
 

 

24: Jumping the Shark Every Minute1 

 

“When all the archetypes burst out shamelessly, we plumb Homeric profundity. Two 

clichés make us laugh but a hundred clichés move us because we sense dimly that the 

clichés are talking among themselves, celebrating a reunion.” 

– Umberto Eco, “Casablanca: Cult Movies and Intertextual Collage” 

 

Th is  month ,  most  network   te lev is ion  shows,  new and  return ing ,  w i l l  beg in  

the i r   seasons .  The  most   t imely  o f  a l l   ser ies ,  however ,  Fox ’s  24 ,  won’t  be  back  unt i l  

January .  For   the   th i rd  year   in  a   row,  24  w i l l  not   return  unt i l   the  new year ,  g iv ing   Joe l  

Surnow and  Robert  Cochran  and   the  other  makers  o f   the  h i t   terrordrama’s   s ix th  

season   t ime to  have  enough  ep isodes   in   the  can   for  unbroken  week ly  a i r ing ,   January  

to  May,  o f  an  ent i re  day   in   the   l i fe  o f   Jack  Bauer .  

Day  5   (Season  F ive)  o f  24  was  better   than  ever .  Commencing   fourteen  months  

a f ter  Day  4   (Season  4) ,  5  was  a  k i l le r :   Jack  Bauer ,  as  we knew though   the  wor ld  d id  

not ,  was  s t i l l  a l ive ,  but   former  Pres ident  Pa lmer  was  assass inated  and  Miche le  

Dess ler ,  Tony  A lmeda,  Lynn  McGi l l ,  Edgar  S t i les ,  and  score  of  nameless  b i t  p layers  

would  d ie .  Secret  Serv ice  Agent  Aaron  P ierce  had  emerged  as  perhaps   the  most  

in terest ing  minor  character   in   te lev ison .  Ch loe  scowled  better   than  ever .  POTUS 

Logan  proved   to  be  a  more  detestab le  wuss   than  on  Day  Four ,  morph ing   into  a  c reepy  

hybr id  o f  R ichard  N ixon  and  George  W.  Bush .  FLOTUS Martha  was   i r res is t ib ly  

unh inged  and  wonderfu l ly  capab le  o f   test ing  her  

husband’s   sp ine less  mett le .  

 

No  doubt  about   i t ,  24  has  become a  cu l tura l  

phenomenon.  A  b ig  screen  vers ion   i s   in   the  works  

for  2008.  K ie fer  Suther land  has   re ‐upped  for   three  

more  seasons  and  made the  cover  o f   the  Ro l l ing  

S tone.  Dur ing   last   spr ing ’s  debate   ( insp i red  by   the  

harsh  cr i t i c i sm of   severa l   ret i red  genera ls )  over   the  

s tatus  o f  Defense  Secretary  Dona ld  Rumsfe ld ,  a  

commentator  was  heard   ins i s t ing   that  Rummy 

                                            
1 The fo l lowing is a somewhat revised vers ion of the afterword to 

Reading  24: TV Against the Clock ,  edited by Steven Peacock (forthcoming 
from I.  B. Taur is).  
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cou ldn ’t  care   less  — not  be ing  a  deep ly  conf l i c ted  “ Jack  Bauer”   type.   (Had  he  ever  

watched   the  show?  Jack  Bauer  conf l i c ted?  The  CTU agent  capab le ,   in  a  LA  minute ,  o f  

decap i tat ing  a  man,   tortur ing  h is  own ex ,   shoot ing  an   innocent  w i fe   in   the   leg–

conf l i c ted?) .  And   in   June   the   r ight ’s  Her i tage  Foundat ion  s taged  a  d iscuss ion  of   the  

ser ies   featur ing  members  o f   the  cast  and  rea l  Homeland  Secur i ty  ch ie f  Michae l  

Chertof f   (Fess ler ) .  

I  have  watched  every  hour  o f  24 ,  heard  every  nervous   t i ck ,   f rom the  

beg inn ing ,  and  a lmost   f rom the  outset   I  have   to ld  anyone who cared   to   l i s ten   that   I  

would  probab ly  never  wr i te  about   the  ser ies .  A  scho lar ‐ fan  of   such   te lev is ion  

programs as  Buf fy   the  Vampire  S layer ,  The  Sopranos ,  Deadwood,  Twin  Peaks ,  The  X‐

F i les ,  and  Lost ,  my  s t rong  preference  has  been   for  Qua l i ty   te lev is ion  of fer ing   r ich ly  

imag inat ive ,  genre‐bending ,  abundant ly   in tertextua l   te leun iverses  w ith   fasc inat ing ,  

in imitab le  characters  and   insp i red  wr i t ing .   I t ’ s  not   that   I  d idn ’ t   l i ke  24  —  indeed   I  

loved   i t  and  s t i l l  do ,  but  as  a  gu i l ty  p leasure .  As  a   lapsed  Eng l i sh  professor  now 

immersed   in   te lev is ion  s tud ies ,   I  was  espec ia l ly  enthra l led  by   the  capab le‐of ‐any‐

savagery   Jack  Bauer ,  who,   I  was  shocked   to   learn   in   the  Season  One  t ie ‐ in  book,  

earned  a  B .A .   in  Eng l i sh  at  UCLA.  But  24   i t se l f ,  desp i te   i t s  Eng l i sh  major  hero ,  d idn ’ t  

seem to  ca l l   for  a  c lose   read ing .  

In  bas ic  agreement  w ith  an  observat ion   in  S teven  Peacock ’s  co l lect ion  on   the  

ser ies   that  24  “both  seems  l ike  qua l i ty   te lev is ion  and   the   far thest   th ing   f rom  i t ,”   I  

have   fe l t  no  need   to  engage   the  ser ies   in  any  other  way   than  as  a   fan .  And  yet  other  

essays   in  Read ing  24  of fer   remarkab ly   ingen ious  and  cogent  d iscuss ions  o f   such  

top ics  as  24 ’ s   innovat ive  use  of   sp l i t ‐ screen   in   the  context  o f   the  h is tory  o f  Western  

art ;   i t s  po l i t i ca l   themes   in   l ight  o f   i t s   sponsors  and   the  popular i ty  o f   the  SUV;  

women’s  narrat ive  author i ty   in  a  very  male  s tory ;   the  post  Abu  Ghra ib  eth ics  o f   i t s  

re l iance  on   torture ;  and  Ch loe ’s  Asperger ’s  Syndrome.  

Though   I  have  watched  24  a rdent ly ,  my  suspens ion  of  d isbe l ie f   for  a   ser ies  

“of ten   fantast ic  and  excess ive   in  sp i te  o f   i t s  appea ls   to   rea l i sm”   (as  an  essay   in  

Read ing  24  puts   i t )  has  not  a lways  been  wi l l ing .  My attachment  has  not  prevented  me 

f rom ( l ike  most  v iewers )   s tar ing   in  d isbe l ie f  a t   the  of f ‐ the‐sca le   implaus ib le  per i l s  o f  

K im Bauer ,   incredu lous ly  quest ion ing   the   t ime  i t   takes   in   the  24verse   to  cross  Los  

Ange les  by  car  or   return   to   the  c i ty   f rom the  Mojave ,  wonder ing  how CTU cou ld  be  so  

lud icrous ly   incompetent ,  puzz l ing  how Mike  Nov ick  cou ld  serve  so  many  ro les   in  so  

many  admin is t rat ions ,  w inc ing  at  Terr i  Bauer ’s   soap‐opera ish  amnes ia   (and  

pregnancy) ,  Chase  Edmunds ’   secret   love  ch i ld ,  or   Jack ’s  miracu lous   return   f rom the  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dead  and  aston ish ing  on‐the‐run  recovery   f rom an  add ict ion   to  smack ,  myst i f ied  at  

the   tendency  of  each  day ’s  breakneck  events   to  peak ,   l i ke  c lockwork ,  a t   the   top  of  

the  hour ,  and  ach ieve  c l imax  at   the  end  of  24 . 2 

In  a   famous  passage   in  The  Poet ics  Ar i s tot le  had  observed   (w ith  Greek   t ragedy  

and  not   te lev is ion  narrat ive   in  mind)   that  “With   respect   to   the   requ irements  o f  ar t ,  a  

probab le   imposs ib i l i ty   i s   to  be  preferred   to  a   th ing   improbable  and  yet  poss ib le .”  

“ [P] lot ,”   the  Greek  ph i losopher  was  conv inced,  “must  not  be  composed  of   i r rat iona l  

parts .  Everyth ing   i r rat iona l   shou ld ,   i f  poss ib le ,  be  exc luded;  or ,  a t  a l l  events ,   i t  

shou ld   l ie  outs ide   the  act ion  of   the  p lay .   .   .   .  But  once   the   i r rat iona l  has  been  

introduced  and  an  a i r  o f   l i ke l ihood   imparted   to   i t ,  we  must  accept   i t   in   sp i te  o f   the  

absurd i ty .”  Does  24  pass  Ar i s tot le ’s   test?  

In   the  age  of   the   Internet  we have  a  new name  for   the   fa i lure   to  do  so .  Thanks  

to   Jon  He in ’s  popular  webs i te   (and   la ter  book)   Jump the  Shark ,   i t  has  now become 

common,  a f ter  a   te l l ing  moment  on  Happy  Days  when the  Fonz ie  actua l ly  d id   leap  

over  sa id  mar ine  predator ,   to  speak  of   the  moment  when a  good  te lev is ion  show goes  

bad  — when we rea l i ze  our  “ favor i te  show has   lost   i t s  mag ic ,  has  begun  the   long ,  

pa in fu l   s l ide   to   the  TV  graveyard .   .   .   . ”  24  has ,  o f  course ,   insp i red   i t s  own entr ies  on  

the  webs i te ,  but   revea l ing ly   the  major i ty  o f  v i s i tors  have   ins i s ted   the  ser ies  has  yet  

to   take   the   leap .  

I t   i s  hard   to  be l ieve   that   those  

who  f ind  24   s t i l l   shark‐ f ree  are  watch ing  

the  same ser ies   I  am.  24 ,  a   show that  

exper iments   rad ica l ly  w i th   the  nature  

and   form of   te lev isua l i ty ,  has   l ikewise  

taken  shark‐ jumping   to  a  new  leve l .  By  

jumping   the  shark   incessant ly ,   l i ke  

c lockwork ,  24  has   t ransformed the  vau l t  

in to  a   leap  of  narrat ive   fa i th   in  which   the  v iewer ,  as  breath less  and  unremitt ing  as  

the  s tory   i t se l f ,  p lunges  on ,  untroub led  by  doubt  or  d isbe l ie f ,  m isg iv ings  or  qua lms.  

Umberto  Eco  was   th ink ing  of  one  of   the  great ,   t ranscendent   f i lms  when he  observed  

that  “ [ t ]wo c l i chés  make  us   laugh  but  a  hundred  c l i chés  move  us  because  we sense  

d imly   that   the  c l i chés  are   ta lk ing  among  themselves ,  ce lebrat ing  a   reun ion.”  The  

equa l ly   t ranscendent  24   i s   such  a   reun ion.  

                                            
2 For an especia l ly percept ive reading of each and every episode of 24, 

taking specia l  note of improbabi l i t ies and inconsistencies, see M. Giant ’s 
a lways snarky Televis ion Without P ity recaps. 
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