
“Operational Seriality” 
Jason Mittell, Middlebury College (USA) 
http://justtv.wordpress.com 
 
Teaser: 
Seriality is a pervasive and compelling facet of narrative, but one that has been 
undertheorized. This presentation considers seriality as a cultural practice of continuity 
with gaps, and posits how we might consider serialization within non-narrative modes of 
continuity. The concept of operational seriality explores the processes of media 
production and circulation as broken by gaps in ways that constitute serialized practice. 
 
Previously On… 
 “A serial is, by definition, an ongoing narrative released in successive parts….  The genre is not constituted, 
then, by purely formal and thematic considerations. Rather, these considerations are inseparable from the 
unique reading practices and interpretative tactics developed by audiences, practices that include 
collaborative, active reading; interpretation; prediction; occasional rewriting or creation of new subplots; 
attempts to influence textual production; and, increasingly often, a degree of success in those attempts.” 
— Jennifer Hayward, Consuming Pleasures  : Active Audiences and Serial Fictions from Dickens to Soap 
Opera (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1997), 3-4. 
 
“In many ways it is the articulation of the gap, the between, that animates the familiarity of old and new; the 
way in which a poem, or serial television, articulates those breaks makes that poem, or that unit of seriality, 
what it is. This is the discourse of segmentivity—parts, size, form—wrapped in the language of new and old, 
of the discovered and the familiar, defining itself through the logic of gapping and spacing.” 
— Sean O’Sullivan, “Broken on Purpose: Poetry, Serial Television, and the Season,” StoryWorlds 2 (2010): 
59–77, 62. 
 
“Serial storytelling is characterized by a remarkably close entanglement of production and reception. In 
work-bound aesthetics, reception and production also stand in a relationship of mutual dependence, but 
they exist—and are routinely addressed—as distinct areas of practice. By contrast, serial aesthetics does not 
unfold in a clear-cut chronological succession of finished composition and responsive actualization. Rather, 
both activities are intertwined in a feedback loop. This distinguishes the practice of watching a running 
series from the practice of reading a novel or watching a movie. The repeated temporal overlap between 
ongoing publication and ongoing reception allows serial audiences to become involved in the narrative’s 
progress, extending the sphere of storytelling onto the sphere of story consumption.” 
— Frank Kelleter, “What Is Popular Seriality?” in Media of Serial Narrative, edited by Frank Kelleter (The 
Ohio State University Press, forthcoming)  
 
“This operational aesthetic is on display within online fan forum dissections of the techniques that complex 
comedies and dramas use to guide, manipulate, deceive, and misdirect viewers, suggesting the key pleasure 
of unraveling the operations of narrative mechanics. We watch these shows not just to get swept away in a 
realistic narrative world (although that certainly can happen) but also to watch the gears at work, marveling 
at the craft required to pull off such narrative pyrotechnics…. Through the operational aesthetic these 
complex narratives invite viewers to engage at the level of formal analyst, dissecting the techniques used to 
convey spectacular displays of storytelling craft; this mode of formally aware viewing is highly encouraged 
by these programs, as their pleasures are embedded in a level of awareness that transcends the traditional 
focus on diegetic action typical of most viewers.” 
— Jason Mittell, “Narrative Complexity in Contemporary American Television,” The Velvet Light Trap, no. 
58 (Fall 2006): 29–40, 36.



 
Today’s Episode: “Operational Seriality” 
 
Seriality is not solely: 

- Segmentation or sequentiality 
- Continuity or ongoing story arcs 
- A textual form 

 
Seriality is “a cultural practice of continuity with gaps.” 
 
Narrative continuity is but one type of continuity that might be serialized. How might we 
regard operational continuity at work with examples where the process of media 
production and circulation itself is broken by gaps in ways that constitute serialized 
practice? 
 
Consider four key realms of operational seriality: 

- Production processes 
- Paratextual circulation 
- Viewer and critical conversations 
- Forensic fandom 

 
 
Next Time… 
 

- Might there be other forms of serialized non-narrative continuity? 
- Might there be other forms of serialized gaps beyond the temporal? 
- What happens to conventional notions of serial storytelling when the definition of 

seriality is exploded beyond narrative? 


