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1. The antecedents and objectives of the doctoral 
dissertation 

 
The starting point of this dissertation lies in the 

transformation of filmic representation of sexual abuse 

after Harvey Weinstein’s public trial in 2017, and the 

global spread of the #MeToo movement as a result. 

These events disrupted the silence surrounding sexual 

violence, exposed the complicity of institutions that had 

long shielded perpetrators, and demanded a new way of 

thinking about gendered power and trauma. They also 

changed how sexual violence was represented in media, 

particularly on television, where survivor-centered 

narratives gained unprecedented visibility. 

Before this moment, rape narratives in popular 

culture often reinforced harmful stereotypes. Television 

and cinema repeatedly depicted sexual assault as a 

device for plot sensationalism, focusing on the crime, the 

perpetrator, or the investigation rather than the survivor’s 

lived experience. The female body was aestheticized as a 

site of violence, while survivors’ voices were sidelined 

and doubted. Such portrayals normalized disbelief, 
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perpetuated rape myths, and trivialized the psychological 

and social realities of trauma. Hence, television not only 

reflected but also normalized and sustained a culture of 

silence. 

The Weinstein scandal, followed by the 

outpouring of testimonies through #MeToo, made it 

impossible to ignore the systemic nature of sexual 

violence, and highlighted how traditional media had 

failed to create ethical, empowering spaces for 

testimony. Post-2017, creators began experimenting with 

new forms of storytelling that foregrounded survivor 

perspectives, shifting attention from the female body as 

spectacle to recovery, from institutions to individuals, 

and from silence to empowerment. This transformation 

represents one of the most important antecedents of this 

dissertation. 

Feminist media scholarship has long critiqued the 

objectification of women’s suffering and the persistence 

of patriarchal myths in screen culture (Roxane Gay, 

Sarah Projansky, Linda Alcoff, and Laura Gray). Trauma 

studies emphasize the difficulty of representing 

experiences that resist narrative closure, while ethical 
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theories of care and witnessing stress the responsibility 

of both creators and audiences when engaging with 

stories of violence. These traditions converge in the 

post-Weinstein era, where television functions as a site 

for survivor-centered narratives that are both ethically 

attentive and culturally impactful. 

Serial storytelling can mirror the fragmented, 

recursive nature of trauma, thereby aligning form with 

content, cultivating empathy in the viewer, and 

sustaining reflection of the issues portrayed, enabling a 

deeper engagement with characters and their long-term 

recovery processes. For these reasons, television has 

become an especially powerful space for cultural debates 

on consent, shame, credibility, and justice. 

Research Objectives 

The objectives of this dissertation emerge directly from 

these antecedents. The first objective is to examine how 

post-Weinstein television reconfigures representations of 

rape by centering the survivor’s subjectivity. Instead of 

reducing survivors to victims or narrative catalysts, these 

series grant them agency, voice, and complexity. 
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A second objective is to analyze how 

survivor-centered narratives reshape the ethics of 

spectatorship. By employing techniques such as 

subjective lighting, close-ups, and fragmented 

temporality, these screen texts invite audiences to 

become co-witnesses rather than distant consumers. 

They demand recognition and empathy, transforming 

viewing into an ethical act of responsiveness. 

A third objective is to analyze the 

methodological innovations within such narratives, 

particularly in the context of autoethnographic 

storytelling. Predominantly, Michaela Coel’s I May 

Destroy You demonstrates how creators can integrate 

personal experience with cultural critique, collapsing the 

divide between author and subject, and creating a gray 

area between fiction and reality. This positions survivor 

testimony as a form of resistance. 

Post-Weinstein storytelling does not simply 

reflect social change; it contributes to it by reshaping 

public discourse around trauma, justice, and recovery. 

The overarching objective is to evaluate television’s 

potential as a transformative medium. Through seriality, 
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accessibility, and survivor-centered ethics, television has 

intervened in the cultural politics of sexual violence in 

ways that demand scholarly attention. 

The Delimitation of the Dissertation Topic 

The delimitation of this research responds both to the 

scope of the research questions and to the cultural 

moment within which the inquiry is situated. The 

dissertation investigates the representation of sexual 

violence in Anglophone television following the 

Weinstein revelations and the emergence of the #MeToo 

movement in 2017. By narrowing its focus to this 

specific temporal, cultural, and media context, the study 

ensures both depth of analysis and clarity of argument. 

The temporal delimitation is particularly 

significant. The year 2017 represents a cultural rupture 

in the global conversation about sexual violence, power, 

and gendered injustice. While rape narratives have long 

been a feature of both cinema and television, it was only 

after the Weinstein case and the mass mobilization of 

survivors through #MeToo that a widespread 

reevaluation of such narratives occurred. By focusing on 

the period from 2017 to the present, the dissertation 
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situates itself within a transformative moment in media 

history, when creators, audiences, and critics alike began 

to demand more ethical, survivor-centered storytelling.  

A second delimitation concerns the medium of 

study. The dissertation focuses exclusively on television 

rather than cinema or other forms of media. This 

decision derives from both practical and theoretical 

considerations. Practically, the proliferation of streaming 

platforms such as Netflix and HBO has elevated 

television to a central cultural form, capable of reaching 

vast and diverse audiences. Theoretically, television 

offers unique narrative affordances that distinguish it 

from film. Its episodic structure, extended character arcs, 

and capacity for serial storytelling allow for a deeper and 

more sustained exploration of trauma and recovery. 

Unlike cinema, which often shortens narratives into a 

two-hour format, television can engage viewers across 

weeks or months, fostering what may be described as 

long-term empathy.  

A third delimitation lies in the cultural and 

linguistic scope of the study. The dissertation focuses on 

Anglophone television series, specifically those 
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produced in the United Kingdom and the United States. 

This choice is guided by the recognition that these 

contexts played a particularly central role in the 

Weinstein revelations and the subsequent development 

of the #MeToo movement. Moreover, the Anglophone 

media industry has historically set the terms for global 

cultural debates, shaping how narratives of gendered 

violence circulate across borders. While 

non-Anglophone contexts undoubtedly offer rich sites 

for analysis, their exclusion in this dissertation allows for 

a focused examination of the cultural industries most 

directly implicated in the Weinstein scandal. 

The dissertation also delimits its object of study 

to three case studies: Broadchurch (ITV, 2017), 

Unbelievable (Netflix, 2019), and I May Destroy You 

(HBO, 2020). These series were selected for their 

explicit engagement with sexual violence, their critical 

acclaim, and their cultural impact. Broadchurch 

represents an early instance of post-Weinstein 

storytelling, foregrounding the theme of shame in the 

aftermath of rape. Unbelievable dramatizes the systemic 

disbelief that survivors encounter, revealing the 
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institutional failures that compound trauma. I May 

Destroy You, created by Michaela Coel, exemplifies the 

innovative use of autoethnography, exploring consent, 

memory, and healing through a deeply personal yet 

culturally resonant narrative. By focusing on these three 

series, the dissertation can engage in close textual 

analysis while situating each work within broader 

cultural and theoretical debates. Other series that may 

also address sexual violence are excluded, not because 

they lack relevance but because the selected case studies 

provide sufficient scope for the dissertation’s research 

questions. 

Equally important is the exclusion of certain 

types of narratives. Male-centered rape stories, for 

instance, are present but are not part of the dissertation’s 

focus. While such narratives exist and are worthy of 

scholarly attention, the emphasis here is on female 

survivors and the reconfiguration of female subjectivity 

in post-Weinstein television. While cinematic depictions 

of rape, including those produced before 2017, are 

referenced in the theoretical framework, they are not the 

central object of analysis. Such films provide valuable 
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conceptual background; however, the core focus of this 

research remains on post-2017 Anglophone television. 

In summary, the dissertation is delimited by its 

temporal scope (post-2017), its medium (television), its 

cultural focus (Anglophone contexts), its case studies 

(Broadchurch, Unbelievable, and I May Destroy You), 

and its thematic emphasis on female survivor narratives. 

By establishing these boundaries, the dissertation 

situates itself within a specific cultural and academic 

terrain, one that is both historically significant and 

theoretically rich. 

2. An Overview of the Methods Used 

The methodological framework of this dissertation is 

grounded in an interdisciplinary approach that brings 

together feminist media studies, trauma theory, ethics of 

care, and close textual analysis.  

Feminist Media Studies 

Feminist media studies provide the primary critical 

framework for this dissertation. The representation of 

sexual violence is inextricably tied to questions of 

gender, power, and agency, and feminist theory offers the 

tools to interrogate these dynamics. This approach 
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examines how survivors are positioned within televisual 

narratives, whether their voices are marginalized or 

amplified, and how cultural myths about rape are 

challenged or reinforced. Feminist media criticism 

foregrounds the importance of subjectivity and agency, 

highlighting how post-Weinstein television disrupts 

traditional portrayals by placing survivors at the center 

of their own stories. It also draws attention to the politics 

of production, authorship, and reception. 

Trauma Studies 

The second methodological pillar of this dissertation is 

trauma studies. Trauma, by definition, resists 

conventional forms of representation, as it disrupts 

memory, language, and narrative coherence. Theories of 

trauma developed by scholars such as Cathy Caruth, 

Dori Laub, and Shoshana Felman emphasize the 

difficulty of testifying to experiences that exceed 

symbolic articulation. In the context of television, these 

challenges manifest in aesthetic and narrative strategies 

that attempt to represent the unrepresentable. Trauma 

studies thus provide the conceptual vocabulary to 

analyze how shame, memory, and silence function in 
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survivor narratives. They also foreground the importance 

of listening to testimony with trust, acknowledging the 

fragmented and contested nature of memory while 

affirming the survivor’s voice.  

Ethics of Care and Witnessing 

A third methodological dimension derives from the 

ethics of care and witnessing. Post-Weinstein television 

places ethical demands not only on creators but also on 

audiences. The act of viewing is reconceptualized as a 

form of witnessing that carries moral obligations. The 

ethics of care, as theorized by scholars such as Lizzie 

Ward, Fiona Robinson, and Sarah Clark Miller, further 

stress the importance of empathy, solidarity, and 

relational responsibility. Together, these frameworks 

allow for an analysis of how television cultivates ethical 

spectatorship. Survivor-centered narratives compel 

viewers to acknowledge trauma in ways that resist 

voyeurism and foster radical empathy.  

Close Textual and Aesthetic Analysis 

Finally, the dissertation employs close textual analysis to 

examine the aesthetic strategies through which 

survivor-centered narratives are constructed. This 
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method involves detailed attention to mise-en-scène, 

cinematography, sound, dialogue, and narrative structure. 

Close analysis also illustrates how aesthetic choices 

align with ethical commitments: camera work that 

privileges the survivor’s perspective resists 

objectification, while narrative pacing that dwells on 

aftermath rather than spectacle shifts focus from the act 

of violence to the process of recovery. This 

methodological focus highlights the importance of form 

in shaping meaning, and reinforces the dissertation’s 

argument that representation is never politically neutral.  

The integration of these methods ensures a 

multidimensional approach. Feminist media studies 

provide the political lens, trauma theory supplies the 

psychological and narrative framework, ethics of care 

highlights the moral stakes, and close textual analysis 

grounds the study in concrete aesthetic practices. By 

combining these methods, the dissertation avoids 

reductionism and acknowledges the layered complexity 

of representing sexual violence.  

 

 

12 



3. The Academic Results of the Dissertation  

The dissertation demonstrates that post-Weinstein 

television represents a break from earlier traditions of 

portraying sexual violence primarily as spectacle. 

Historically, rape scenes were often shown explicitly, 

with the camera lingering on the act itself rather than its 

aftermath. In contrast, survivor-centered narratives 

reorient the gaze away from violence and toward the 

subjective experiences of survivors. This shift privileges 

interiority, aftermath, and recovery over sensationalism. 

By repositioning the survivor as the interpretive center, 

such narratives resist objectification and constitute a new 

cultural model of representation, one that prioritizes 

subjectivity, selfhood, and ethical responsibility.  

The analysis highlights that shame 

(Broadchurch), distrust (Unbelievable), and consent (I 

May Destroy You) emerge as the three central categories 

shaping survivor narratives in the post-Weinstein era. 

These categories are not only narrative devices but also 

reflections of wider cultural debates. Shame illuminates 

the internalized stigmatization that silences survivors, 

while distrust exposes the institutional mechanisms of 
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justice and care that delegitimize their testimonies. 

Consent, as redefined in I May Destroy You, underscores 

the importance of memory and ambiguity surrounding 

sexual violence. Together, these categories chart a 

cultural shift from simplistic portrayals of rape toward 

nuanced explorations of survivor selfhood.  

A significant finding of the dissertation is the role 

of autoethnography in survivor-centered storytelling, 

which positions survivor testimony as a mode of 

resistance that defies the silencing mechanisms of 

oppression. This methodological innovation also 

redefines the relationship between creator and audience, 

as viewers are invited into an intimate dialogue with the 

survivor’s lived reality. Thus, autoethnographic 

storytelling becomes both an artistic strategy and a 

political intervention, reshaping the epistemological 

terrain of trauma representation. 

The dissertation identifies radical empathy as a 

defining aesthetic of post-Weinstein television. Unlike 

voyeuristic portrayals that distance viewers from 

survivors, radical empathy seeks to create somatic bonds 

between audience and character. These aesthetic 
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strategies demand patience and attentiveness from 

viewers, cultivating empathy that is active and 

repositions spectators as co-witnesses, responsible for 

acknowledging survivors’ truths and reflecting on the 

broader cultural implications of sexual violence. 

The dissertation argues that survivor-centered 

television fundamentally redefines the ethics of 

witnessing. Traditional spectatorship often allowed 

audiences to consume sexual violence narratives with 

detachment or even fascination. Post-Weinstein series 

disrupt this dynamic by compelling audiences to 

recognize their role in sustaining or dismantling rape 

culture. This ethical repositioning suggests that viewing 

is never a neutral act: it carries moral obligations to 

respond, believe, and act in solidarity.  

Another key result is the recognition that 

survivor-centered narratives resist defining survivors 

solely in terms of victimhood. Instead, they foreground 

processes of agency, resilience, and recovery. By 

emphasizing survivor selfhood beyond trauma, these 

narratives refuse reductionist portrayals that define 

women only by their suffering. They assert that while 
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sexual violence is devastating, it does not erase survivor 

agency.  

The dissertation finds that post-Weinstein 

television serves as a critical lens on institutional 

failures, particularly the systemic disbelief of survivors. 

This institutional critique extends beyond the justice 

system, implicating communities, workplaces, and media 

industries that perpetuate cultures of silence. 

Additionally, the research underscores that 

survivor-centered storytelling cannot be understood apart 

from intersectionality. Post-Weinstein television 

demonstrates that intersectional storytelling not only 

reflects diverse survivor experiences but also challenges 

hegemonic narratives that universalize trauma. This 

result highlights the need for more inclusive and nuanced 

representations that honor the plurality of survivor 

realities. 

Finally, the episodic format sustains viewers’ 

attention across time, reinforcing empathy and solidarity. 

Seriality thus emerges as more than a formal feature; it is 

a cultural strategy that deepens the ethical and emotional 

impact of survivor narratives.  
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