hereinthemiddleof nowhere.” To emphasizethe extent of themakeover,
designer Constance Ramos (Building/Planning) tellstheviewer that none
other than SheaHomes, the “ guyswho built the Hoover Dam and the
Golden Gate Bridge’ have agreed to build the Piestewahome. Thecom-
parison between ahome and two of themost enduring symbolsof Ameri-
canindustrial progress underscoresthe extent of transformation about to
occur. Thevery engineersof progress, represented here by SheaHomes,
will usher thefamily into thetrgectory of history and the narrative of
progress.

Thefive-acre parcel of land donated to the Piestewafamily islo-
cated just outside of Flagstaff, Arizona, and asif to further locate the
physical and mythical termsby whichthenarrative proceeds, thebuspulls
off thelonely highway to greet two men standing in aseemingly empty
wilderness. Thetwo menwho orchestrated the land donation greet Ty
and thedesignteam asthey tumble off thebus. Tex Hall, representative of
theNational Congressof AmericanIndians, and San Manuel Tribal Chair-
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man Deron Marquez shake hands all around and point into the distance,
whereagroup of Native American dancers has assembled to blessthe
land. The scenefeels so spontaneousthat it reinforces astereotype of
native spirituality. Asdesigner Ed Sanders (Construction) saysabout the
meeting, “you haveto blessthe land. Welook over, and there’ s people
singingtoblesstheland.”

Redlity televisonworks, remember, becauseit diminishesthe space
between event and representation. In contrast to thefedling of spontaneity
wasthe crowd of spectatorson thesite, drawntherein hopesof catching
aglimpseof Ty Pennington or JessicaLynch. They witnessed the repested
takesof Ty and Jessicagetting off the busto meet with thetribal represen-
tativesand talk casually about the property. In an unscripted reminder of
the narrative of progress and bonanzaeconomics, alocal home owner
told anewsreporter that he was ecstati ¢ about the building of the home:
“The Piestewas are going to own the nicest home in the areawith an
unobstructed view of the Peaks, and it’sgoing to lift the property values
fordl therest of us.” 2

Flagstaff, popul ation approximately 55,000, isan international hub
for tourism and theregional center for health careand education. Itis
hardly themiddle of nowhere, but infact acenter for many people, includ-
ing Nava o and Hopi people, many of whom live nearby. The Piestewas
wereonesuch Hopi family, livingina30-year-oldtrailer in TubaCity on
thewestern edge of the Navaj o Reservation. After Ty Pennington, with
hissgnaturebullhornin hand, ydls, “Good morning PiestewaFamily!” the
cast of Extreme Makeover entersthefamily’scrowdedtrailer. The scene
inand about thetrailer reinforcesthenarrative of progress, thistimethrough
the trope of ownership. The design team is shocked to learn that the
Piestewasdo not own theland onwhichthey live.

Reading semiotically, reading discur sively

In cultural studies, itisimportant to consider thewaysinwhicha
cultural product—Iike Extreme Makeover—makes meaning or creates

29.1 October 2006



iR "NEEN o [ DT [T ||

28 Gioia Woods

knowledge. If welook through the semiotic interpretivelens, we can ask
“how.” How doeslanguage (words, images, etc.) produce meaning? How
doesit work in representation?Another interpretivelensin culturd studies
isthe discursive, and it can show us the effects and consequences of
representation. What arethe politica repercussonsof theknowledgecre-
ated? How doesthis knowledge connect with power, regulate conduct,
and congtruct identity? When Ty Pennington asksthe Piestewas, “doyou
owntheland [thetrailer’s| on?’ he participatesin an abstraction made
possible by the Myth of the Frontier. The historical reality of contested
terrain, thesocio-political strugglesfor sovereignty among tribesand be-
tween tribesand thefederal government, are, asRichard Slotkin saysin
thefirst epigraph of thisessay, “ conceded and distorted.” All that isleftin
Ty sstatement isthe apped to that overarching entity called the® nationa
character.” It'sareferenceto acomplex bundleof meaning: property isan
Americanright and ownershipisprogress.

Beforethetrailer door is opened, the viewer iswarned that it is
faling apart. Thecamerapansacrossaroom straining to hold thefamily’s
things. Because Ty’ swords are phrased as aquestion—do you own the
land?—theresponsibility for the answer, and the“ responsibility” for not
participating inthe ownership of property, fallstothe Piestewas. Thetele-
vision audience surely wouldn’t sit ill for along lecturefrom Percy or
Terry about the history of shrinking Hopi territory, the Navgjo-Hopi Land
Dispute, and the practiced noncha ance of thefederal government toward
Hopi (and other tribal) attempts to protect ancestral territory. So the
Piestewassimply reply, “No.” Theknowledge produced by all thelan-
guagesinthisscene, including thevisual imagesand theverbal question,
relieson asuccinct stereotype of Native Americans. they are poor, and
what’'smore, their poverty issomehow their fault. Indeed, aglanceat the
history of the Bureau of Indian Affairscorroboratesthisstereotype. The
BIA'smissionat itsinceptioninthe 1830swasto “civilize’ the* savage’
by meansof religious, educational, and other cultural assmilation. Oneof
itsearliest commissoners, William Medill, believed that Indianslived* in-
dependent of industry and exertion, inidlenessand profligacy, until the
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indispositiontolabor or the habit of intemperance becomes so strong that
[the Indian] degeneratesinto awretched outcast.”

TheMyth of the Frontier operatesin part by concealing or fabricat-
ing history in order to serve aspecific construction of meaning. Inthis
case, thediscursive meaning of the opening sceneinthe Piestewa'strailer
concea sthelong history of indigenous occupation and land disputesin
northeastern Arizona To say that thehistory over tribal [and rightsin north-
eastern Arizonaiscontentiousisan understatement.

Thishistory isconcealed on Extreme Makeover. But reading dis-
cursively, Stuart Hall reminds us, can reveal things, too What doesthis
sceneinthe Piestewa sold, falling-apart trailer reveal about power, ex-
pected conduct, and identity construction?Asthe agentsresponsiblefor
making over the Piestewa shome, the Extreme Makeover’sdesignteam
exercisesthe power. Thereisno BIA civilizing the savageshere; instead,
only thebenign control of Searswho remakethe Piestewasinto extreme
consumers. Thetrailer scene demonstrateshow conduct between the cast
and thefamily isto beregulated: the cast isthe agent of charity, and the
family iscontinualy grateful. Evenwhenhigtorica traumaisacknowledged,
asitisinascenewhere designers Preston Sharp (Exteriors/Big | deas)
and Ed Sanders are assigned thejob of constructing aVeterans Center
for Native Americans, the meaning made of the event restsupon the no-
tion of stewardship. AsEd saysabout Navgjo codetalkers, soldierswho
made an unbreakable code during WWII, “they got abum deal out of it,
they got areal bum deal. And things could have been alot different if we
never had them. It'sour jobto take care of those people.” Findly, identity
ontheshow islargely constructed by foregrounding classand race. The
Piestewa sdistance from wealth and property ownership isoften men-
tioned, and vaguereferencestotheir “ Indianicity” dominatereferencesto
cultural origins. Thesereferences, as| explain below, rely upon the easy
stereotypeof native spiritudity.

Asthey enter thetrailer, designers Paul DiMeo and Preston Sharp
havethefollowing exchange:

Paul: Look at al thestuff inside, man!
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Preston: O my!

Paul: Wow, it'slikeamuseum. It'slikeamuseum.

By now astandard of redlity television genre, Extreme Makeover
intersperses“redtime’ segmentslikewakingintothefamily trailer, with
“editorial” segments, where membersof the cast giveaninvisibleinter-
viewer (theaudience?) their intimate opinion. After Paul and Prestonin-
vitetheviewersto consder thetrailer asamuseum, designer Ed Sanders,
in hispronounced British accent, tellsthe audience, “youwalk into the
houseand you got al these NativeAmericanthingsonthewall looking at
you. Itjust feel svery spiritud inthere.”

Ed—and moreto the point, the editorswho actudly shapetheshow’s
narrative—evokes centuries of Euroamerican desireto be made-over in
theimageof thephilosophicd primitive. Aswriter LedieSilkoquips. “Most
Americans, whilethey may not know much about Indian culturesor In-
diantreaty rights, tend to harbor aspecial sentiment for American Indians.
.... Whether thisisadim recognition of thefact that Indianswere here
first or whether itismerely aromantic American notionisdifficult to deter-
mine.” ** Native spirituaity hasawaysheld afascination for Americans,
and the stereotype of the noble savage, living in harmony with theland,
hasnot lost itsapped . Part of thisglamorization of nativelife, however, is
promoted by theway some museums produce knowledge about indig-
enouspeople. They area*lost or vanishing human species. . . deemed
worthy of sustained nostalgia. . . .frozenin history asan artifact.” 6

AsTerry Piestewashowsthe Extreme Makeover team around the
trailer, hegivesapartid inventory of what' shanging onthecrowdedwalls,
sitting onthefurniture, andlocated in boxes: “Native American cultural
stuff,” hesays, “ kachinas, dream catchers, musical instruments, bowsand
rattles, artwork.” Included inthe*cultural stuff” aremementosof Lori
Piestewa smilitary service, including letters, photographs, drawings, and
picturesof her lifeasadaughter and asingle mother of two. Designer
PaigeHemmis(Carpentry/Nutsand Bolts) says, “ You cantell thisfamily
cherisheseverything. Everything hassomesort of meaningtothem.” The
editors do not expound on just what that meaning is, but designer
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Congstance Ramostakeson thejob of creating the new home' smemoria
room. We see Constance as curator, |abeling and boxing hundreds of
itemsthat will soon become part of thismuseumroom, anditisConstance
(through the editors) who lands on the meaning of Lori Piestewa’ s now-
iconic lifewhen she choosesthe centerpiecefor theexhibit. “ I’ vefound
the centerpiece to our room!” she exclaims: aframed portrait of Lori
Piestewa, smilinginfull military uniform, superimposed against theimage
of awaving American flag. Although the designteam refersto L ori as
daughter and mother, itisLori aswarrior that emerges most powerfully.
Ontheshow’swebste, Lori iscalled a®truewarrior spirit,” reminding the
audiencethat it isthrough savage war that thefrontier hero (and the na-
tion) isregenerated.

Cowboys, I ndians, and Other Her oes

The savagewar described by Richard Slotkin isthelong seriesof
I ndianWarsinwhich Euroamericansdomesticated thewildwest by clearing
theland of its nativeinhabitants. These wars have become apowerful
mythical symbol of Americansvs. Other and good vs. evil infulfillment of
imperidist destiny. Therhetoric of thelndian Warsissmilar totherhetoric
surrounding thewar in Irag. Descriptions of Indiansby early American
colonistsrendered the Indian into agodless Other. Thefrontier hero—
real andimagined—furthered Americanimperiaist goasby fighting the
Indianand claming Americaasmoral territory. Thecowboy codedivides
theworldinto good and evil; by adopting thiscode, the Bush administra-
tion extendstheideaof mora control to aglobal frontier.

The savagewar that symbolically remakesthe nation givesusour
“warrior spirits’ and our heroes. Redlity television, including program-
ming like Extreme Makeover and scripted, documentary-style newsfoot-
age, packagesand sellsrevised frontier heroestothepublic. Lori Piestewa
wasnot an Indian fighter; shewasan Indian. But she participatedinanew
“Indian War,” awar against new savages. Through it she (andweasa
nation) becomeregenerated. In cultural studies, we must acknowledge
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how we consume and appropriate imagesto make meaning. When de-
sgner Congtance Ramoschoosesartifactsto exhibit inthememoria room
of the Piestewa shome, she exercisesher power asrepresentative of a
museum-likeingtitution. A museum doesnot Smply represent redlity; like
reality television, amuseum placesimageswithin specific contexts. Ina
museum the meaning of an object isneither natural nor fixed; itiscon-
structed through the poetics and politics of exhibiting. Museums, writes
HenriettaLidchi, “ appropriate and display objectsfor certainends.” ¥’
Throughredlity television, theviewer can enter theintimate space of the
memorial room to grieve, to participate in a patriotic moment, and to
witnessthemaking of anew hero. By participating onthislevel, theviewer
isfooledinto thinking that he or sheis constructing the meaning, not con-
suming the meaning. Thissametrick of obscuring power, obscuring the
authorship of meaning, can be observed in the making of another Irag
War hero: JessicaLynch.

Asl discussed earlier, thefoundational text of the Myth of the Fron-
tieristhecaptivity narrative. Thestory of captivity, suffering, and redemp-
tion laid thefoundation for the devel opment of the regeneration through
violencetheme so prevalent in the myth and its deployment. In March
2003, newsfromthelragwar wasnot positive. Lynch’sdramatic rescue
from ahospital in Nasiriyah, later exposed for itstrumped-up drama,
provided just the redemptive story the country needed. With cameras
rolling, US Specia Forcesbroke down the doorsof the hospital to get to
Lynch. The Guardian’sJohn Kampfner observed, “[Lynch’s| rescuewill
go down as one of the most stunning pieces of news management yet
conceived.” 8 Popular consent for thewar ismanufactured by recalling
two deep American narratives, captivity and action-adventure. Kampfner
furthers hisinterpretation by quoting awitnessto the rescue, Saddam
Hussein General Hospital’sDr. Anmar Uday: “ It waslikeaHollywood
film. They cried, * Go, go, go’, with guns and blanks and the sound of
explosions. They made ashow—an action movielike Sylvester Stallone
or Jackie Chan, with jumping and shouting, breaking down doors.” *°
Indeed, Lynch later challenged theway her ordeal wasrepresented by
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cdlingita“patrioticfable.” Inaninterview with ABC newsanchor Diane
Sawyer, Lynch said shefelt misrepresented by themilitary and by media
managerswho used her story to“ symbolizeal thisstuff.” Nevertheless,
Extreme Makeover relieson thewell-known imagesof Lynch’srescue
to establish the patriotic meaning of the show. That Lynch’scaptivity nar-
rativewas scripted to recall early colonia captivity narratives—the hero-
ineisheld captive by savages, and eventually redeemed through suffer-
ing—underscores how potent the Myth of the Frontier remainsinrein-
forcing thetheme of regeneration through violence®

Inmythic narratives of war and violence, thehero’stask ispivotal:
he (or she) confrontsevil inthewildernessin order to preparetheterritory
for thecivil pursuit of economic gain. The American West’'s makeover
was accomplished through savage war and bonanzaeconomics. Extreme
Makeover makesuse of thisestablished pattern by juxtaposing images of
thelrag war with extreme consumerism. However, no tel evision show,
reality or otherwise, can directly confront theinevitablelossinherentin
thispattern. Percy Piestewa, Lori’smother, tellsthe makeover team that
shehopesno other family hasto experiencewhat she does. thedegth of a
child. “Welost our daughter,” she saysthrough tears, “ and we only hope
our family and friendsdon’t haveto deal withwhat wedid.” But by Au-
gust of 2006, the Department of Defenselisted theAmerican death toll in
Irag at 2,607; Iraqi deathsdueto thewar are estimated to exceed 10,000.
Thousandsof familiesaregrieving for lost children. Extreme Makeover
offersthe nation not an end to the casudities, but adisplacement of them
through consumer fetishism.

Consumer fetishism

Fetishismisarepresentationa practice—anatural object represents
the supernatural, amundane object standsfor ataboo, commoditieson
themarket replace socia relations. As Clive Hamilton argued in hisbest
selling book Growth Fetish (2004), the pursuit of wealth hasbecomea
stand-infor the pursuit of happiness; growth hasbecomeafetish, amagi-
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cal curefor persona and societal dissatisfaction. The Extreme Makeover
designteam has seven daysto build ahouse, and progressonthejob site
ismarked by lush shotsof housing materiasprominently bearing product
names and logos. The sheer volume of productsincreases asthe house
nearscompletion—thecongruction materids, flooring, lighting, landscaping,
appliances, and furnishingsall arrive on stewith an auraof magical tran-
scendence. The extreme consumerism on the show isastrategy of dis-
avowal and displacement. We seethe Piestewafamily at Disneyworld,
surrounded by Cinderellaand Prince Charming. We see5-year old Karla's
closet full of princessdress-up clothes, and designer Paige Hemmistelling
the camera, “| want Karlato haveamystical bed. A coach bed. A fairy
talefeel, like she’'sbeing ridden off to her castlein ahorse-drawn car-
riage.” We see Jess calynch shopping at Searswith abandon, piling bath-
roomtowel sinto thehands of designer Michael Maoney (Interior/Glam-
our). We see a Sears semi-truck full of appliancesand clothing pull into
TubaCity—enough clothing, thedriver says, “to outfit every family onthe
reservation.” And we see Ty referring to, yet concealing, the history of
colonid traumawhen heexplains, “ Theseare peoplestill struggling be-
causethey liveonthereservation; they’ reliving on thereservation, and |
think we kindaoweit, to do something.” In each case, thefetish of con-
sumer goods standsin for adeeper loss, onethat cannot befully repre-
sented—| ossof adaughter, lossof amother, lossof land, lossof history.

Fasehistory, aspoet Adrienne Rich writes, ismadeevery day. This
sort of history, the poet imagines, constructsan Americathat makesmean-
ing through appropriation. What is conquered in the name of Manifest
Destiny becomesthe object of consumption:

Theimitation of aghost mining town,

themovie-set fagade of afalse Spanish

arcade, thefacelesspueblo

withtheusual facel essold woman grinding corn?

It'sall beendone. Acreon acre

of filmlocationsdisguised as Sears
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Fasehistory getsmadedl day, any day,

thetruth of the new isnever onthe news. %

Perhapsthe “truth of the new” istoo traumatic to examine or too
difficult to represent. Perhapsit defiesunderstanding unlessweforceit
intothegroovesof older myths. Perhgps*” Idamicextremists’ becomethe
Indiansinanew savagewar ontheglobal frontier. Thenation’sfounding
myth helpsusto reimagine not just our past, but our present. It givesus
comfort, tricking usinto believing that we arereplaying achallengewe
have played, and surmounted, before. The physical and mythical West
providesaplacewherewe can“go back to our values’ and articulate a
better nation. Normally, the hard work of good deeds or self-sacrifice
may get the better of us. But reality television appearsto shrink the space
between event and representation, and so by watching makeover, we
participatein makeover and become madeover ourselves. The Piestewa
episode of Extreme Makeover: Home Edition remakes us all into
westerners, citizensof, as\Wallace Stegner famoudy quipped, “thenative
home of hope.” 2
GiolaWoods
NorthernArizona University
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