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Abstract 

 

Since the launch of the popular true crime podcast Serial in October 2014, true 

crime series, both fiction and non-fiction, have flooded network programming. The 

genre of true crime has existed since the early years of television, and the genre 

carries established tropes, such as the narrator. Walter Fisher’s narrative paradigm 

states that human beings use stories to make sense of the world and form arguments.  

While the narrative paradigm discusses how orators can use narratives to construct 

arguments, it overlooks the importance of the narrator in framing and judging such 

narratives. This thesis explores how narrators navigate the technical discourse of law to 

construct meaning through these narratives to present a truth about a crime. Each case 

study features a different style of narration, and were released on different services within 

a 15-month period. The case studies of Sarah Koenig the Journalist Narrator from Serial, 

Andrew Jarecki the Advocate Narrator from The Jinx: The Life and Deaths of Robert 

Durst, and Moira Demos and Laura Ricciardi the Hidden Narrators from Making a 

Murderer provide examples of the types of narrators present in true crime series today, 

and illustrate how narrators are able to present the “truth” to audiences through 

establishing their credibility then arguing for their opinions.
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Chapter 1 – It Was a Dark and Stormy Night 

 

“I’m your narrator. It’s my task to say just where and  how things 

happen in our play, set the bare stage with words instead of props, and 

keep on talking till the curtain drops.”1 

– Unnamed Narrator 

 

Introduction 

 On October 3, 2014, the world was introduced to the largely unknown story of 

Adnan Syed, a young man who had been convicted and jailed for over a decade for 

the murder of his ex-girlfriend. Through her 12-episode podcast Serial, Sarah Koenig, 

the journalist revisiting the story, brought to light how the 14-year-old case may not 

have been as open-and-shut as it seemed. In Serial, Koenig guided listeners through 

old and new evidence on the case of the no-longer young Adnan Syed. Almost two 

years after the debut of the Koenig’s groundbreaking podcast, on June 30, 2016, a 

judge granted Syed’s motion for post-conviction relief and ordered a new trial to be 

held.2 Serial, “the most popular podcast in the world,” put Adnan’s case on the map, 

receiving a new look on the grounds of ineffectual counsel.3  

                                                 
1 Stephen Vincent Benet, A Child Is Born (New York: White Press, 2014), 3. 
2 Jonah Engel Bromwich and Liam Stack, “Adnan Syed, of ‘Serial’ Podcast, Gets a Retrial in Murder 

Case,” New York Times, June 30, 2016. 
3 Ellen Gamerman, “‘Serial’ Podcast Catches Fire.” Wall Street Journal, November 13, 2014. Accessed 

November 19, 2016. 
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 True crime stories have always been popular with the American public.4 The 

history of television reveals that crime dramas appeared early alongside situation 

comedies. When there were only three network television channels, you could find 

series such as Telecrime and Martin Kane, Private Eye as staples in true crime 

television dramas. Now, hundreds of channels air crime dramas such as SVU, CSI, or 

NCIS (not all are acronyms, I promise). Even as crime series are largely considered 

lowbrow by television critics, they remain popular throughout the history of 

television.5 

When crime dramas first started airing on television, they were predominantly 

fictional stories in which characters solve fictional cases. For example, each episode 

in the series Telecrime (later renamed Telecrimes) features a single crime that was 

solved by the end of the episode. It is a classic “whodunit” of a series, as it features a 

story about a murder, in which the audience engages in the same deduction process as 

the detective. Telecrime stands apart from modern crime dramas as each episode 

featured both a different crime and a different protagonist. Martin Kane, Private 

Detective, in contrast, reflects the modern mold of crime dramas like Columbo, The 

Shield, and The X-Files. In Martin Kane, Private Detective the eponymous Martin 

Kane solves a different crime in each episode. Like the stories of Sherlock Holmes, 

each episode features a crime, a complex string of clues, misdirects and red herrings, 

and a solution, all plot-related features. Furthermore, these crime stories have plot-

                                                 
4 Examples of novels include In Cold Blood, by Truman Capote, Small Sacrifices, by Ann Rule, Helter 

Skelter, by Vincent Bugliosi. Examples of television series include America’s Most Wanted, Unsolved 

Mysteries, Forensic Files. Examples of films include almost any LifeTime movie (Deep in My Heart, 

Lizzie Borden Took an Ax, etc.), Bonnie and Clyde, The Thin Blue Line.  
5 Mary McNamara, “Why TV’s true-crime spree is so trouble … and important,” Los Angeles Times, 

September 9, 2016. Accessed October 15, 2016.  
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driven features that are organized by the detective narrator. The detective/narrator 

serves as a point of identification for the audience, guiding viewers to see the clues 

and overall case through the eyes of the narrator and rely on the narrator to articulate 

the connections in the plot. The narrator seems a simple plot device, serving an 

expository that strings together the facts (or “facts” depending on the story) to create 

a cohesive story. The trope of the narrator is featured in both fiction and non-fiction 

crime dramas. 

Over time, crime dramas based on true stories became increasingly prevalent.  

The crime dramas, both fictional and nonfictional, begin to form generic qualities, 

including the presence of a narrator. Genres are defined by recurring themes and 

similar conventions. Genres presume “structure is a key component that offers the 

audience a way to connect” to the work, and that structure can be used to create 

familiarity and comfort for the audience.6 A key component for the true crime genre is 

the narrator, be that a character within the story or an unknown voice who is 

unconnected with the characters within story. The narrator device remains important 

as when an outsider acts as the narrator, the narrator appears omniscient. If something 

does not quite make sense, but the narrator says it is so, how can the audience 

disagree?  

This invites fundamental questions about the reliability of the narrator. The 

question of reliability of a narrator presumes questions of credibility, reasonability, and 

awareness. Unreliable narrators have become a trope in crime fiction to the point where 

whenever a film or television show starts, the audience must ask if the humble and honest 

                                                 
6 Kaoime E. Malloy, The Art of Theatrical Design: Elements of Visual Composition, Methods, and Practice 

(New York City: Focal Press, 2015): 38. 
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Huckleberry Finn is their guide or if the ending will reveal that they were yanked around 

by the unreliable Keyser Söze from the start. Since the narrator is the person who leads 

the audience through the story, it is easy for her/him to lead the audience to believe one 

thing or the other, regardless of the veracity of the narration. With nonfiction, “we aim 

for or expect a degree of correspondence between the world of the story and the real 

world . . . The regulative aim of non-fiction is that what is so according to the narrative 

be true. But this regulative aim is frequently not met in full.”7  

While the narrator invites questions of perspective and bias, that does not 

necessarily mean the narrator is unreliable or untruthful. Instead, the important question 

is how narrators cultivate credibility when questions of bias or reliability can foreground 

the audience’s relationship with the narrator. How does the narrator create credibility to 

be seen as reliable? The narrator’s credibility can complicate how the audience judges the 

narrative, particularly when the narration claims to be non-fiction. Credibility is an 

essential feature in judging the veracity of any individual claim; without credibility, 

rhetors risk the possibility that audiences will find their claims untrue or unreliable. 

Credibility is a hard-won feature bestowed to the rhetor by an audience. In other words, 

credibility of a rhetor, in this case a narrator, can only be determined by an audience. 

There are numerous textual features and rhetorical moves that affect how narrators 

cultivate credibility. For example, in documentaries, issues of bias or specific objectives 

can affect a narrator’s credibility, even if that narrator is considered reliable.   

Extant literature on the role of the narrator identifies three modes for narration in 

documentaries: expository (voice-over), observational (handheld, silent), and interactive 

                                                 
7 Gregory Currie, Narratives and Narrators: A Philosophy of Stories (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2010), 75. 
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(talking head).8 In expository and interactive narration, a person speaks directly to the 

audience or to the interviewer, possibly making their biases clearer than in an 

observational style where the narrator remains silent. The different rhetorical/artistic 

choices used to tell a particular truth raise questions of how do narrators function in these 

stories and how do they position themselves as reliable truth-tellers. These questions have 

grown more important as television platforms and the number of crime dramas on the air 

expanded.  

 “Based on a true story” productions exploded in popularity among the public 

and the film and television industry. Their popularity can be seen through the box 

office receipts, Nielsen ratings, and Academy love for those productions.9 The more 

interesting developments come from the non-fiction side of the true crime genre; 

rather than being based on a true story, the productions themselves are framed as true 

stories. Non-fiction presents itself as reality or documentary, but these non-fiction 

productions are constructions that involve choices that seek to communicate truth and 

reality. An example of a reality series using the tropes of crime dramas is the NBC 

reality series To Catch A Predator. The series employs many of the tropes of crime 

dramas (namely, a narrator), though rather than staging the crime for reenactment, the 

series films the attempted crime. The infamous series “filmed the arrests of men 

caught soliciting sex from underage decoys online” with these decoys pretending to 

be young boys or girls.10 While many of the men caught on camera were acquitted, 

                                                 
8 Chris Cagle, “Postclassical Nonfiction: Narration in the Contemporary Documentary,” Cinema Journal 

52.1 (2012): 48. 
9 Mark Hughes, “True Stories Dominate Oscar Nominess,” Forbes, February 28, 2014. Accessed 

November 1, 2016. 
10 Spencer Woodman, “Chris Hansen is Back to Catching Predators,” New Republic, October 18, 2015. 

Accessed November 1, 2016. 
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the narration in Christopher Hansen’s series led the audience to believe justice 

prevailed and continued to demonstrate how central the narrator is to the true crime 

genre.  

 A prominent difference between more traditional crime series and true crime 

documentaries series is that rather than focusing on the crime, true crime 

documentaries focus on the convicted (or in some cases, the acquitted). In most 

fictional crime dramas, the audience experiences the unfolding drama as the narrator 

unpacks clues that lead to a conclusion, be it an arrest, an escape, or an acquittal. The 

audience puts together the clues presented to them by the narrator to understand the 

crime and outcome. In the non-fiction version, the narrator has a new role as the 

audience likely knows the outcome. Instead of laying out and explaining unknown 

facts to create a narrative, the narrator employs a forensic rhetoric to tell the story: 

unpacking or relitigating process of an event/crime that has already occurred.  

 I have discussed with broad strokes the crime drama’s origin and evolution. 

Throughout its many different iterations, the genre retained nearly the same tropes. 

The main one, however, is the presence of the narrator. This invites the question: 

What do we mean by the term narrator and why do narrators matter? The next section 

provides an overview of extant academic discussions of what constitutes a narrator 

and why narrators matter to the development of a story.  
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 Narrators: A History 

 The definition of a narrator is largely unsettled. Katherine Thomson-Jones 

claims that a narrator is “a fictional agent who tells or shows a story.”11 A.C. Spearing 

suggests “a narrator has come to mean . . . a hypothetical but supposedly necessary 

figure internal to the narrative.”12 These are two drastically different understandings 

of what a narrator is, and that affects the meaning within the story. Both definitions 

are limited in understanding the complex role of the narrator. Whereas Thomson-

Jones overlooks when the narrator is a real person, Spearing fails to consider that the 

narrator does not need to be internal to the narrative to be a narrator. Often times, the 

narrator can be an uninvolved third party. These definitions do not capture the essence 

of what is going on in true crime stories, in which the narrator performs different 

functions in relaying the story. For example, Serial, discussed in this thesis, features a 

narrator whose credibility relies on the ethos of journalism to present an image of 

reliability. All told, an amalgam of various definitions a narrator provides the 

contours of the specific rhetorical dimension of a narrator, even as all definitions 

agree that “there can be no narrative without a narrator.”13  

There is academic debate within the field of narratology about who qualifies as 

the narrator. The debate is about the differentiation between the author and the 

narrator. One side argues “there is no distinction that should or can be made between 

authors and narrators.”14 Gregory Currie notes that “narratives are communicative 

                                                 
11 Katherine Thomson-Jones, “The Literary Origins of the Cinematic Narrator,” British Journal of 

Aesthetics 47.1 (2007): 79. 
12 A.C. Spearing, “What is a Narrator?: Narrator Theory and Medieval Narratives,” Digital Philology: A 

Journal of Medieval Cultures 4.1 (2015): 60. 
13 Roland Barthes, “Introduction to Structural Analysis of Narratives,” Image-Music-Text (1977): 109. 
14 Gregory Currie, Narratives and Narrators: A Philosophy of Stories (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2010), 65. 
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artefacts: things made in such a way as to communicate, and not merely to represent, 

their stories.”15 It is true that the person telling the story may not be the author, just as 

the person delivering a letter may not be the author of the letter. The narrator is a 

being who can be asked “‘how does he/she know about these things?’, ‘is he/she 

reliable?’, ‘what is the narrator’s point of view’.”16 This definition may raise the 

question about how first person narrators, such as Huckleberry Finn or John Watson 

fit as the narrators since they are characters created by Mark Twain and Sir Arthur 

Conan Doyle, respectively. The explanation is that there are internal and external 

authors/narrators. Watson is the author of the stories within the Sherlock Holmes 

series, yet those stories do not exist without Conan Doyle authoring the stories. Doyle 

creates the character of Watson, so he narrates the events through another voice. In an 

attempt to clarify the difference between author and narrator, Currie offers the 

following hypothetical: “If Doyle had represented himself as an agent within the 

stories, as someone who knew Holmes and told of his adventures, and thus had told a 

fictional story partly about himself, he would thereby be an internal and external 

author/narrator.”17 Instead, he was simply the external author/narrator. 

The other side of the narratology debate suggests that the author and narrator 

are two separate entities. Hogan notes “the real author exists as a person in the 

material world and the narrator does not.”18 In this definition, “the narrator, which is 

strictly a textual category, should be clearly distinguished from the author who is of  

                                                 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid., 66. 
17 Gregory Currie, Narratives and Narrators: A Philosophy of Stories (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2010), 67. 
18 Patrick Colm Hogan, Narrative Discourse: Authors and Narrators in Literature, Film, and Art 

(Columbus: The Ohio State University Press, 2013), 37. 
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course an actual person.”19 Hogan discusses how authors create storyworlds, which 

are “mental models of who did what to and with whom, when, where, why, and in 

what fashion.”20 The storyworld feels similar to how Currie describes the distinction 

that the narrator creates the character and is therefore narrating that narration. As both 

definitions suggest, narrators can either be homodiegetic or heterodiegetic. 

Homodiegetic narrators are internal to the story while heterodiegetic are not. Hence, 

the narrator can be inside the storyworld (homodiegetic), outside the storyworld 

(heterodiegetic), or both “if the narrator appears in the frame story but not in the 

embedded (perhaps main) story.”21 One main difference between the two sides is that 

the side in favor of author-narrator separation deals primarily with fiction narrators 

while the other deals with narrators more in general, which includes non-fiction.  

 The concept of narrators has been around since Plato. Plato authors the 

dialogues and, more or less, uses Socrates as the voice for his argument. Scholars 

usually ascribe Plato’s position through the voice of Socrates, even though Plato 

wrote all the characters’ utterances in the dialogues.22 Then the question arises: Is 

Plato the narrator or Socrates?  

Margolin suggests that “the underlying difference between narrative and 

drama as basic types of discourse consists in the difference between directly showing 

and indirectly telling or reporting, rooted in the absence of presence respectively of a 

                                                 
19 Uri Margolin, “the living handbook of narratology,” University of Hamburg, January 26, 2014. Accessed 

October 19, 2016. 
20 David Herman, Story Logic: Problems and Possibilities of Narrative, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 

Press, 2002), 5. 
21 Patrick Colm Hogan, Narrative Discourse: Authors and Narrators in Literature, Film, and Art 

(Columbus: The Ohio State University Press, 2013), 25. 
22 Anne-Marie Schultz, Plato’s Socrates as Narrator: A Philosophical Muse (Lanham: The Rowman & 

Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc., 2013): 4. 
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mediating instance between the characters’ speech and the audience.”23 The narrator 

is that mediating instance. In English, the term narrator “is not recorded by 1500,” 

and the related narrateur first appears in a poem by Jean Molinet shortly before 

1500.24 In both instances, the narrator was meant as a person who reports information 

that originated elsewhere. The term was refined over the following centuries from “a 

person who narrates or gives an account of something” in 1611 to “the voice of 

persona (whether explicitly identified or merely implicit) by which are related the 

events in a plot, esp. that of a novel or narrative poem. By some writers this is 

reserved as a term in Literary Criticism for an explicitly personified or characterized 

narrative voice” in 1927.25 Even in the 1927 definition, one can see the clarifications 

and allowances that offer a more complex understanding of narrators.  

 Narrators have existed for as long as stories. While the majority of research 

focuses on fiction narrators, the first narrators were likely non-fiction. Cave drawings 

were stories told to others about observations, and, as Currie pointed out, the authors 

of these stories were also narrators. The artists of these paintings told stories to the 

others they interacted with. At some point, the stories changed from being about the 

personal to being about others. During the early years of storytelling, the difference 

between author and narrator was if you were repeating a tale told to you or you were 

relaying a personal event. In that sense, evolution in definition from 1611 to 1927 

mirrors the evolution of the actual narrator.  

                                                 
23 Uri Margolin, “the living handbook of narratology,” University of Hamburg, January 26, 2014. Accessed 

October 19, 2016. 
24 A.C. Spearing, “What is a Narrator?: Narrator Theory and Medieval Narratives,” Digital Philology: A 

Journal of Medieval Cultures 4.1 (2015): 68. 
25 Ibid. 
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 The chorus in Ancient Greek Theatre may have been to which Plato referred 

when he claimed the existence of a narrator.26 By the fifth century B.C.E., storytelling 

had become advanced enough that the chorus existed separate from the play. 

Delacavre notes “the chorus functions as a storytelling device by serving as a link 

between the audience and the piece itself, highlighting important aspects of the scene 

and projecting and emphasizing the current emotional state of the piece.”27 This type 

of narration is still present in theatre today, though narration has expanded from first 

or second hand accounts to theatre to novels and epics to films, television, and 

podcasts. Through all these media, the narrator directs the audience into believing 

what s/he desires the audience to believe.  

 

Narrators and the Narrative Paradigm 

 As I argue earlier, there can be no narrative without a narrator. This section turns 

our attention to the relationship between the narrator and narrative, with specific focus on 

the theoretical dimensions of a narrative. Walter Fisher introduces the narrative 

paradigm, which states that human beings are homo narrans, or human storytellers, and 

we use stories to make sense of the world and form arguments.28 Fisher proposed this 

paradigm in 1984 as an alternative to the rational world paradigm, in which expert, 

technical discourses govern public argument. The rational world paradigm is typically 

                                                 
26 Uri Margolin, “the living handbook of narratology,” University of Hamburg, January 26, 2014. Accessed 

October 19, 2016. 
27 Celine Delacayre, “The Greek Chorus Dynamic in Ancient and Contemporary Theater,” Sonoma State. 

Accessed November 2, 2016. 
28 Walter R Fisher, “Narration as a Human Communication Paradigm: The Case of Public Moral  

Argument,” Communication Monographs 51 (1984): 6. 
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reserved for legal, scientific, legislative, and other such discourses.29 Fisher argues that 

the rational world paradigm’s preference for expert, technical discourses functions to 

exclude many others who do not have access to such discourses. Needing technical 

knowledge puts the general public at a disadvantage because not everyone will have the 

ability to judge public argumentation colonized by these technoscientific discourses. 

 Fisher views the narrative paradigm as a way to democratize public argument, by 

considering public arguments as narrations. Since homo narrans are natural storytellers, 

we all have the ability to tell and judge stories. We learn the skill of storytelling through 

being raised in a particular culture. Fisher says humans inherently understand narrative 

rationality, judging narratives through narrative probability and narrative fidelity. 

Narrative probability examines how a narrative “hangs together,” constituting a coherent 

story in which actors act expectantly and the plot is free of contradiction.30 Narrative 

fidelity tests whether the stories fit with what the audience knows to be true. Both of 

these criteria provide insight on how we can judge the reliability and truthfulness of the 

narrator, especially as we consider how narrators related to the narration. 

 With the narrative paradigm, the expert acts as a counselor, according to Fisher, 

and after s/he has imparted knowledge to the audience, the audience is able to judge for 

themselves if the public argument is coherent and reliable so they can act.31 In the 

rational world paradigm, the expert is one who commands a certain technical expertise 

that provides edicts for judgment, even if only within the bounds of a narrative. The 

audience shifts from being told what to think to becoming “active participants in the 

                                                 
29 Ibid., 4. 
30 Barbara Warnick, “The Narrative Paradigm: Another Story,” Quarterly Journal of Speech. 73 (1987): 

173 
31 Ibid., 13. 
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meaning-formation of the stories.”32 Fisher’s narrative paradigm, however, does not 

theorize the role of narrator, even though “there can be no narrative without a 

narrator.”33 Critiques leveled at the narrative paradigm center on who is the one 

responsible for stitching together the argument made by the narrative.  

Barbara Warnick believed that the narrative paradigm failed on its own terms. She 

notes that Fisher’s “narrative” in defense of the paradigm lacks the narrative probability 

and fidelity it claims is required.34 She questions how universal the paradigm can be with 

its focus on ontology. Each person has a different view of what qualifies as narrative 

probability and narrative fidelity since it is something taught through life experience. As 

a result, the rhetorical critic becomes the arbiter of the argument and the universality of 

narratives as public argument is lost. If Warnick is correct, narrators become an even 

more important feature as the point of identification for the audience to understand or 

relate to the narration. 

Some stories involve the technical discourses, such as legal discourses as evident 

in true crime stories, in which the narrator takes the audience through the evidence and 

highlights the absurdity of certain legal maneuvers. These stories highlight the need for 

exploring the role of the narrator in generating narrative probability and fidelity. Many 

true crime documentaries focus on cases with problematic conclusions. Through the 

telling of these stories, the narratives and narrators open up important public arguments 

as the audience is now privy to information about the cases previously outside of their 

understanding.   

                                                 
32 Ibid., 13. 
33 Roland Barthes, “Introduction to Structural Analysis of Narratives,” Image-Music-Text (1977): 109. 
34 Ibid., 172. 
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Fisher discusses how orators can use narratives to construct arguments, and 

Warnick explores how critics serve as the interpreter of the argument, but both overlook 

the importance of the narrator in framing and judging such narratives. This thesis 

examines how narrators navigate technical discourses (law) to construct meaning through 

these narratives to present a truth about a crime. In each case study, the narrative, and by 

extension the narrator, assesses the guilt or innocence of a man who has already faced 

trial. The facts were presented in a court of law, and the results were delivered. In that 

sense, there should be no need to do anything but recap the case. Instead, through the use 

of the narrative and forensic rhetoric, the authors/narrators of these documentaries can 

raise questions and doubts about verdicts long ago believed to be settled.  

 

What’s Coming Next? 

 This study explores the different types of narrators in true crime documentary 

series through narrative theory to understand how the different types of narrators 

construct narrative truth and how they characterize the conditions for judgment. This 

chapter illustrated the important role narrators play in non-fiction true crime series 

through their ability to relitigate and shift focus onto the accused. The first chapter 

also showed how this thesis fleshes out of the role of the narrator in the narrative 

paradigm through the exploration of the role of the narrator in three popular true 

crime documentary series. The subsequent chapters contain in-depth analyses of 

narrators in the three series. Each series was released within the past three years and 

gained both critical acclaim and public adoration. The three series feature separate 

and distinct types of narrator. Chapter Two focuses on the 12-part podcast Serial 
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(season 1, 2014). Serial is a spin-off of This American Life and focuses on the Adnan 

Syed case. Serial examines the evidence from the trial that found Syed guilty of killing 

his ex-girlfriend. The narrator is journalist Sarah Koenig, who serves as a proxy for the 

audience by being the one who narrates the reexamination of the case. This journalistic 

approach to the story presents material “objectively” to the audience filtered through a 

single voice. Chapter Three explores The Jinx (2015), a six-part half-hour series focusing 

on Robert Durst, a man who was acquitted of killing his wife, his friend, and his elderly 

neighbor over a twenty-year period. It aired on HBO weekly. The narrator is writer-

director Andrew Jarecki, who uses an expository narration style by appearing on camera 

in interviews and investigations. Jarecki made a narrative film about the Durst murders 

before his documentary series, so his presence on screen provides a unique opportunity to 

explore how fictional and nonfictional treatments of a story affect a narrator’s credibility. 

Chapter Four studies Making a Murderer (2015), a ten-part hour-long series that follows 

the case of Steven Avery, a man wrongfully convicted of rape then convicted of murder. 

Making a Murderer is a Netflix series, meaning it could be “binged” in a single sitting 

upon release while the other series were released weekly. The narrators, writers-directors 

Moira Demos and Laura Ricciardi, are absent from the story. They present the narrative 

in an observational narration style without a voice-over or a character to lead the 

audience through the events. This method presents what seems to be a more “objective” 

argument for the audience to judge. After exploring these three types of narrators, the 

thesis concludes with a final chapter presenting a discussion of the findings, including 

how understanding the narrator affects understanding of narrative theory. 
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 Many significant actions in the real world took place in response to each series.35 

The fact that any actions were taken suggests the need to study how these texts and their 

narrators create meaning. I believe with “true crime shows . . . clearly building toward a 

peak moment in pop culture,” it is important to understand what influences the narrators 

and narratives presented in these series can have on the world.36 

  

                                                 
35 Jonah Engel Bromwich and Liam Stack, “Adnan Syed, of ‘Serial’ Podcast, Gets a Retrial in Murder 

Case,” New York Times, June 30, 2016.; Holly Yan and Catherine E. Shoichet, “Robert Durst, featured on 
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Azadeh Ansari, “‘Making a Murderer’s’ Brendan Dassey ordered released from prison,” CNN, November 

15, 2016. Accessed December 2, 2016.  
36 Erin Whitney, “The Rise of True Crime TV and the Emotional Resonance of ‘Making a Murderer,’” 

Screen Crush, January 8, 2016. Accessed October 20, 2016. 
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Chapter 2 – Serial 

 

“For the last year, I’ve spent every working day trying to figure out where 

a high school kid was for an hour after school on day in 1999 . . . And I’m 

not a detective or a private investigator. I’m not even a crime reporter. 

But, yes, every day this year, I’ve tried to figure out the alibi of a 17-year-

old boy.”37 

– Sarah Koenig 

 

Introduction 

 Before the premiere of Serial in October 2014, a podcast that explores the story of 

Adnan Syed and his possible guilt of killing his ex-girlfriend in 1999, podcasters had 

already begun dipping into the true crime well. Someone Knows Something and Criminal 

are two notable true crimes podcasts that debuted in the early months of 2014. Even with 

the success of these podcasts, the format was rarely used as an avenue to tell true crime 

stories. As co-creators of Criminal (which launched in January 2014, ten months before 

Serial) Phoebe Judge and Lauren Spohrer noted, there “weren’t many.”38 The question of 

“Why not crime?” led Judge and Spohrer to explore podcasts as a novel form of 

                                                 
37 Sarah Koenig, “The Alibi,” Serial, Podcast audio, Oct. 3, 2014. https://serialpodcast.org/season-

one/1/the-alibi. 
38 Jillian Capewell, “Before ‘Serial,’ Two Women Set Out To Bring True Crime To Podcasts,” Huffington 

Post, February 3, 2016. Accessed January 28, 2017. 
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storytelling for Criminal. Both Judge and Spohrer had backgrounds with public radio, 

and the hosting and investigatory skills they developed over the years were well suited 

for creating podcasts. Even though Criminal is still in production, Judge and Spohrer 

never experienced the same popularity as Serial. 

 If you know about Serial and creator Sarah Koenig, the description of Criminal, 

and creators Spohrer and Judge may sound eerily familiar. Criminal and Serial are both 

true crime podcasts, both are driven by journalists, and both rely on gripping narratives. 

They do, however, differ in how each podcast ends. In Criminal, each true story is tidily 

tied up by the end of the episode; whereas in Serial, each episode leads into the next until 

the season finale, which itself does not answer all the questions posed in the series. 

Serial, also, covers just one crime/story per season, rather than per episode. While 

Criminal and other podcasts like it were telling true crime stories, Serial played more like 

an investigative report in which the audience is invited to deduce events for themselves. 

It seems to be a classic whodunit, with Sarah Koenig acting as the narrator who leads 

audience in different directions depending on the episode. 

 The differences between the use of narration in Criminal and Serial raise 

engaging questions about how the narrator shapes the story. In Serial, Sarah Koenig 

functions as a typical narrator, guiding audiences through a series as factual 

developments in the Syed’s story, exploring different avenues of his and others’ 

remembrance of events. In Criminal, Judge provides some narration, such as “When 

you’re infatuated with someone, you can convince yourself of a lot of things,” but most 

the episodes consist of the subject of the episode telling her or his story.39 Each episode 
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switches focus to a different crime with Judge setting up the episode with an introduction 

and lines like the one above, which get at the theme of each crime, but do not tell 

anything more. Koenig, however, is a major part of each episode and the series as a 

whole. Rather than just letting the people involved with the crime tell their side, she 

investigates and verifies, providing more evidence to the audience than a more standard, 

removed narrator does. Koenig’s journalistic approach to narrating rests on appeals to 

objectivity and a lack of bias, but further investigation of Serial reveals that Koenig’s 

construction of a narrator uses her journalistic credibility and methods to systematically 

demonstrate that Syed should have been found not guilty. 

 

Series Background 

 Serial is not about a serial murderer (despite some fan theories), but rather the 

title alludes to a story that is unveiled week by week. The first season of Serial focuses on 

the story of Adnan Syed, who has been incarcerated since he was 17 for the murder of his 

ex-girlfriend Hae Min Lee. The podcast features 12 episodes, each narrated by Sarah 

Koenig. In the episodes, she examines evidence provided by both sides of the court case 

to reassess the innocence of Syed. In 1999, when the murder occurred, Syed was initially 

only a person of interest for the police, even without a solid alibi at the time, the police 

focused on him after his friend, Jay, told the police that Syed had murdered Hae and 

asked Jay to help him bury the body. Jay provided specific details with enough evidence 

for the police to arrest Syed. After two trials, Syed was sentenced to life in prison for 

second degree murder. Thirteen years later, Sarah Koenig enters his life and tells his story 

to the masses. 
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Sarah Koenig is the creator, executive producer, and host of Serial. She is a radio 

personality and producer of This American Life, a National Public Radio (NPR) series, 

where Serial premiered. Koenig claims her interest in the Syed case was piqued when 

Syed’s best friend’s mother, Rabia Chaudry, who is a lawyer, contacted her about an 

innocent Muslim had been imprisoned because his lawyer never mentioned his alibi in 

the trial. The alibi was that a girl from his class, Asia McClain, had written two letters 

stating she was with him that afternoon and could account for his whereabouts. Syed’s 

lawyer, Christina Gutierrez, never contacted Asia, despite having access to the letters. 

Chaudry believed that Gutierrez purposefully lost the case so she could make more 

money on the appeals, as there were witnesses and other pieces of evidence that may 

have exonerated Syed, which she did not bring up at the first trial. Using that hook, 

Koenig went to work figuring out if the Asia alibi was true and, more importantly, if it 

would have changed the outcome of the case. 

The search for Asia is how the podcast starts, but only the first episode focuses on 

Koenig’s search for Asia. By the end of the first hour, Koenig has contacted Asia and 

found out that the alibi was true, and that Asia wishes “there was some technicality, 

something that would prove his innocence.” To which Koenig replies, “But I think, Asia, 

you might be that technicality.”40 Koenig, in telling Asia she could be a technicality, 

reveals to the audience that she is framing not only Asia, but the entirety of Serial as a 

device that can function as a legal technicality to reexamine the case. Koenig uses her 

role as a journalist to push an action on an already adjudicated case. Her comment to Asia 

is the first announcement of the narrator as truth-seeker, a journalist who will explore 

                                                 
40 Sarah Koenig, “The Alibi,” Serial, Podcast audio, Oct. 3, 2014. https://serialpodcast.org/season-
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both sides of an issue with the intent of uncovering the truth. It appears that Koenig has 

solved the case: Syed could not have killed Hae, as he had an alibi witness who was 

willing to testify where he was during the supposed murder.  

But the story was not that simple, and further investigation revealed some 

complicating details. First, a judge “ruled on Adnan’s appeals petition a few weeks 

before [Koenig] spoke to Asia—denied.”41 Second, Chaudry may not have told Koenig 

the entire truth. Some of the “facts” Chaudry told Koenig intended to boost Syed’s image 

as innocent, such as when she told Koenig, “He was the star runner on the track team. He 

was the homecoming king.”42 Neither of those were strictly true, but the reality was close 

enough that the lies seemed more like exaggerations. Other statements Chaudry made or 

did not make, like Chaudry never mentioning how Syed’s locations were confirmed by 

cell phone towers, show that there may be problems with Syed’s alibi and Chaudry’s 

claim of innocence rests on a questionable premise. “Somebody is lying here,” Koenig 

says during the first episode. “Either it’s Jay or it’s Adnan [Syed], but someone is lying. 

And I really [want] to figure out who.”43 Over the course of the next 11 episodes, Koenig 

attempts to do exactly that: identify who was lying and what really happened to Hae Min 

Lee on January 13, 1999. 

Each episode builds on the last, expanding on previously discussed evidence 

while primarily focusing on a new topic. For example, the first episode (aptly titled “The 

Alibi”) focuses primarily on Syed’s potential alibi, while the second (titled “The 

Breakup”) focuses on the alleged Romeo and Juliet-esque romance between Syed and 
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Hae and their possibly-turbulent-possibly-not post break up. Koenig leads us through 

each chapter with a combination of narration, conversations, and interviews. The events 

covered in each episode are not chronological. Koenig jumps forward or back in time to 

discuss a particular person or an important piece of evidence more in depth, as evidenced 

by the episode titles. The non-linear nature of the episodes reveal the constructed nature 

of the narrative. Koenig, as narrator, plays a vital role in leading the listener through it. 

Each episode features Syed, speaking to Koenig over the phone. He calls her 

“about twice a week,” and they talk about everything from the case to what is going on in 

the prison to the production of the podcast. 44 Koenig frames the conversations with Syed 

to create the vision of Syed. She includes interviews with Chaudry, Asia, and others that 

connected to the Syed of 1999, but the podcast came out in 2014. Syed is 32 now, no 

longer a 17-year-old. How audiences perceive Syed largely depends on Koenig’s 

description, demonstrating the critical role of the narrator. Huffington Post reporter Jillian 

Capewell comments how in a podcast, “you can hear someone’s voice without landing on 

the inevitable conclusions one might draw from physical appearances.”45  

Serial retells a 15-year-old story, but the audience, and Koenig, only access 

characters as they exist now. Koenig’s narrating these character recollections, however,  

offers insight into how a narrator leverage the dialectical relationship between present 

day characters and their rehearsal of historical events. As Koenig the narrator takes the 

audience through the story, her contemporary descriptions frame characters and their 

actions from fifteen years prior. Koenig says that Syed “has giant brown eyes like a dairy 
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cow,” which prompts her to ask “Could someone who looks like that really strangle his 

girlfriend?”46 This question has the rhetorical effect of framing him as an innocent being, 

one incapable of such a crime. She immediately follows her question about his ability to 

murder with “Idiotic, I know,” but the seed has already been planted that either Syed is 

not guilty or Koenig does not think Syed is capable of murder. The doubt she performs 

parlays the ethos of a journalist. A journalist is inquisitive, truth-seeking, and skeptical. 

Koenig uses this quick exchange to perform doubt and couple it with an emotional appeal 

based on what she sees in Syed, which sets set up dramatic questions about Syed’s 

possible guilt or innocence. 

 In Serial, Koenig attempts to present all sides of the narrative, as would any good 

journalist following the norms of journalism. I describe Koenig’s style of narration as the 

Journalist Narrator, in which different views are compiled and filtered through a single 

voice before being delivered to the audience. This chapter explores how the Journalist 

Narrator maintains a sense of transparency with the audience, creates a frame story in 

order to act as a proxy of understanding for the audience, and presents both sides of the 

argument. 

 

The Journalist Narrator 

 In 1914, Walter Williams, the first dean of the Missouri School of Journalism, 

wrote the Journalist’s Creed. The creed has an exclusionary tone, seemingly written only 

for men, unsurprising for the time, but one line rings particularly true to how Koenig 

approaches Serial. The line “the journalism which succeeds best . . . seeks to give every 
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man a chance and, as far as law and honest wage and recognition of human brotherhood 

can make it so, an equal chance” suggests that a journalist will approach any work s/he 

does from as unbiased a perspective as s/he attempts to give all sides a fair chance.47 

Koenig as both a journalist and the narrator of Serial must be an “objective” truth teller, 

driven by the idea of evenhandedness. She must present all the evidence she is able, 

regardless of whether it supports or harms the side she may believe to be the truth. The 

unbiased nature of Serial is demonstrated through Koenig’s narration, which in the 

podcast format, functions differently than in traditional print journalism. Rather than each 

episode expanding on a topic as subsequent articles do, episodes jump forward and back 

in time, presenting certain evidence then going back to explain how it got there, or 

shifting to focus on a specific topic. For example, Koenig provides an episode focused 

solely on presenting the evidence against Syed, then she does another episode presenting 

all the evidence that suggests his innocence. Koenig interviews people on both sides of 

the argument, and intercuts those interviews where they have the most rhetorical impact, 

not where they took place chronologically. By intentionally separating the evidence for 

and against Syed, Koenig recreates the feeling of a trial, where the prosecution offers 

their case followed by the defense. Like a court case, it seeks objective judgment, 

communicating Koenig’s fairness and lack of bias.  

Before Koenig can explain the arguments for and against Syed’s guilt, she must 

establish her credibility as a journalist and guide through the story of Adnan Syed. As 

shown in the epigram, one of the first things Koenig tells the audience is “I’m not a 
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detective or a private investigator. I’m not even a crime reporter.”48 She is a reporter on 

NPR though, and establishes that during the introduction of each episode with the line 

“From This American Life and WBEZ Chicago, it’s Serial.” Her status as affiliated with a 

nationally respected program already has some established appeal to credibility. Koenig 

tells the audience she is not a detective, private detective, or a crime reporter before she 

spends 12 episodes investigating a crime and explaining its implications to the audience. 

It is a self-effacing move that serves to ingratiate herself to the audience. Serial is done 

by someone who does not have years of experience with crime, rather by a journalist who 

presents herself as offering fresh eyes, unjaded by years of dealing with crime, but with a 

desire to uncover a truth about a story that seems a bit off; a story that invites questions 

that require a journalistic approach. Koenig says that she has been investigating the Syed 

case “for the last year,” getting to know all the players and the facts undergirding the 

case.49 Many stories journalists report on are days old, but Serial embraces the ethos of 

investigative journalism which revisits a case 15 years old. Koenig’s statement creates 

the sense that her story has been thoroughly researched and confirmed, and now sharing 

the story after a year’s worth of due journalist diligence.   

Koenig attempts to maintain the trust of the audience by being transparent about 

how she creates the narrative. Part of that comes from explaining her decisions to the 

audience, such as when she says, “Normally I probably wouldn’t pursue rumors that on 

their face aren’t connected to the crime at hand. But in this case, I decided it was 
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worthwhile because of where these rumors come from.”50 By explaining her thought 

process as well as stating she normally would not do this, Koenig tells the audience A) 

these rumors are important enough to go against her normal style of investigating, and B) 

how her thought process is working to get to the truth of the Syed case. Koenig shows the 

audience how she works, at least partially, so there will be no air of trickery in how she 

creates the narrative. She often skips over evidence then come back to it, but she 

acknowledges that she does that, even if she does not explain why. For example, she 

notes that “Over the past few weeks, I’ve been holding up bits of evidence here and there 

that look bad for Adnan.”51 The preface of new evidence allows Koenig to acknowledge 

that she has withheld evidence that could better inform the audience of Syed’s guilt, 

without making her seem as if she manipulates facts to persuade the audience one way or 

the other. By being upfront with some of her decisions, she fosters trust with the 

audience, but this decision also plays into journalistic norms. A journalist does not 

proceed with a story until the information within the story is confirmed. Koenig has 

potentially damning information, but she does not reveal it until she has done her due 

diligence, confirming how it fits into the story. In doing so, Koenig boosts her credibility 

as a journalist, which then boosts her credibility as a narrator. 

Koenig also conveys transparency to the audience through the editing. In a visual 

medium, if a microphone malfunctions, the audience would be able to see the person 

continue speaking even if there was a bump in the audio. In a podcast, however, a sudden 

change bump in audio could feel like an editing decision to make a person say what the 
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narrator wanted them to say. Koenig is conscious of the fact and makes sure she clarifies 

what a person says if there is any doubt. In the episode “Route Talk,” a detective 

interrogates a guy named Ja’uan and Koenig plays portions of the interrogation. The 

audio crackles and is not the best quality, but towards the end Ja’uan says, “I think he 

might have said that they had sex there before.” Koenig jumps in as soon as Ja’uan is 

done speaking and says, “In case you didn’t hear that, he says, ‘I think he might have said 

that they had sex there before.’” 52 Koenig reiterating what Ja’uan says because it a little 

difficult to understand does two things: first, it makes sure the audience knows what was 

said, and second, it demonstrates that Koenig is not trying to mislead the audience. She 

makes sure everything that is said is clear to the audience. She does not want it to suggest 

that editing altered the meaning of any single utterance or interaction. Koenig does this 

when a detective interviews Jay as well. Jay says, “I’m the criminal element of 

Woodlawn,” but the audio cuts a little sharply so it sounds like “I’m the criminal element 

of Woodl-.”53 Koenig follows this with “I’m the criminal element of Woodlawn, he 

says,” then Jay’s audio continues, moving back just enough that the audio is continuous 

with what came before. A journalist can take quotes and order and move them around in 

the article how they see fit, but, unlike documentary filmmakers, “putting words into your 

interviewee’s mouth . . . can, in fact, be actionable.”54 Koenig keeps the journalistic 

integrity by keeping the quotes as in context and whole as she can, despite any technical 

issues. By being transparent about her decisions as well as the quotations she uses, 
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Koenig establishes her credibility as both a journalist and a narrator to honestly lead the 

audience through the story.  

At first glance, Koenig in Serial is what most people would likely associate with a 

more typical narrator, guiding the audience through the various turns in the story. A 

typically narrator falls into one of two categories. First, a homodiegetic narrator is a 

character within the story, such as Huckleberry Finn or John Watson. Second, a 

heterodiegetic narrator is removed from the narrative, like the omnipresent voices in The 

Hobbit or Pride and Prejudice. However, Koenig does not fit neatly into either category, 

as she is not a part of the story from 1999, but she is a character in the 2014 story. Koenig 

both narrates the story and serves as a proxy for the audience, interpreting the 

information and evidence, imbuing with meaning beyond recounting factual details. 

Much of Serial features Koenig presenting information on the trial, the evidence, and the 

interviews conducted by the investigating officers, all of which she explains the meanings 

and implications, though much of that is from the 1999 portion of the story. In 2014, 

Koenig creates a story within the podcast about herself retracing Syed’s steps and Jay’s 

steps on the day of the murder. She tests the evidence and relays her findings to the 

audience, so they have a better grasp on the truth. 

In the State’s case against Adnan Syed, the State claims that Hae Min Lee “was 

killed between 2:15 and 2:36 p.m. at the Best Buy parking lot.”55 Koenig asks Syed about 

this, and he claims that it would have been impossible to get to Best Buy by 2:36 p.m. 

because school did not let out until 2:15 p.m. No one could get out of the parking lot until 

the bus loop cleared, which took a significant amount of time. In response to Syed’s 
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claim that it was impossible, Koenig tells the audience, “Gauntlet so thrown.”56 She and 

her producer Dana Chivvis retrace Syed’s potential timeline to see if the murder was even 

possible. Here, Koenig inserts herself onto the narrative, guiding the audience through the 

feasibility of the account. The audience is forced to trust Koeing, because they cannot see 

her retrace these steps. Koenig’s insertion into the story seeks to cultivate a narrative 

ethos by taking the audience through the journey, functions as a journalist, who relays the 

facts. The verification of the State’s timeline is especially important to note, as the 

timeline was a key part of the State’s case of Syed’s guilt. The primary evidence used 

against Syed was Jay’s confession. From the confession, the State developed a timeline to 

map out where Syed was and when, and they used that to show how he murdered Hae 

Min Lin in a 21-minute window and buried her body that night. The State provided 

evidence for their proposed timeline with cell phone tracking data. The timeline is 

important for relaying the how the State describes the murder as happening, but it is also 

important in the story within the narration Koenig creates. This story is the frame story: a 

story within another story.57 By including a frame story, Koenig makes herself as an 

active participant in the narration. If she merely relayed facts about a lesser known case, 

it would seem like any report, but by creating a section of the podcast where she recreates 

the events, she seeks to improve her credibility as journalist narrator. When she tells the 

audience that she made it from Woodlawn High School to the Best Buy parking lot in 

“twenty-two minutes and two seconds . . . leaving about a minute and a half in the car for 

the actual killing part,” Koenig performs a journalistic appeal to factual data while 
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serving as a credible proxy for audiences to test the State’s case.58 Koenig creates a 

mutually reinforcing loop by narrating her journalistic credibility. Koenig the narrator 

tells the audience how to treat Koenig the journalist, a key characteristic of the Journalist 

Narrator.  

Furthermore, Koenig does not stop after realizing that the crime was “possible. Or 

at least not impossible.”59 For example, Koenig employs litotes, a “rhetorical technique 

of understatement” that often employs “a negation of the contrary.”60 Litotes are often 

used to establish credibility, as a person may express modesty to gain the audience’s 

approval. Here, however, Koenig employs the trope to emphasize the fact that while Syed 

could have committed the crime, it was still farfetched. It was possible, but only slightly. 

Koenig does not employ the litotes immediately. Before she does, she must make sure the 

ramifications (or lack thereof) are clear to the audience. Koenig makes a quick detour 

away from her retracing the steps to jump forward, when she cuts to the conversation 

where she tells Syed the information of her attempt to retrace the timeline.  

Koening: This is what I’ll say is that it doesn’t make me think—to me it doesn’t 

prove anything except that it’s possible. It doesn’t mean that I think you’re lying 

or that I think it even happened at the Best Buy, I’m just saying, if you’re going to 

debunk the State’s timeline-- 

Syed: No, I understand-- 
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Koenig: --like we weren’t able to do that. We weren’t able to debunk their 

timeline.61 

This exchange accomplishes multiple things. First, it shows that while Koenig was able 

to prove the timeline as possible, it does not mean it is true. That keeps the mystery alive 

as well as keeping Koenig’s journalistic viewpoint intact. She cannot form an opinion 

until she has all the facts, and this was only the first part of the timeline, which was only 

one part of the case for/against Syed. Second, the exchange gives the audience insights to 

a central part of Koenig’s methods, which she employs repeatedly throughout the series. 

She not only reports on the facts given to her, Koenig investigates the facts herself. This 

journalistic method is seen in how she interviews people involved, how she recreates 

events, how she uses her own experts and private investigators to follow up on facts that 

seem murky. These change the podcast from merely relaying information to reporting 

new knowledge.   

After the race to Best Buy, Koenig and Chivvis continue to test the State’s 

timeline. The rest of the timeline provided by Jay was corroborated with Syed’s cell 

phone records. At Syed’s trial, the prosecution brought out a board with 34 blank spots 

beside specific times. These blank spots were filled in as each witness testified that they 

were the person on the phone with either Syed or Jay. In addition to the list of who placed 

or received each call, the prosecution had a list of all the cell towers that were “pinged” 

when a particular call came in or out. The cell tower logs were vital to the case, as the 

prosecution said, “You might have your doubts about Jay, but the call record doesn’t 
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lie.”62 By verifying the timeline matches with the records provided by the State, Koenig 

demonstrates to the audience that evidence which seems straightforward can be bent to fit 

one person’s narrative, which is important as she has just shown how Syed could have 

had time to murder Hae. 

Koenig and Chivvis proceed to check the timeline by going to each place Jay 

claims he and Syed went the afternoon of Lee’s disappearance. As they do, Koenig 

intersperses conversation between Chivvis and herself between the narration of the 

events, such as “It takes Dana and me eleven minutes to get to the Park and Ride from 

Best Buy.”63 The alternation between the two moves the action along while assuring the 

audience the tests are being done, but it also allows Koenig opportunities to speak 

directly to the audience. The test is conducted in the fifth episode of the podcast, and by 

that point Serial had already amassed a following who were engaging the material to try 

to discover who was lying for themselves. One nature of true crime is it allows the 

audience “to be a detective for a minute . . . They’re allowed to collect information, 

evaluate it, make decisions.”64 Koenig even comments on this when she tells in the 

audience in the fourth episode, “If you want to figure out this case with me, now is the 

time to start paying close attention.”65 There are many examples of Koenig breaking from 

the narrative to speak directly to the audience, to aid them as they follow along with her. 

During “Route Talk,” she tells the audience, “In case you’re wondering, there were no 
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security cameras at this Park and Ride back in ’99. We checked with the DOT.”66 In this, 

Koenig both acknowledges the audience is working to figure out the case, but it also 

increases her credibility with the audience. She knows that they will have specific 

questions about the case (probably because she has the same questions), so by addressing 

them directly, she shows how she is investigating every angle of the story, just like a 

good journalist. 

When Koenig finishes retracing Syed and Jay’s route, she concludes the State’s 

timeline not only implausible, but wrong. There was no way for Jay and Syed to have 

gone everywhere Jay claimed they did. If that is true, then how could the cell phone 

evidence corroborate Jay’s story? As a good journalist (and really, Syed’s lawyer should 

have done this as well), Koenig dives deeper to explain the discrepancies. Koenig hires 

an expert of cell phone towers to check into the testimony of the original experts from the 

trial, to see how the misinformation was passed off as truth. Here again, Koenig 

reinforces her credibility, showing how she considers questions from every angle. Koenig 

and Syed frequently discuss a call Koenig refers to as “the Nisha Call.” One of Syed’s 

claims is that Syed did not have his phone while he was at school. He claims Jay had it 

until he finished track practice around 5 p.m. Jay claims they were together in the 

afternoon. Most of the calls on the call log are only to people Jay knows, backing up 

Syed’s story. Nisha, however, was a girl Syed was seeing at the time, and Jay had never 

spoken to her before. One call on the call log is registered as outgoing to Nisha. This call 

is the most incriminating for Syed, because why would Jay call Nisha? Syed claims it 

was probably a butt dial, and Nisha testifies she has no memory of receiving this phone 
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call. Still, the call was on the bill, and as Koenig finds out in the finale, AT&T, which 

was Adnan’s service provider, does “not bill for unanswered calls.”67  

Koenig, being a good journalist, combs through the document to find there is 

“fine print to the fine print;” a loophole which stated that “AT&T won’t charge for 

unanswered calls unless the call isn’t terminated within a ‘reasonable amount of time.’”68 

Koenig explains to the audience that the fine print means was if the call kept ringing and 

ringing say for two minutes and twenty-two seconds (as it did on the Nisha Call), the call 

would still show up on the bill. At that time, if someone did not have an answering 

machine, like Nisha, it is possible the call would have kept ringing until someone 

terminated it. 

This is an example of Koenig’s investigation creating reasonable doubt rather 

than providing new facts for the case. She tells the audience the discovery of the loophole 

“means the Nisha Call could conceivably have been a butt dial that no one answered . . . 

It could [also] be that Adnan called Nisha, or it could be that Jay was with somebody else 

who called Nisha, or maybe Jay or someone else called Nisha by accident.”69 These 

alternate scenarios do not reveal the truth, but they do shorten the list of “facts” that make 

Syed look guilty. Koenig testing whether the State’s timeline lines up with reality is just 

one example of Koenig hearing evidence and verifying its veracity. Upon hearing that 

Mr. S, the man who found Hae’s body, walked 127 feet back into the woods to pee, 

Koenig goes to the spot to see if that distance is easily dismissed as the State made it 

seem or if it is meaningful like the Defense claimed. Koenig retracing steps to verify 
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claims serve as another example of appealing to a journalistic credibility while becoming 

part of the narrative. 

Koenig rarely contradicts the people she interviews in person. She does this only 

once during the second episode where she says “I don’t buy it” after her interview with 

Krista, one of Syed and Hae’s mutual friends.70 She does not buy the image certain 

people are painting that Syed was “an empty shell of a kid who betrayed his family and 

his religion and was left with nothing and conjured up a murderous rage for a girl that 

broke his heart” in 1999, because the evidence does not support it. She methodically goes 

through descriptions of Syed and Hae in high school to prove it. “That doesn’t mean he 

didn’t do it,” she continues, but with her statement, Koenig examines the holes in one 

side of the argument over Syed’s presumed guilt, but she does not focus solely on the 

holes in the State’s case. She also looks at the evidence against Syed. To be unbiased and 

fair as a journalist should be, Koenig presents the audience with all the facts, even if 

some come out later. 

 In the sixth episode, “The Case Against Adnan Syed,” Koenig focuses exclusively 

on the case against Syed (as indicated by the title). In previous episodes and all but one 

future episodes, she balances examinations on ways he could be innocent with evidence 

and arguments that suggest his guilt. She tells the audience from the beginning that the 

episode exclusively focuses on evidence against Syed: 

Over the past few weeks, I’ve been holding up bits of evidence here and there that 

look bad for Adnan. Today, I’m just going to lay out the rest. Everything else that 

a person could reasonably add to the ‘Adnan is guilty’ side of the scale. 
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Everything that the State had that I know about. Some of these I have mentioned 

before, but let’s just hang them all up, side-be-side, and see what they look like.71 

Koenig’s framing suggests the need for balancing, in that she presents a case for the 

audience to judge. She uses various discursive moves to communicate “fair and balance,” 

allowing the audience to decide whether or not they believe Syed is guilty. 

Syed, throughout the series, advances many claims that Koenig tells the audience 

cannot be true, and in this episode, Koenig confronts him about these untrue or 

implausible claims. Koenig thoroughly challenges Syed and as often as not, he cannot 

produce an adequate reason for his claims and actions, such as why he never attempted to 

call Hae after she disappeared. Her vetting of Syed’s potential guilt and the evidence 

against him fits firmly within the Journalist’s Creed. Koenig gives Syed a fair chance 

throughout the series, often putting the actions of others under more scrutiny than his 

actions, such as when she looks into the State’s timeline exhaustively. In the process of 

giving Syed a chance, she has made others, like Jay or Jay’s friend Jenn, look less 

reliable. The reason for giving Syed a chance at the expense of Jay and Jenn is that the 

court convicted Syed. In Syed’s case, the presumption is guilt. The State’s case is the one 

that requires more investigation. The challenge for Koenig is that by focusing so heavily 

on the flaws with the State, so she must maintain a balance within the demands of telling 

a compelling narrative. In the sixth episode, Koenig provides more insight into Jay and 

Jenn’s stories, providing additional evidence such as Jenn explaining that “Adnan [Syed] 

answered the phone” and was with Jay when Syed claims he was at the mosque.72  By 

providing a deeper look into Jay and Jenn’s claims, Koenig shows that although Jay’s and 
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Jenn’s statements often contradict one another, their statements do carry weight and 

possibly hold more truth than the audience was previously led to believe with the focus 

on Syed’s side of the story. 

 The episode features many exchanges between Koenig and Syed where she 

confronts him with evidence that suggests his guilt or questions his account of events. 

Why was “I’m going to kill” written on the top of a note you and Aisha (one of his and 

Hae’s mutual friends) shared about Hae? Why did someone in the neighborhood say that 

a guy named Adnan showed a friend of his daughter’s a dead girl’s body in the trunk of a 

car? Why did Jenn say she saw you with Jay after you two supposedly buried the body? 

When Koenig presents these questions to Syed, questions that make him look guilty, she 

probes the narrative coherence of his accounts. Syed explains away many (though not all) 

of these accusations with comments like Jenn “didn’t say that she saw me with any type 

of equipment of materials or dirty clothes or disheveled or anything like that” and 

wouldn’t he look like that if he had just buried a body?73 Syed’s pushback helps Koenig 

as it demonstrates she is doing her due diligence and asking the tough questions, like a 

journalist would. By demonstrating her ability to press Syed on hard issues and providing 

Syed an avenue to address and explain them, Koenig receives an ethos boost to champion 

arguments that Syed is innocent. Or at least not guilty.  

 The counterpoint to “The Case Against Adnan Syed” is episode nine, “To Be 

Suspected,” where Koenig points to the many pieces of evidence that contradict Jay’s, 

Jenn’s, and Cathy’s statements while also examining further the pieces of the case that 

seem to indicate Syed could be innocent. In episode nine, Koenig tells the audience at the 
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beginning, “I’m going to let Adnan talk for a while.”74 While that may be an 

overstatement (as she still does almost all the talking), the sentiment rings true for the 

episode as a counterpoint to “The Case Against Adnan Syed.” Before Syed appears, 

Koenig provides the audience with two key pieces of information about State’s case 

against Syed, both involve the timeline that Syed drove to Best Buy, killed Hae, then 

called Jay from a pay phone at 2:36 p.m. to pick him up. Laura, one of Jay’s and Syed’s 

friends tells Koening, “There were never any phones at Best Buy. There were never any 

phones around the Best Buy.”75 The second piece of evidence is debunked by one of 

Hae’s friends Summer who tells Koenig that “it’s just impossible. It’s not, there’s no way 

that [Hae] was at Best Buy at 2:36” because the two of them were “talking for at least ten 

minutes.”76 Koenig includes Laura’s and Summer’s interviews to poke holes in the 

State’s case. Koenig does this in nearly every episode of the series, but after the episode 

focusing solely on arguments suggesting Syed’s guilt, the ninth episode restores the 

balance of both sides getting the same attention. The main difference is that even in the 

episode about Syed’s guilt, he could defend his actions and even convince Koenig and 

the audience that the information was not incriminating.  

 When Koenig lets Syed speak, as she says she is going to do at the beginning of 

the episode, he does not defend himself as much as tell what happened with his and Hae’s 

friends after Hae’s body was found. It seems a strange choice, because Koenig’s 

investigation and interviews had primarily been based on fact, not emotion, but she says 

she wants to let Adnan speak “not so much about what happened the day of the crime, [as 
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she] feels like [she’s] been over that already, but just about what is was like to be him 

throughout the case.”77 Koenig letting Syed speak emotionally positions Syed as a 

sympathetic figure, which she set up through her earlier narration choices. Koenig’s 

journalist narrator credibility allows her to position him in a sympathetic light, as she is 

doing so while remaining objective. If Syed then becomes just another witness in the 

story, after Koenig has already punched holes in the oppositional stories, then the 

audience does not think of him as a liar. Rather, Syed comes across as an individual who 

offers reasonable accounts to the questions Koenig asks.  

Whether or not Koenig believes Syed is guilty is irrelevant if she follows the 

Journalist’s Creed to give everyone an equal chance. In this sense, she has played the 

tapes of Jay’s account of the incident, but she has been the one to tell Syed’s side. By 

giving each side a fair chance to tell their side, she is reporting the truth as she is given, 

while continuing to investigate. Through her journalistic narration, the audience can hear 

from both sides while also having the singular voice guiding them to know the truth from 

the lies on both sides.  

Koenig is not always trying to prove this person is or is not guilty, but rather she 

is trying to uncover the facts. That is why she is a credible narrator and why it resonates 

and seems so open and shut when she says, “I don’t believe any of us can say what really 

happened to Hae. As a juror I vote to acquit Adnan Syed.”78 Koenig expresses her doubts 

about his innocence repeatedly throughout the 12 episodes, but the fact that she, our 

narrator and guide, our fact finder, our companion, our journalist, tells us that Syed 

should have been found not guilty, it is a persuasive argument. Koenig admits she wants 
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to be sure of his innocence, but she is not, but she also knows the case and the people 

involved, far more than most of the audience. The narrative she shares with the audience 

details evidence from the past as well as newly discovered facts she found within the 

frame story. The Journalist Narrator is meant to be fair to all sides, so when our Journalist 

Narrator tells us that Syed should not have been acquitted, it is accepted as fact. 

 

Conclusion 

Throughout this chapter, I found it difficult to refer to Sarah Koenig as Koenig 

and Adnan Syed as Syed. Every time I went to write their names, I would want to use 

their first name. That desire largely stems from the fact that after hearing Sarah Koenig 

speak for twenty hours, I feel as if I know her and Adnan Syed. Though that feeling of 

familiarity might not make Syed happy as he told Koening “You don’t even really know 

me” after they had spoken on the phone for over thirty hours.79 Huffington Post reporter 

Jillian Capewell talks about “the intimacy of a podcast,” and the audience experiences the 

intimacy during Serial.80 The arguments put forth by Koenig seemed more credible 

because the audience feels like they know her; that they have grown close to her after 

listening to her for 12 episodes. Why would someone they know and trust lie to them? It 

is incredible how I, personally, took so much of what Koenig said for fact the first time. It 

was not until two years later, listening to the podcast for a second time with a more 

critical ear that I started to question her. Though my questioning did not last. By the end 

of the twelfth episode the second time through, I was in the same boat as before. 
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Koenig establishes her credibility as a journalist during the opening minutes of the 

series, stating her credentials while also ingratiating herself to the audience. She creates a 

mutually reinforcing loop by using her credibility as the narrator of the story to gain 

credibility of the journalist of the story and vice versa. Every time Koenig is transparent 

about her methods and reasoning for including a piece of evidence, her credibility as a 

narrator grows. As she tells about Syed’s side and pokes holes in the State’s case, then 

flips and does the opposite, her ethos as a journalist grows. She both takes the audience 

through the journey and relays the facts of said journey.  

Serial differed from other true crime podcasts like Criminal in many ways. For 

example, by digging deep, investigating, and putting herself into the story, Sarah 

Koenig’s credibility was more than a person reporting a case who only repeats the facts 

or interviews the ones involved. Focusing on a case without a clear ending allowed 

Koenig to craft arguments about what she thought was true and false. As a Journalist 

Narrator, after guiding the audience through a ten hour journey, Koenig does not need to 

provide a conclusive ending. By the end, her opinion seems as close to factual as an 

opinion can. 

Serial produced a second season which focused on the story of Private Bowe 

Bergdahl, who was a United States Army soldier who left his post in Afghanistan to hike 

to a larger command center and was captured by enemy fighters and held captive for five 

years. The second season, however, was not as well received as the Adnan Syed season.81 

One notable difference in the seasons is that in season one, Koenig recreated and tested 

facts from a now-proven-false State’s timeline. However, in the second season, Koenig 
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presented a more traditional approach of narration. One which involved interviews, 

investigations, and reporting, but lacked the hands-on nature Sarah Koenig had with 

Adnan Syed’s case. In the Syed season, Koenig is both a character in the story and 

outside of it. She is able to use one to leverage the other. If she was just another 

character, then she would not appear as credible to the audience, or at least not as 

objective. If she were just an external narrator, there would not be the personal 

connection necessary to see her opinions as more factual. The Journalist Narrator 

functions as the dialectical relationship between the homodiegetic/heterodiegetic 

narrators. 

While Koenig claims not to be a detective, private investigator, or even a crime 

reporter, in the first season of Serial, she demonstrates how a Journalist Narrator could 

establish and keep their credibility while making a persuasive argument about a highly 

debatable topic. If another season of Serial is produced, I personally hope that Koenig 

returns to being the Journalist Narrator from season one. 
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Chapter 3 – The Jinx: The Life and Deaths of Robert Durst 

 

“You know, this is a guy who in some ways I’ve been giving 

tremendous benefit of the doubt. You know, not just in terms of the 

kinds of questions I ask him, but in terms of my emotional connection 

to him. You know, I like the guy.”82 

– Andrew Jarecki 

 

Introduction 

 While journalists are supposed to keep their biases in check and aspire to be 

objective and balanced, this is not necessarily true for documentary filmmakers. 

Nonfiction films, like documentaries, aspire to objectivity, but there is a noticeable trend 

of advocacy. In fact, documentaries which focus on a specific issue, such as saving 

gorilla preserves in Virunga or the impacts of climate change in Before the Flood, usually 

advocate for a certain action or one side of the argument. The strengthening of one side 

of the argument is particularly noticeable in political documentaries. Many 

documentarians would take umbrage with the inclusion of Michael Moore amongst their 

ranks, but in Fahrenheit 9/11, he takes a harsh look at George W. Bush’s presidency and 

the War on Terror through the lens of documentary. Moore takes a firm stance against 
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Bush, discussing connections Bush had with the bin Laden family and casting blame for 

the Iraq War on Bush.83 Similarly, in Hillary’s America: The Secret History of the 

Democratic Party, Dinesh D’Souza (another filmmaker who would cause 

documentarians to raise an eyebrow at his inclusion) examines and criticizes the actions 

of Hillary Clinton.84 The documentary was released in the lead up to the 2016 

Presidential election.85 These two films are on different ends of the political spectrum, 

but they show how narrators other than the Journalist Narrator can take sides on the 

issues they discuss. These two films also share a common feature central to the Advocate 

Narrator: The narrator appears on screen. 

 Michael Moore claims that “it was an accident that [he] ended up in [his first 

documentary] Roger & Me,” but he does have a penchant of doing so.86 This Moorian 

approach is evident in all his films. He, as the filmmaker and narrator, physically appears 

on screen to push the audience to one side of the argument. Other filmmakers, such as 

Dinesh D’Souza, use this technique as well. Andrew Jarecki, the director, co-writer, and 

narrator, employs the Moorian approach in The Jinx: The Life and Deaths of Robert 

Durst (from here on being referred to as simply The Jinx). 

 A central difference between The Jinx and the other documentaries previously 

mentioned is that the way Jarecki portrays the case as the series progresses. The 

documentaries by D’Souza and Moore are feature length documentaries, while The Jinx 
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is a six-part series totaling four hours and thirty-nine minutes. At the beginning of the 

series, Jarecki portrays himself as a more factual based narrator, like Sarah Koenig in 

Serial, but after finding a piece of evidence confirming Robert Durst was the murderer, 

he transitions to an advocate like Moore and D’Souza. 

 

Series Background 

 The Jinx focuses on Robert Durst, an American real estate heir, who, in the first 

episode, is on trial for murderer. Durst’s first wife, Kathleen Durst, disappeared in 1982. 

The police were suspicious that Robert Durst murdered Kathleen, but they could not 

locate the body or any concrete evidence that she had been murdered. In 2000, Robert 

Durst’s longtime friend Susan Berman was murdered. Berman had been Durst’s public 

alibi after Kathleen’s disappearance and received $50,000 from Durst shortly before her 

death. Again, a connection to Durst was suspected, but the police could not prove his 

involvement. In 2001, the dismembered body of Morris Black was found floating in 

Galveston Bay, and the police were finally able to gather enough evidence that Robert 

Durst was the murderer. After a multi-state manhunt, Durst was found with Black’s 

driver’s license on his person. His was tried and acquitted by a jury of his peers, which 

was captured in the first and fourth episodes of The Jinx, directed by Andrew Jarecki. 

 Andrew Jarecki is a filmmaker known primarily for his film Capturing the 

Friedmans, a documentary about a seemingly typical Jewish family who deals with 

accusations that the father has been sexually abusing his students. Jarecki explores the 

questions of criminality, true crime, and the psychology of killers in his early films. After 

Capturing the Friedmans, Jarecki continued his exploration of these themes with the 
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narrative film All Good Things, which was inspired by the life of Robert Durst. After the 

premiere, Jarecki received a phone call from Durst who offered him an exclusive 

interview. Durst expressed interest in talking about the events of the film, and he felt 

Jarecki was the right person to whom he could tell his side of the story, for Durst was 

notorious for not cooperating with the media. After the murder of Susan Berman, Durst 

was put on trial by the media and rarely given a moment alone. Durst fled to Texas, 

disguised as a mute woman to escape media attention. In Texas, he met Morris Black and 

received renewed media attention after Black’s murder. Since the trial, Durst remained 

reclusive, so his offer to be interviewed by Jarecki was an offer too good to refuse. 

 The Jarecki-Durst interview provides the foundation of The Jinx, a six-part HBO 

documentary series that focuses on the crimes with which Durst is associated. The Jinx 

aired one episode every week for six weeks, culminating in a finale which features what 

seems to be Durst’s confession. The story of The Jinx, much like Serial, is nonlinear. The 

first episode of The Jinx opens with the police in Galveston, Texas, finding Morris 

Black’s body. The episode follows their investigation as they find out the person who 

supposedly lives beside Black, Mrs. Dorothy Ciner, a mute woman, does not exist. In 

“her” trash can, they find a receipt signed by Robert Durst, resulting in Durst becoming 

the main suspect. The first thirty-five minutes of the episode focus on the Galveston 

Police deducing Durst’s guilt and tracking him down. They charge Durst with murder and 

desecration of a corpse, and the episode prepares to show his trial. In the final ten 

minutes, however, the episode shifts focus to the film premiere of All Good Things, 

Jarecki’s film inspired by Durst. During this section, we see The Jinx director Andrew 

Jarecki and cinematographer Marc Smerling (who co-wrote and co-produced both All 
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Good Things and The Jinx). While this is Jarecki’s first appearance on screen, it is far 

from his last. Here is the first moment where Jarecki, as narrator, inserts himself into the 

narrative, which is even more striking given he is at the premiere of a different film about 

Durst. Jarecki uses the sequence to establish credibility, but it also sets up that Jarecki 

will be a presence in the series throughout the remaining five episodes.  

 Each episode of the series usually focuses on a specific crime connected to Durst, 

be it the disappearance of his wife, the murder of Susan Berman, or Black’s murder and 

the ensuing trial. The second and final episodes are the only two that differ from the 

others, as the second episode focuses on Durst’s family and upbringing and the final 

episode focuses on how Jarecki is going to make Durst acknowledge an incriminating 

piece of evidence and confess to murder. The final episode is particularly jarring and 

daring in content and form. The finale is a break from the established routine of the other 

episodes, focusing on a single confrontation between Jarecki and Durst. There are many 

layers to how Jarecki’s narration shifts from seeming to allow Durst to tell his side of the 

story to explicitly stating how even though Jarecki was slightly under Durst’s charismatic 

spell, Jarecki concludes that Durst is guilty. 

 Before establishing his guilt, it is important to note that The Jinx differs from the 

other series discussed in this thesis in two ways. First, unlike other true crime 

documentaries that focus on a convicted person who may be innocent, The Jinx focuses 

on Robert Durst, and Jarecki crafts the narrative to explicitly suggest Durst’s guilt. The 

difference profoundly impacts the way arguments are made within the series. For 

example, in Serial, Koenig has to disprove the State’s timeline as well as prove Syed’s 

story in order to render his conviction questionable and drive the drama with the story. 
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Furthermore, Koenig needed to provide a plausible alternative for a murderer. Who was it 

if it was not Syed? Jarecki is more explicit and unapologetic in his claim that Durst is the 

murderer, despite the justice system acquitting Durst. Jarecki’s burden is to find evidence 

that disproves what Durst claims to be true. If Jarecki and company are right that Durst is 

guilty of the three murders, then Durst has outsmarted the police twice and a jury of his 

peers once. How Jarecki forms arguments throughout the narrative focus more on 

disproving Durst’s claims of innocence than examining the flaws in the arguments of the 

defense and prosecution. 

 Second, The Jinx, unlike the other series, employs reenactments, a trope 

commonly found in network true crime stories. The Jinx features actors reenacting certain 

scenes of the various crimes of which Durst is accused. Reenactments are common in 

series like Unsolved Mysteries, FBI: The Untold Stories, and Prime Suspect because 

having a scene dramatically reinterpreted for the screen makes “it more interesting for the 

viewers.”87 While it may be more visually appealing, reenactments provide the filmmaker 

with the opportunity to influence the audience’s perception of the crime, because the 

filmmaker can recreate the crime to fit their vision. For example, the retelling of a fight 

between two men, where one man shot the other then left could suggest very different 

truths. One reenactment could show that the two struggle and the gun accidentally fires 

during the fight, then the man flees. Another could be the murderer gets the gun during 

the fight, forces the man onto his knees, then shoots the other man as he pleads for his 

life, then the shooter saunters out the front door. The two examples provide drastically 

different depictions of the murderer, even if both end up with the same result: One man 
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kills another then leaves. The example may be slightly over-the-top, but it is clear how 

the directorial choices in creating the reenactments can influence arguments made in the 

narrative, especially when the narrator is re-adjudicating a crime whose results were 

decided on a decade or more before. 

 In The Jinx, Jarecki attempts to persuade the audience that Durst is guilty, despite 

being acquitted of one crime and avoiding arrest on the other two due to lack of evidence. 

Jarecki does this through inserting himself into the narrative and advocating for one side 

of the argument. Jarecki’s style of narration is the Advocate Narrator, in which he argues 

for what he believes is the truth and works to persuade the audience. This chapter 

explores how the Advocate Narrator makes a statement about which side s/he believes is 

true, provides evidence that provides little space for interpretation to reinforce her/his 

claims, and works to achieve an outcome within that story which otherwise would not 

arise. 

 

The Advocate Narrator 

 In his keynote address at the 2014 Toronto International Film Festival, Michael 

Moore provides his thirteen rules of documentary filmmaking. Number seven was “I 

think it’s important to make your films personal.”88 He expanded on this rule with, “I 

don’t mean to put yourself necessarily in the film or in front of the camera . . . but people 

want to hear the voice of a person.” Like Moore in all his films, Andrew Jarecki injects 

himself into the documentary. Much like Koenig, Jarecki becomes the voice through 

which we understand Robert Durst. Unlike Serial, The Jinx is a visual series, which 
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provides the audience with more access points for judgment and assessment of the 

narrative. A podcast requires a narrator to explain what the audience cannot see, whereas 

a narrator of a visual series, such as The Jinx, chooses what the audience does and does 

not see to strengthen her/his argument. In a podcast, everything is filtered through the 

narrator’s voice. The same can be said for The Jinx, though not the traditional voice. A 

Huffington Post article on directors makes the claim that “the sign of a great director is 

when a film’s voice comes not from the script or the protagonists, but from the 

filmmaker” (emphasis added).89 The terms Tarantinoesque and Coenesque are common 

among filmmakers and critics, because Quentin Tarantino and Joel and Ethan Coen have 

established their filmmaking voices so strongly that it is easy to tell when another 

filmmaker draws upon that voice. The same can be said for documentary filmmakers like 

Errol Morris, Ken Burns, and the disputed Michael Moore. Jarecki, who serves as 

director, co-writer, executive producer, interviewer, and narrator for The Jinx, uses the 

visual medium in many ways to create meaning and strengthen his argument. He uses 

filmmaking techniques such as the lighting, editing, score, as well as supposedly real 

interactions with his team of writers and producers to make these arguments. 

Jarecki is a filmmaker, so his credentials are presented in a different way than 

Koenig the journalist. Like Koenig, Jarecki presents himself as one well-versed with the 

case. Jarecki notes how he spent almost a decade learning about Durst, whether he was 

interviewing the people associated with the various crimes to which Durst was connected 

in making All Good Things, or merely spending twenty hours with Durst during various 

interviews. Jarecki establishes his credibility by including his first phone call with Durst 
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in the first episode. Robert Durst tells Jarecki, “I have, over the years been approached by 

all the various interview shows. And I’m not interested in doing a ‘True Crime’ kind of 

stuff. You know more about Robert Durst than any of those people.”90 Having the elusive 

Durst say on film that Jarecki knows more about him than anyone else who has ever 

asked to interview him, that Jarecki knew so much about him, he felt compelled to call 

Jarecki and compliment a film inspired by him provides Jarecki with a unique 

opportunity to serve as a narrator with the purported support of Durst. When Jarecki asks, 

“I guess the question is, you know, has anybody really done a piece on you where they 

didn’t walk into it with a very strong assumption? One possibility is to have me interview 

you.” Durst responds, “I would tend to cooperate with you with whatever it was you’re 

going to do.”91 For Durst, this response is as close to an excited yes as he ever gives. 

Jarecki, through including this phone call in the series, demonstrates how Durst trusts 

him to make a film where Jarecki would “walk into it [without] a very strong 

assumption,” which communicates an air of fairness. If the subject of the documentary 

does not think he will be manipulated by filmmakers, neither should the audience. 

Durst’s call boosts the credibility of Jarecki’s inevitable conclusion that Durst is guilty.  

 Jarecki convincing Durst and the audience that Jarecki is a credible filmmaker 

makes his advocating of Durst’s guilt even more persuasive, though it is not until the 

final two episodes that Jarecki shows the audience that he is, without a doubt, not a Durst 

patsy. In the final episode, Jarecki, while talking to co-writers Marc Smerling and 

Zachary Stuart-Pointer, expresses that after uncovering a piece of evidence his “feelings 

[about Durst] are, you know, different. Not because I thought ‘well I was sure that Bob 
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was innocent,’ but I wasn’t sure that Bob was guilty. And that’s a big, big change.”92 

Here, Jarecki discovers a note which links Durst to Berman’s murder. Jarecki explicitly 

states to the film crew and the audience (when the cameras just happen to be rolling) that 

he believes Durst is guilty. The statement is when the direct, Moorian advocating begins, 

but it is not the first time Jarecki has made the case against Durst. The Jinx was released 

in 2015, but the two interviews happened years before. The first interview occurred in 

late 2010, and the second (which occurred after Jarecki made his declaration about 

Durst’s guilt) with Durst took place in April 2012.93 The two interviews, as well as the 

interviews from before All Good Things was released, are spliced together for the series. 

Unlike Serial, in which episodes were made as the season was released, where the ending 

was not determined until the week of the release (fitting for a journalist), The Jinx was 

fully edited together in 2014, two years after the declaration that Durst was guilty and a 

year before the release. Jarecki walks into the first interview without a very strong 

assumption, but after walking out of the second one, he was convinced that Durst was 

guilty, and he uses The Jinx as a way to advocate for that conclusion.  

 In order to advocate for Durst’s guilt, Jarecki only provides evidence that 

reinforces his claim that Durst is guilty. The one-sided presentation, where Jarecki does 

not engage in Durst’s defense arguments, of the Advocate Narrator contrasts the 

Journalist Narrator who presents all the evidence and attempts to come to a conclusion 

based on all available evidence. The Advocate Narrator does not abide by the same 

journalist creed as the Journalist Narrator, rather, the Advocate Narrator seeks only to 
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convince the audience that one side of the argument is correct. Advocacy like this is seen 

in An Inconvenient Truth where Al Gore argues that global warming is an issue which 

will only get worse unless the people of Earth do something to stop it, in Fahrenheit 9/11 

where Michael Moore argues that the corporate media were in favor of the invasion of 

Iraq in 2003 so they did not properly report or analyze the facts, and in Hillary’s 

America: The Secret History of the Democratic Party where D’Souza argues that it is the 

Democratic party who has a long history of racism and ties to the Ku Klux Klan, not the 

Republican Party. All the examples are controversial, but the narratives each narrator 

weaves feature evidence for their side and often lacks a refutation. The Advocate 

Narrator does not need to show that s/he understands both sides as much as s/he needs to 

prove to the audience that her/his side is the correct one. In The Jinx, Jarecki presents this 

evidence through the reenactments and the interviews he chooses to show. 

 In preparation for All Good Things, Jarecki interviewed people connected with 

Durst and his alleged crimes. These people ranged from law enforcement agents to jurors 

to lawyers on both sides. While a select portion of the interviewees said that Durst was 

innocent, the majority believed he was guilty or provided useful soundbites to make 

Jarecki frame the interview that way. The only people Jarecki featured in the series 

saying Durst was innocent were people Jarecki discredits either before or during their 

appearance in the series. Dick DeGuerin, Durst’s lawyer from Texas, was one of those 

interviewed who Jarecki discredits. When DeGuerin comes on screen he says, “I’ve been 

practicing law since 1965. Almost all of that time in criminal law. Either as a prosecutor, 

where I started, or as a criminal defense lawyer once I saw the light.”94 His introduction 
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is followed by Durst recounting how he wanted DeGuerin to represent him because he 

had a solid record of getting his clients acquitted. The way Jarecki frames this 

introduction is that DeGuerin is the best lawyer a criminal could want; that DeGuerin is 

great at making guilty men and women look innocent. Jarecki positions DeGuerin saying, 

“I believe Bob [Durst], and I believed him from the very beginning,” after a discussion 

on him as a criminal lawyer. DeGuerin’s initial appearance is in the first episode, where 

the audience is still learning about Durst, so the juxtaposition of the discussion of a 

criminal lawyer and Durst, makes Durst appear guilty. When DeGuerin reappears in the 

fourth episode, after arguments for Durst’s guilt have been presented, his credibility 

becomes increasingly undermined. If he is a criminal lawyer, then of course he is going 

to support Durst.95 

The case in which DeGuerin represented Durst was Morris Black’s murder. In 

2001, the prosecution concluded Durst shot Black, cut his body into pieces, and threw 

those pieces into the Galveston Bay. It is the only murder/disappearance of the three to 

which he was connected where Durst was convicted. Durst and his defense team pled not 

guilty on the grounds of self-defense, using Texas’s the Stand-Your-Ground Law. Durst 

claimed that Black came after him with a gun, the two wrestled, and the gun went off, 

killing Black. Shocked and frightened after previously being suspected of two other 

murders but never tried, Durst decided to throw Black’s body in the bay and run.96 The 

Galveston police believed due to witnesses reporting multiple shots and an unexplained 

bullet hole in the apartment in which Durst was staying, that Morris Black had confronted 
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Durst about knowing who he truly was after realizing Durst was not a mute woman and 

Durst shot him execution style and tried to dispose of the body. The missing piece of 

evidence was the head. Black’s head was never found, so there was no way of proving 

Durst’s story false. The jury found Durst not guilty on the grounds that the murder was in 

self-defense. If that sounds a bit odd to you, it should, as most self-defense murders do 

not end with dismemberment.  

In the fourth episode, when Jarecki shows us Durst’s trial, he introduces select 

jurors who believe that Durst was not guilty, but they are not introduced until after we 

hear from Chip Lewis, one of Durst’s attorneys, who explains how their case was built on 

distracting the jury. During the trial, DeGuerin focused on how Durst was driven from 

New York by a politically ambitious woman (Jeanine Pirro) who went after Durst in 

Kathleen’s murder investigation to advance her own career; how the case was strictly 

about murder, not dismemberment of the corpse; and how Black died in an accident and 

it was the “burden [of the State] to disprove beyond all reasonable doubt” that Black was 

not killed in self-defense.97  

Galveston detective Cody Cazalas explains Durst’s legal team’s strategy is to 

humanize Durst then claim self-defense. When Durst describes dressing as a woman, the 

jury laughs, and Cazalas says, “If they, the defense team, had set out to humanize him in 

some way, after he’d dismembered Morris Black, murdered him, and ran with his ID, and 

did everything he had done, they were looking like they were being successful at it.”98 

Cazalas believes Durst is guilty, and Jarecki, after having already established Cazalas as a 
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good detective, uses pathos to further cement Durst is guilty by showing Cazalas 

breaking down into tears when he says, “As a homicide investigator . . . you’re there to 

represent the victim. You’re there to tell his story. You’re doing that for God. There’s a 

lot of truth in that. To this day, I feel like I let the- Can we stop?”99 Jarecki shows there is 

a human and emotional cost to Durst getting away with murder, and if a great detective 

like Cazalas takes his job this seriously, then the audience should too.  

Jarecki uses Lewis and Cazalas’s description of the defense’s strategy to show 

how the jury was confused. Jarecki interviews two jurors, Chris Lovell and Joanne 

Gongora. At the start of the episode, Gongora tells Jarecki, “It was a murder because he 

had to get rid of the evidence.”100 The focus on Pirro becomes a central part of the case, 

as it takes the blame off Durst and the Defense says in court, “If she would have kept her 

mouth shut, none of this would have happened.” This statement elucidates the less than 

savory means the Defense uses to confuse the jury. Lewis claims when they began to 

focus the blame on Pirro and how she was using Durst, “that message played well. The 

jury, they ate that one up.” After Lewis says this, Jarecki cuts back to Gongora who says, 

“Well it kind of made sense a little bit when we were told that, you know, he was trying 

to get out of New York because Jeanine Pirro was after him. You know, I can’t fault him 

for that.” While the interview with Gongora is a single take, Jarecki edits Gongora’s 

responses to show how at the beginning she was certain it was a malicious murder to 

being sympathetic to the fact that he was forced to Texas by Pirro and understand why 

there was a confrontation if Black wanted to out Durst. After the trial is over, and the jury 

finds Durst not guilty, Jarecki cuts to Gongora’s interview again. She says that while the 
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people of Galveston were unhappy with the decision, she “felt he was talking from the 

heart” while he was on the stand. The Defense’s case worked. Durst was humanized and 

the jury did not know what to focus on, so the interviewed jurors say they are happy 

Durst was acquitted, but Jarecki makes it clear that Durst’s defense played them. He, 

again, challenges the credibility of the Durst supporters, while making the people who 

believe he is guilty, like Cazalas, seem more authentic and credible. 

What really struck me while watching, reading, and experiencing The Jinx, 

Andrew Jarecki, and Robert Durst is how little Jarecki refers to his film All Good Things, 

a film which was essentially one big reenactment. Jarecki shares the phone call where 

Durst says he saw the movie and now wants to be interviewed by Jarecki. What Jarecki 

does not reveal (possibly because he wants more people to see his movie, like I did) is 

that the Robert Durst character in the film kills everyone. The Robert Durst character, 

David Marks (Ryan Gosling), kills his wife (Kirsten Dunst), his best friend (Lily Rabe), 

and the man he shared an apartment with in Texas (Philip Baker Hall). The film even 

explains how some of Durst claims, like Kathleen calling him on a payphone the night 

before she disappeared, were fabricated and Durst was guilty of it all. Jarecki never 

brings this up in the series, and it seems odd. It does, however, make sense in terms of an 

Advocate Narrator. If Jarecki mentions the outcome and indictment of Durst in his film, it 

could suggest he is not advocating for the truth as much as an already believed 

assumption. The Advocate Narrator has to be understood as correcting an injustice, but 

that can be hindered if the audience sees the narrator as dogmatic, like Moore, or as only 

showcasing certain evidence. Jarecki casts himself as an advocate once all the evidence is 

in, and by painting the Durst supporters as engaged in trickery and Durst’s critics as 
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sincere justice warriors, he portrays himself as a credible and reliable narrator advancing 

the informed, just cause.  

It may cause the audience to raise an eyebrow or two that Durst asked to be 

interviewed after seeing the film, but the phone calls never explicitly features Durst 

saying he liked or disliked his portrayal. What he says is “I just saw the movie. So I have 

an idea. I’ve no idea if it makes any sense, but you’re the one to talk to about it. Would it 

make sense for, in some capacity, there to be an interview with me related to what’s in 

the movie?”101 By “what’s in the movie,” he could want to set the record straight or he 

could want to applaud Jarecki of an accurate portrayal. It is not clear from the phone call 

which it is, but the way Jarecki frames it makes it seem more like admiration.  

The Jinx is set apart from other series in this thesis by its reliance on 

reenactments. The reenactments are an important feature of Jarecki’s narrative, and he 

inserts them whenever new information about a crime is revealed either in an interview or 

from Jarecki’s own investigation. The reenactments occur whenever a murder takes 

place, so there is a reenactment of Black’s murder in the first episode, a reenactment of 

Berman’s murder in the third episode.102 Jarecki generally films the reenactments from 

the back, so no faces are ever shown, though one could gather which character is Durst 

from the actor’s stature. Still, without explicitly showing who is who, Jarecki does not 

use the reenactments as explicit indictments. By not telling the audience who is Durst, 

Jarecki can still be seen as unbiased, but all his other techniques, such as discrediting 

Durst’s supporters, makes it so that the enthymeme of the reenactments if that Durst is 
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guilty. The audience comes to the conclusion on their own, with Jarecki remaining 

unbiased but dedicated to combating injustice. 

The key pieces of Durst’s story about Kathleen disappearing are reenacted, where 

the audience is able to see a woman in a phone booth calling him and see the two of them 

arguing in their home.103 The Kathleen reenactments are especially noteworthy; while 

they line up with what Durst claims, like how “his wife [called] from a pay phone,” the 

reenactments make Durst seem angry and Kathleen scared. Other reenactments are 

smaller, like showing a table laden with food while Kathleen’s friend Gilberte Najamy 

tells Jarecki Kathleen went to a party the night she disappeared. Richard Brody, from The 

New Yorker, criticized Jarecki’s storytelling because “it’s not clear what Jarecki is 

showing, because it’s not clear that the apparently archival images are in fact so—there’s 

no distinction made between Jarecki’s depiction of past events and his found records of 

past events.”104 The reenactment of the table of food at the party is an example of Jarecki 

making the audience wonder whether the footage is real or recreated. The Advocate 

Narrator uses reenactments to blur the lines between what is reality and what is imagined 

reality. This blurring increases the likelihood of enthymematic associations that Durst 

committed these crimes. Jarecki can more easily make his case of Durst’s guilt without 

seeming biased or impulsive. 

 An Advocate Narrator needs to do more than state s/he believes one side of the 

argument is correct and provide evidence for it, s/he needs to actively work to achieve an 

outcome which would not arise otherwise. Jarecki, after spending five episodes showing 
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Durst and the crimes to which he is connected, spends almost the entirety of the sixth 

episode on camera, talking to his team. They discuss the manner he needs to confront 

Durst with a piece of evidence to get an honest reaction from Durst. Rather than show the 

audience that Durst is guilty, Jarecki tells his co-writers Smerling and Stuart-Pointer their 

number one goal is to “get justice.”105 

 At the end of the penultimate episode, Jarecki uncovers a letter sent to Susan 

Berman from Robert Durst. The address misspells Beverly Hills as “Beverley Hills.”106 

The letter is a revelation, because when Susan Berman was killed, an anonymous letter 

was sent to the authorities telling them that they needed to go to Susan’s address in 

“Beverley Hills.” No one could ever place Durst in Los Angeles at the time, so he was 

never arrested for the murder, but the handwriting on the mystery letters looks identical 

to the handwriting on his letter. Jarecki confronts Durst with this information. Jarecki 

points the camera at himself as he discusses his doubts about Durst after the discovery, 

saying now he is convinced that Durst is guilty. Though, from what we know about 

Durst’s life as depicted in All Good Things, Jarecki already was a little more than 

suspicious. The finale, however, demonstrates some of the characteristics of the 

Journalist Narrator. The episode almost feels like an episode of Serial, in which Jarecki 

shows the audience his methodical way of verifying what the audience already knows: 

the letter was written by Durst. By showing each step, like taking it to the handwriting 

expert, Jarecki allows the audience to feel as if they are a part of the discovery, which 

makes them more likely to believe the conclusion he presents.  
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 The final episode focuses on the behind-the-scenes aspect of The Jinx. The 

episode only features Robert Durst over phone calls as he avoids interviews until the final 

few minutes when the interview happens. Despite breaking from the typical structure of a 

Jinx episode, the episode still follows Michael Moore’s rule number eight: “point your 

cameras at the cameras.”107 By putting himself on camera, Jarecki exposes the audience 

to how he makes the documentary. It is meant to show that the series is not a trick. It does 

not edit together conversations in a way that makes Durst look guilty, but, instead, shows 

the truth: Durst is actually guilty. By showing the cameras and other people involved in 

the creation of The Jinx, Jarecki adds to his ethos in the same way that showing how he 

verified the handwriting and having him discuss his feelings about Durst and the letter.  

By pointing the cameras at the filmmakers, it suggests and unfiltered exploration 

of Durst’s guilt, but doing so reveals how the series is constructed and how editing 

functions to make specific arguments. The episode features a lot of Jarecki, Smerling, and 

Stuart-Pointer discussing how Jarecki handles the confrontation with Durst. 

Conversations centers on how his conviction that Durst is guilty “can’t be evidenced in 

[Jarecki’s] relationship with him . . . [Jarecki] can’t be any different;” also exchanges 

about whether or not Jarecki hands him the letter or if it is already on the table, if there is 

any way he could claim he did not write the first letter despite being on his letterhead, 

and how to present the information in such a way that does not give him time to think of 

an excuse. All of this is tense and exciting for the audience, and it appears Jarecki’s big 

break comes after Durst is arrested for violating his brother’s restraining order. After that, 

Durst seems more willing to sit down and talk to Jarecki, but this is not factual.  
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The interview with Durst took place in April 2012, but Durst was not arrested 

until August 16, 2013.108 Jarecki put the episode together so it would be tense and 

exciting, and he shows the behind the scenes material to gain more credibility. He shows 

the audience that he is doing the work and Durst is not complying, only furthering how 

Durst looks guilty. Jarecki includes Durst’s arrest as a major victory for him and his 

team, but in doing so, he performs the very action the intentional showing of the cameras 

implies he is not. The narrative jumps forward by over a year to 2013 when Durst is 

arrested, then back to 2012 when Jarecki has the second interview. Here, he is editing 

together the “truth.” 

The technique is nonetheless effective. Most the audience (including yours truly) 

did not know the date of Durst’s arrest. While watching, I trusted the timeline Jarecki 

presents. Jarecki uses the finale to show that A) Durst is guilty and B) He is working as 

hard as he can to prove it. The payoff is the climax of the episode when Jarecki presents 

Durst with the letters. Durst claims he did write the one on his letterhead, but he did not 

write the one about Susan’s murder. Jarecki then asks, “Can you tell me which one you 

didn’t write?” while pointing to the two envelopes. After a moment, Durst replies, 

“No.”109 After that, the interview is over. Jarecki has methodically proven to the audience 

that Durst is guilty of murdering Susan Berman. He was an advocate from the beginning, 

but by the end of the finale he has produced a result that would not have happened 

without his involvement. 
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Conclusion 

 Michael Moore’s final rule, “Sound is more important than picture,” applies aptly 

to the shocking ending of The Jinx, when Robert Durst, unaware he was still wearing a 

microphone goes into the bathroom and says, “There it is, you’re caught . . . What the 

hell did I do? Killed them all, of course.”110,111 The bathroom confession is the crowning 

moment of Jarecki’s role as the Advocate Narrator. He states explicitly that Durst was 

guilty, he provides almost five hours of material reinforcing that claim, and finally he 

gets Durst to confess, even if Durst is unaware he is doing it at the time. Jarecki builds his 

credibility by sharing his long history with Robert Durst, showing how exactly he and his 

team can do what they did, and, possibly most importantly, by having Durst himself say 

that Jarecki knows him better than anyone else who has tried to interview him.  

 With his credibility established, Jarecki can advocate fully for one side of the 

argument. While watching, it is easy to miss how there is no refutation because Durst is 

on screen so often. Upon closer inspection, Jarecki does not feature any interview footage 

where Durst says he is innocent or that the claims are false. Instead, Jarecki uses a section 

where Durst says his lawyers suggested that he “tell the truth, nothing but the truth . . . 

[but] in terms of ‘the whole truth,’ if it . . . does not turn into an untruth, well, try it.’”112 

From that, you would think that Durst is essentially admitting to perjury. Jarecki portrays 

Durst as dishonest, but when taking a critical lens to his narration, could one say the same 

about him? 
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 The Advocate Narrator is, true to its name, advocating for something. To 

effectively advocate, the narrator must show the holes in the opposing argument while 

simultaneously establishing her/his own credibility so the arguments remain reasonable, 

sincere, and persuasive. Jarecki becomes the protagonist of The Jinx in the final episode, 

as he attempts and succeeds to get Durst to admit to murdering Susan Berman. 

Obfuscating the truth seems wrong to us, but it does two things: it makes Jarecki’s 

argument stronger and it makes for more interesting television. Jarecki’s goal for this 

series was to convince the audience that Robert Durst was a murderer, and, for at least 

this author, his methods were successful. 
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Chapter 4 – Making a Murderer 

 

“ ” 113 

– Moira Demos and Laura Ricciardi 

 

Introduction 

 In novels, the narrator is typically seen as the prose that surrounds and frames the 

dialogue. The narrator provides information about the characters’ state of mind, 

movements, and non-verbal reactions. As authors translate the author from page to 

screen, the narrator often becomes a voice-over, but as shown throughout this thesis, the 

narrator can be much more than that. An argument in narratology centers on whether the 

narrator and the author are two separate entities or not, and the answer is complicated 

when narrators transfer to film. With the exception of epistolary novels, the narrator is 

almost always a known presence in novels. The same cannot be said of film and 

television. 

 For film and television, the author of the work is typically seen as the director or 

creator, which is why a director like Martin Scorsese is seen as the primary force behind 

his films even though he does not write the screenplays. Koenig is the author of Serial, 

Jarecki is the author of The Jinx, and Moira Demos and Laura Ricciardi are the authors of 
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Making a Murderer. The narrative of Serial is filtered through the narrator’s voice. 

Koenig highlights her narrative choices to cultivate a sense of transparency, such as how 

she gathers information and how she occasionally holds back a piece of information to 

make the reveal in a later episode more impactful. While Koenig acts as a proxy for the 

audience in understanding the evidence, Jarecki takes a Moorian approach to the Jinx and 

inserts himself into the narrative, advocating for a specific perspective. Jarecki’s presence 

on screen clarifies his role as narrator. Evidence of his presence are found throughout the 

series: his edits, his questions, his voice. He puts himself and his team on screen, so the 

audience can see them laboring over the phrasing of a single question to catch Durst in a 

lie. Making a Murderer however does not have an onscreen presence or a voice-over, so 

who is narrator of the series? Is there a narrator? 

 Yes, as the director performs narrating function, but the question elucidates how 

the narrator-author debate translates to film and television. Making a Murderer blurs the 

lines between the narrator and the author/director. This chapter explores the fuzziness 

around the separating line, showing how the line does not exist in many cases. The 

narrator is the author/director and vice versa. As mentioned in the first chapter, there are 

three types of narration in documentary expository (voice-over), observational (handheld, 

silent), and interactive (talking head).114 Serial uses a combination of expository and 

interactive. The Jinx uses the same combination with a touch of observational, in which 

Jarecki inserts his own voice to aid the audience in forming the “right” opinion about 

Durst.  
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The final series, Making a Murderer, has no obvious expository narration. The 

entire series is composed of archival footage, headlines, and interviews (where the 

questioner is not shown). Rather than being a part of the narrative like Jarecki or creating 

a frame story like Koenig, Moira Demos and Laura Ricciardi, the filmmakers for Making 

a Murderer, craft the text to suppress outwards signs of narrator intervention. They are 

heterodiegetic narrators. They are hidden, with the only evidence of their presence the 

occasional text card showing the passage of time, the editing, and the fact that the series 

exists means someone must have filmed it. The narrating tool suggests the lack of an 

obvious guiding voice, be it subjective or objective, can impact the persuasiveness of the 

argument. 

 

Series Background 

 Making a Murderer opens on a jubilant scene in which Steven Avery arrives 

home. Steven Avery is from Manitowoc County, Wisconsin and, after spending 18 years 

in prison for sexual assault, DNA evidence absolved him of the crime. His family greets 

him with tears in their eyes. Cameras from various news outlets capture the moment. One 

reporter asks him how it feels to be free and Avery replies, “Wonderful.” A family 

member laughs and says, “After eighteen years.” His cousin holds him and cries, “Oh, 

God! Stevie, you’re home!” Over a shot of his smiling face, a grainy voice-over from 

Avery says, “I was happy when I got out. I probably was the happiest man on the Earth.” 

This grainy voice-over is accompanied by sub-titles, unlike any of the dialogue presented 

in the episode so far. After the voice over ends, a woman says, “We knew he was 
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innocent.”115 None of this is explained. Demos and Ricciardi throw the audience into 

Steven Avery’s return. The dialogue provides hints as to what happened to Avery: 

“eighteen years,” “innocent,” “when I got out.” Without a narrator voice-over, like in 

Serial, however, the audience can only piece together the snippets of dialogue and 

attempt to deduce the truth. 

 After the opening scene of Avery’s return, the episode cuts to a newspaper 

headline reading “DNA frees man after 18 years.” The rest of the episode reveals that 

Steven Avery was found guilty of sexual assaulting Penny Beerntsen in 1985. In 1985, he 

claimed he was innocent and he had an alibi corroborated by seventeen people, but he 

was still arrested and sentenced to thirty years in prison by Manitowoc County. The 

documentary series features many interviews with Avery’s 2003 lawyers, the ones the 

Avery family hired to help Steven Avery receive recompense from Manitowoc County. 

The lawyers build their case around the idea that the Manitowoc Sheriffs purposely 

ignored evidence pointing to other suspects and to ensure Avery was arrested. Making a 

Murderer traces how the Manitowoc County Sheriff Department and the justice system 

treated Avery for rape that the preponderance of evidence suggests he did not commit. 

The series chronicles Avery’s life as he is accused, tried, and convicted of a murder after 

he attempts to sue the Sheriff Department for the wrongful conviction. 

 The opening episode takes the audience through the evidence that details the 

particulars of the 1985 case, which should have ended with an acquittal, but not before it 

explores Avery’s spotty past. Avery had an arrest record prior to the Beerntsen assault. 

Avery tells the audience in a voice-over that he committed “two burglaries with [his] 
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friends” and that, at the “negging” of some of his friends, he lit the family cat on fire.116 

The importance of this reveal is twofold. First, Demos and Ricciardi foreground Avery’s 

past, presenting him as a flawed individual and announcing their recognition that he is 

guilty of some wrongdoing. He has made mistakes, but as his cousin says, “he always, 

always [owns] up to everything he [does] wrong.” In conceding that Avery is not the 

perfect person, Demos and Ricciardi seek the necessary credibility to make a more 

important argument in later episodes.  

 Second, Avery directly tells the audience about the record. He is the one to tell 

people of his wrongdoings, establishing his honesty. This articulation of his past sets up a 

broader argument to explain the theory of why Manitowoc County unfairly focused the 

investigation on him. The theory suggests that the police focused on Avery because he 

had a feud with the wife of a county deputy, who was also Avery’s cousin. The feud 

escalated to a point where Avery spent months in jail after the wife of a county deputy 

accused Avery of running her off the road and pulling a gun on her. Avery admits this 

was true, he did harass and pull a gun on the county deputy’s wife. Due to his continued 

harassment of the deputy’s wife, coupled with the fact that, according to his 1985 

appointed lawyer Reesa Evans, the Avery family was insular and not well liked by the 

community, Steven Avery was a convenient target for the police when the actual 

assaulter looks vaguely similar to Avery.117 While the opening episode suggests Avery is 

no angel, the series suggests that he is not a rapist and does not deserve to be treated 

unjustly by the police. None of this is expressly stated, however, as a narrator is 

noticeably absent. Only the editorial choices, which cut the narrative in such a way to 
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conclude that Avery has a troubled past but is not bad, suggest the presence of a narrator 

influence. 

 The first four episodes follow the same structure, in which Demos and Ricciardi 

compile interviews, documents, news reports, and archival police interrogation footage to 

relay the story. The interviews are juxtaposed with the headlines or footage of the Avery 

family showing how Avery goes from being suspected and wrongfully convicted for 

sexual assault to being arrested for the murder and how he gathered his legal team to 

establish his defense. The repetition of this structure, which leads to the trial, establishes 

how the narrators guide the audience through the story. The editorial choices and 

occasional intertitles, which are reserved for dates or bulk exposition, are the only 

evidence that explicitly calls attention to narrators. The rest of the series play as if there 

was no hand guiding the story, creating a more factual feeling, a process reminiscent of a 

cinéma vérité technique.  

The second episode reveals information about the murder of Teresa Halbach, who 

Avery allegedly murdered and was last seen at the Avery salvage yard. Avery had 

contacted her to take pictures of a car he wanted to sell in the magazine, AutoTrader. The 

second episode sets up a multiple episode arc that explores how Avery’s legal team treats 

the case, uncovering how the police railroaded Avery. The episodes also show the means 

through which the prosecution and the police gain information necessary to prosecute 

Avery for Halbach’s murder. Since the series begins with the claims that Avery is treated 

unjustly and the police have a motive to prosecute Avery, when the fourth episode shows 

how two police officers coerce Brendan Dassey, a 15-year-old boy with an IQ under 70, 
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into confessing that he and his uncle, Steven Avery, murdered Halbach, Demos and 

Ricciardi frame the actions as yet another example of the police framing Avery. 

 After Avery’s case is established and his defense team, Dean Strang and Jerry 

Buting, are introduced, the series makes a major tonal shift in episode five. It breaks from 

the more investigatory style of the first four episodes to an observational style. Through 

the first four episodes, Demos and Ricciardi minimize any hints of an external presence 

constructing the story. This helps present Avery as an authentic person, and a constructed 

image of an individual who serves as an indictment of an unfair justice system. Demos 

and Ricciardi depict Avery as a poor, reckless man with a troubled past, but one who is 

undeserving of the mistreatment demonstrated throughout the series.  Once Demos and 

Ricciardi establish Avery’s character as well as the justice system’s intentional targeting 

of Avery, they show the court case. The following five episodes focus on the major 

arguments made by the defense and the prosecution. Demos and Ricciardi edit the court 

case so the 200 to 240 hours of evidence, testimony, and statements fit into the five hour-

long episodes. The series explores how the police characterized the evidence to suggest 

guilt and new evidence of police malfeasance discovered by the defense team, and special 

focus is given to the defense. These editorial choices did not go unnoticed by either the 

prosecution or defense teams. Ken Kratz, one of the prosecutors, claims the series left out 

“crucial facts” and that the series “really presents misinformation.”118 Strang, Avery’s 

attorney, says Demos and Ricciardi “did a good editorial job of exploring the arguments 

made by both the defense and the prosecution within the show’s time constraints.”119  

                                                 
118 Daniel Victor, “‘Making a Murderer’ Left Out Crucial Facts, Prosecutor Says,” New York Times, 

January 5, 2016. Accessed March 21, 2017. 
119 Ryan Buxton, “Dean Strang Discredits Claims of Missing Evidence In ‘Making A Murderer’,” 
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 The differing characterizations make sense, as Roth Cornet says Making a 

Murderer is “very much a point of view documentary. It takes the position that [Avery] is 

innocent, and it basically serves to build a case that he is.”120 Demos and Ricciardi create 

the argument and gather the evidence for Avery’s innocence without appearing on 

camera. The style of narration is the Hidden Narrator, in which Demos and Ricciardi 

present the narrative without an observable intervention, allowing the audience to “see” 

the evidence for themselves. This chapter explores how the Hidden Narrators establish 

the credibility of the subject rather than themselves, use the point-of-view to make the 

audience feel as if they are watching the events unfold unmediated by a narrator, and use 

intertitles and other evidence of the narrator to further establish an objective voice.  

  

The Hidden Narrator 

In the first episode of Making a Murderer, the grainy voice is revealed to be 

Avery calling from prison. During the call, Avery comments on the police arresting him 

for Beernsten’s assault by saying, “They had the evidence back then that I didn’t do it, 

but nobody said anything. I don’t see what I really did wrong to the sheriff for him 

to pick on me like that.”121 While suggesting that Avery was mistreated and wrongfully 

arrested by Manitowoc County is important for the narrative, establishing sympathy for 

the subject is also critical for the Hidden Narrator’s credibility. Demos and Ricciardi do 

not appear on screen during any of the ten episodes, but their presence is evident in the 

effort to highlight Avery’s previous experience with the legal system during the sexual 
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assault case before exploring the Halbach murder case, which is murkier than the case of 

the Beernsten assault. By highlighting how DNA evidence from the sexual assault 

ultimately proved Gregory Allen was the perpetrator and that Avery had an alibi 

corroborated by so many people, Demos and Ricciardi frame Avery as the unfortunate 

victim of a rigged justice system. Throughout the first episode, Demos and Ricciardi 

establish that Avery is innocent through interviews, documents, and news reports. The 

following three episodes utilize the same tropes, creating a repeated structure that 

continually reinforces Avery’s plight as the hapless subject of a vengeful police force. 

The familiar structure enables the larger truths revealed at the end of each episode to fit 

within a broader narrative of police malfeasance. By redeploying the structure when there 

is greater uncertainty, Demos and Ricciardi use the comfort of the similar structure to 

enable the audience to reach more concrete conclusions. As Hidden Narrators, the 

credibility they build is not strictly for themselves as reliable narrators, but as passive 

observers of a problematic truth, that Avery is subject to unjust treatment from a system 

that wishes to railroad him in a conviction.  

 Because the narrations in Serial and The Jinx are told through the voice of the 

respective narrators, Koenig and Jarecki need to build personal credibility as responsible 

truth tellers, be it as a journalist or advocate. Demos and Ricciardi, however, present their 

arguments through splicing together interviews from various parties. Unlike Koenig and 

Jarecki, they do not present themselves as having an active role in uncovering important 

information in understanding the larger narrative. Rather, their footage frames the 

evidence necessary to demonstrate Avery’s innocence and the police forces’ malfeasance 

as obvious to those who would just listen to their stories. Hence, Demos and Ricciardi 
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position Avery as the credible victim, deflecting attention away from their role as 

narrators in constructing the image of Avery as a hapless scapegoat for a corrupt police 

department.  

 The Hidden Narrator focuses on the protagonist of the story by building 

credibility and sympathy for that character. Demos and Ricciardi showcase Avery’s 

honesty about his past wrongdoings as well as ways in which Manitowoc County held a 

grudge against him. One example Demos and Ricciardi provide of Manitowoc County 

purposefully framing Avery is the story of Sergeant Andrew Colburn. Stephen Glynn, 

Avery’s civil rights lawyer, explains how when the Beernsten assault investigation was 

ongoing, Sergeant Colburn received a call from Calumet Police, a police force in a 

neighboring town. The call explained that they arrested a man named Gregory Allen, who 

mentioned something about assaulting a woman in Manitowoc County. The call suggests 

that Allen, and not Avery, was guilty of the assault, yet Colburn does not file the tip until 

the day after Avery is released from jail, 18 years later.122 The episode cuts to Glynn 

interrogating Colburn, who admits that he filed the tip 18 years after the call. Demos and 

Ricciardi follow this story with another cover-up by Lieutenant James Lenk, reinforcing 

the image that the Manitowoc County Sherriff Department unfairly focused their 

investigation on Avery, ignoring evidence that could acquit him of the crime. The Hidden 

Narrator foregrounds evidence as what drives the story. By not appearing on screen, 

Demos and Ricciardi present the illusion that the audience has unfettered access to all the 

evidence in the case. This becomes even more important to cultivating credibility when 

the audience sees the Manitowoc Country Sherriff Department actively suppressing or 
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ignoring evidence. The rhetorical effect is to see the evidence as it really is, enabling the 

audience to “follow the evidence” to its natural conclusion: Avery, while no saint, is not 

guilty of the crimes of which he is charged. If Demos and Ricciardi become part of the 

narrative, like Koenig or Jarecki, then they become intermediaries who filter the 

evidence. As Hidden Narrators, they can cast the Manitowoc County Sherriff Department 

as nefarious mediators who suppress and ignore evidence to “narrate” a story showing 

Avery is guilty. Demos and Ricciardi use juxtaposition to position themselves as credible 

and honest narrators. 

 Once the trial starts, the series makes a shift from showing different people 

gathering evidence and the news conferences given by the State to focusing primarily on 

the Halbach murder trial. The only scenes outside of the courtroom are either interviews 

with the defense attorneys Strang and Buting in their hotel rooms or end of day press 

conferences. These short cutaways provide exposition, such as when Buting says, “In a 

long trial like this, openings are very important. Really, probably more important even 

than the closings.”123 The episode cuts to Strang giving the defense’s opening statement. 

These transition moments let the audience know that time has passed while also making 

sure what has said or what is about to be said is clear. With the trial as the focus of the 

remaining episodes, the narrators feel further suppressed, as the predominant visuals in 

the episode are archival footage. 

 The term cinéma vérité is often equated with observational cinema, which means 

attention is drawn away from the camera to reveal a truth. The term usually applies when, 

as Bledstein puts it, a film “features the clear presence of the filmmakers within the films 
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themselves.”124 Making a Murderer, however, does not feature this presence. Demos and 

Ricciardi make the viewer feel as if s/he is a part of the audience watching the trial 

unfold, and they accomplish this sensation by presenting the trial and investigation in 

progress. The interviews they conduct are predominantly conducted after the trial, but the 

presentation makes them feel contemporaneous with the trial. Without an obvious 

narrator to reassess the facts and the “facts” of the case, Demos and Ricciardi do not 

readjudicate Avery’s case. Instead, they show the case unfolding in the same way it 

would have as if the viewer was present at the trial. 

 One example of the Hidden Narrator putting the viewer in the shoes of the jurors 

is how the camera is positioned. In the episode titled “The Last Person to See Teresa 

Alive,” the two legal teams make arguments to the judge about whether a vial of Avery’s 

blood should be admitted into evidence. In previous episodes, the police found blood on 

the inside of Teresa Halbach’s vehicle. DNA testing reveals the blood to be Avery’s. It 

seems like it was open and shut, as Avery must be lying when he claims he has never 

been in the car. When Buting finds a vial of Avery’s blood in a Manitowoc County Police 

Department storage room (one taken the first time he went to prison), he finds it has a 

puncture mark on the lid. The puncture is the size of a needle, which adds to the 

defense’s case that Avery has been framed by Manitowoc County.  

In the third and fourth episodes, Demos and Ricciardi show the audience the 

police finding the blood in Halbach’s car and provide interviewed discussions about the 

implications. Buting asks the camera, “If [Avery’s] got gloves on, how could he be 

actively bleeding and leaving his blood behind?” to point out how the evidence feels 
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suspicious, adding to the argument that “If [Avery’s] blood is in that vehicle, somebody 

planted it there.”125 When Buting finds the vial, his argument that Avery had been set up 

looks to be true. In the fifth episode, after the series shifts to the court case, Demos and 

Ricciardi position the audience as part of the court gallery. From this perspective, the 

audience sees the backs of Strang and Buting as they present their ultimately failing 

arguments for why the blood should not be included as evidence. The placement of the 

camera positions the viewer in the role of observer rather than investigator. In the court 

room, the audience only has access to the public arguments made by the lawyers, and the 

only way the audience can make judgments is to assign credibility to Avery, who Demos 

and Ricciardi paint as being a prime target for abuse by the justice system. In Making a 

Murderer, once the trial begins, the evidence has been gathered and all that is left is for 

the audience to see if the evidence from the first four episodes is enough to help Avery. 

The shift from participant to observer is key to Demos and Ricciardi’s strategy as Hidden 

Narrators. If the audience trusts their methods and trusts Avery, then Demos and 

Ricciardi’s manipulation of the chronology of the events, such as the post-trial interviews 

intercut with the trial, to strengthen their arguments do not seem like problematic 

interventions in constructing Avery’s innocence and the police department’s misconduct. 

 Avery’s trial lasts six weeks and the two sides present somewhere between 200 

and 240 hours of evidence and testimony. Rather than present the court case in 24 

episodes, Demos and Ricciardi neatly fit the trial into five episodes, each roughly lasting 

one hour. The beginning of the trial is marked by a series of news reports about the 

upcoming trial. The first reporter reports on the ages and occupations of the selected 
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jurors, which Buting and Strang discussed in the previous exposition scene as the product 

of biased jury. Strang, reading from juror cards, provides some of the jurors’ reasons for 

not wanting to sit on the trial: “I already think [Avery] is guilty,” “I believe the defendant 

is guilty,” and “A trial is pointless” are among the pile.126 Buting and Strang discussing 

the jurors sets up the trial, but Demos and Ricciardi use their exchange to reinforce that 

Avery is the underdog in the trial. Not only is the police department out to get him, but 

the jurors who will decide his fate are entering the trial with an explicit bias toward guilt. 

This framing creates more sympathy for Avery and adds credibility to the case that even 

if Avery is convicted, he still may be innocent.  

 The series splices together cross-examinations of the witness to give the illusion 

that the prosecution and the defense ask their questions one after the other. The editing 

choices change the effect of the testimony by allowing the defense to counter the 

prosecution’s case against Avery seconds after it is made, rather than hours afterwards. 

For example, when Special Agent Tom Fassbender, one of the men who led Halbach’s 

murder investigation, is on the witness stand, Kratz asks him if he found any sort of 

evidence placing Halbach inside of Avery’s house, as Avery claims Halbach never came 

inside. Fassbender points to several items, such as a piece of notebook paper with her 

phone number on it. Demos and Ricciardi cut to Buting, who asks Fassbender about the 

presence of evidence, though he rules out the items Fassbender brought up, saying it is 

circumstantial and even understandable since Avery had contacted her to take pictures of 

his car. Buting wants to know if any of Halbach’s DNA was found inside Avery’s home. 
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Fassbender responds no, they did not find any.127 This line of questioning happened, but 

not in this order.  

The editing compresses the time between the questioning, highlighting the 

dissonance between in the narrative presented by the prosecution and the narrative 

constructed by the filmmakers. Demos and Ricciardi can prevent a key piece of testimony 

for the prosecution from connecting with the audience by countering with the defense’s 

cross examination seconds later. This prevents the prosecution from building up 

rhetorical momentum to obfuscate evidence. In the actual trial, the prosecution would go 

on rolls of having damning testimony where they could confirm the jury’s bias Avery is 

guilty. The power of the editing changes the rhetorical dynamic and leads the audience to 

a different conclusion than the jurors drew. Demos and Ricciardi’s edits suggest that 

eliminating the lawyerly flourishes and only focusing on the evidence and facts of the 

case, the juror would reach the opposition conflusion: Avery is not guilty, even though 

the nefarious actions of Manitowoc County manufacture his guilt. The viewer, while in 

the position of an actual audience member, experiences a different trial than an actual 

juror. Through their edits and how they position the camera, Demos and Ricciardi create 

a narrative which aligns with the argument they present throughout the series. 

 The presence of Demos and Ricciardi as narrators is never made obvious, apart 

from their use of intertitles. Making a Murderer has no voice-over other than the 

characters speaking to each other on the phone. It does not show the cameras (other than 

the news crews at press conferences). It does not give the audience any personal 

information about Demos or Ricciardi. It does, however, feature text that informs the 
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audience where and when the story is taking place as well as who the characters are. 

Intertitles are more popular in fiction films, as they can “dramatize, narrativize, entertain, 

characterize, stereotype, and visualize” information for the audience quickly.128 In 

documentaries, intertitles can “provide context, diegetic and extradiegetic information, 

and framing” and do it in an economical way, rather than having to have an interviewee 

provide that information.129 While the intertitles are a clear indication of a narrator/author 

guiding the audience through the narrative, they are so unobtrusive they do not distract 

the audience from the narrative.  

After the opening titles in the pilot episode, an establishing shot of a courthouse is 

shown and an unobtrusive “United States District Court – Milwaukee, Wisconsin” 

appears in the lower left corner of the screen.130 It is so banal, that it is easily overlooked. 

The intertitle tells the audience contextual information they need to know to understand 

where Avery is, but the substantive information comes from an interview with his Civil 

rights attorney, Glynn, who explains Avery is suing Manitowoc County. The text is 

almost unnecessary as Glynn explains the actions, but the use of the text informs the 

audience that text will be used. After repeated uses of the text appearing followed by a 

person explaining the context, Demos and Ricciardi demonstrate that that text is there to 

provide context, but it does not influence the audience one way or another. In doing so, 

they use text and intertitles later in the series to be more informative without jeopardizing 

their position as objective, hidden narrators.  
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The text becomes more obvious as the series proceeds. During the trial, the screen 

cuts to black and white text reading “March 1, 2006 – The day of Brendan’s arrest, and 4 

months after initial searches, law enforcement returns to Steven [Avery]’s property to 

search for additional evidence” appears.131 The intertitle serves a similar purpose as the 

scenes with Buting and Strang in their rooms, as the text provides context for the 

following scene while also informing the audience that time has elapsed since the last 

scene. Each new interview, whether on the witness stand or conducted by Demos and 

Ricciardi, is accompanied by the name of the person as well as their relationship to 

Avery. The intertitles place Avery, not the victim, as the centerpiece of the story. Demos 

and Ricciardi make Avery the point of reference to understand the narrative. In doing so, 

they place an emphasis on the audience generating identification with Avery, so the 

audience will see Avery as the victim. 

A key feature to a Hidden Narrator’s ethos is trafficking in the banal and the 

innocuous. The intertitles are a typical documentary trope for orienting the audience, but 

when every other textual feature is designed to suppress evidence of the narrator, any 

indication a narrator exists takes on a greater importance. The banality and objectivity of 

the text is a key feature of the Hidden Narrator, as the only time the audience sees the 

fingerprints of an author, the fingerprints are undisputed facts. When the only evidence of 

a narrator is factual claims, there is a greater likelihood that the choices the narrator 

makes are also rooted in factual portrayals of the narrator. The narrative Demos and 

Ricciardi weave presents Avery as an innocent victim in the scenario, but they 

themselves never comment on it. The evidence against Avery often looks just as bad as it 
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does against Durst and Syed, but, as Bledstein puts it in his essay, “the lack of an obvious 

subjective voice makes Avery’s innocence harder to question.”132 

 

Conclusion 

 Many people involved with the case criticized Making a Murderer for only telling 

one side of the story, Avery’s side. In a segment on HitFix, Roth Cornet brings up the 

criticism to her co-hosts and asks if Making a Murderer is ethical filmmaking. Her co-

host Clarke Wolfe responds that Making a Murderer is one sided, but it does not need to 

include the other side because the other side played out in reality. Making a Murderer, in 

her opinion, serves as a “counter” to the prosecution’s victory in court.133 Wolfe’s 

comments indicate that the Hidden Narrator functions to challenge hegemonic narratives. 

By being hidden, the narrators present “facts” as the driving narrative as opposed to a 

narrator. When there is a narrator, it is easier for an audience to dismiss that narration’s 

depictions of the facts as just another perspective. Hence, explicit narrators enable critics, 

those defending the hegemonic narratives, to establish a false equivalency between the 

two perspectives and diminish the role of facts in assessing the reality of a narrative. 

Hidden Narrators challenge that by using facts to detail the other side of history. The 

losing side. It is possible that is why the series affected me in the way it did. 

 Making a Murderer caused me to become so angry that I had to stop watching the 

series. Almost a year passed before I could return to the series. The way Demos and 

Ricciardi narrate the series was responsible for that affect, as they craft a narrative in 
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which I had already sided with the underdog before I saw the interrogation. The 

obfuscation of the narrator makes “the evidence they present come across as objective 

truth rather than evidence culled to argue for a point of view.”134  

The series references a Dateline episode focused on Avery, and after the series 

was released, Dateline made another episode.135 In the second episode, Lester Holt 

introduces the case by saying Dateline has been following the case for over a decade, and 

host Andrea Canning references her own appearance in Making a Murderer. Canning 

employs overt moves, such as narrating the episode in voice-over and being on screen 

while interviewing Buting and Kratz, to create credibility. Holt and Canning’s credibility 

function similarly to Koenig and Jarecki’s where they state that they are the experts in the 

case. They position the audience as investigators who re-adjudicate a case. Demos and 

Ricciardi do not mention they had followed the case for a decade or appear on camera 

while establishing their credibility. As Hidden Narrators, they establish their credibility 

through getting the audience to trust their methods and allowing the story to unfold as if it 

were contemporaneous rather than something the audience is looking back on. After 

establishing the credibility of their methods, they create an effective argument 

showcasing the reasons Avery should have been found not guilty.  

Even though the case is almost ten years old, when the judge reads that Avery has 

been found guilty, it hurts. The story unfolds in real time, presenting the case as it 

happens, which makes the triumphs and failures of the defense more affective. By 
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obscuring their presence, Demos and Ricciardi create a more affective and possibly more 

persuasive argument than more obvious narrators. 
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Chapter 5 – The End…? 

 

“Without Serial, it seems unlikely that Adnan Syed would have any hope 

at the moment; without The Jinx, Robert Durst might still be walking 

around a free man. . . . I have no idea where Steven Avery is going to end 

up.”136 

– Josh Modell 

 

 In this thesis, I examine three popular true crime documentary series. The first is 

Serial, a twelve-part podcast narrated by a Journalist Narrator. The second is The Jinx: 

The Life and Deaths of Robert Durst, a six-part HBO series narrated by an Advocate 

Narrator. The final series is Making a Murderer, a ten-part Netflix series narrated by the 

Hidden Narrator. In each series, the narrators present an argument about the 

guilt/innocence of the main subject. For Serial and Making a Murderer, the argument is 

that Syed and Avery, respectively, are innocent of the murders for which they were 

convicted. In the Jinx, Jarecki argues and attempts to prove to the world that Durst is 

guilty of numerous murders. 

                                                 
136 Josh Modell, “Netflix joins the crime-doc parade with the gripping Making a Murderer,” The A.V. Club, 

December 18, 2015. Accessed March 20, 2017. 
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 The ways the narrators present the narratives in these series are important to 

consider, as each series had a real-life impact on the cases. As the epigram suggests, 

Syed, after spending 16 years in prison, now has hope. He was granted a retrial in 2016, a 

year and a half after Serial ended.137 Robert Durst, however, was arrested the day before 

the finale of the Jinx aired. Los Angeles County prosecutors say “the finale of the Jinx 

warranted action” and if they had waited until after the episode aired he likely would 

have fled like he did after Morris Black’s murder.138 Steven Avery has received a new 

lawyer who believes she can get him exonerated, but the big change is for Brendan 

Dassey, Avery’s nephew who was coerced by Fassbender and Wiegert to confess to a 

crime he did not commit. Dassey is set to be released from jail.139 Three days after the 

release was issued, it was blocked by the prosecution, but Dassey is closer to freedom 

than he has been since 2007.140 Correlation does not imply causation, but the arguments 

presented by these narratives inform the decision-making processes of the audience. The 

series provides textual evidence to evoke a feeling in the audience members that they 

understand the people involved and the injustices done to him/by him. The narrators, be it 

a journalist, an advocate, or a hidden one, arrange the “facts” into consumable episodes 

and leave the audience with enough of a call to action that real-life change precipitates.  

 Of the three series, I found Serial and the Journalist Narrator to be the most 

intimate and enjoyable. Every word was filtered through Koenig’s voice, which made me 

                                                 
137 Jonah Engel Bromwich and Liam Stack, “Adnan Syed, of ‘Serial’ Podcast, Gets a Retrial in Murder 

Case,” New York Times, June 30, 2016. 
138 Matt Hamilton, “HBO’s ‘The Jinx’ played key role in ‘urgent’ timing of Robert Durst’s arrest, 

prosecutors say,” Los Angeles Times, December 20, 2016. Accessed April 4, 2017. 
139 Daniel Victor, “Brendan Dassey of ‘Making a Murderer’ Is to Be Freed While State Appeals Ruling,” 

New York Times, November 14, 2016. Accessed April 4, 2017. 
140 Daniel Victor, “Appeals Court Blocks Release of Brendan Dassey, of ‘Making a Murderer’,” New York 

Times, November 17, 2016. Accessed April 4, 2017. 
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feel as if I knew Sarah Koenig in a way I never knew Jarecki and could not know Demos 

or Ricciardi. Amanda Hess notes in the New York Times that that the second season of 

Serial was disappointing because it was an “already high-profile case,” which makes the 

first season as well as the pseudo-spin-off S-Town more enjoyable as they feature mostly 

unknown cases.141 The reality is that the first season of Serial and S-Town are so 

enjoyable and “bingeable” because Koenig is a character within the first season, just as 

Reed is in S-Town. It makes the narrative more personal, more intimate. Similar to how 

one would believe a preposterous claim coming from a friend over a stranger, the 

familiarity Koenig creates in Serial makes her arguments more persuasive. 

 In the same article, Hess states that S-Town, a seven-part podcast from the 

producers of This American Life and Serial, assembles “the whole story before its 

release,” which makes S-Town more compelling than the “publish-as-you-go, seat-of-

your-pants style of Serial.”142 The argument does not hold true for the Jinx, which was 

also edited together after the fact. I found the Jinx and the Advocate Narrator to be the 

least persuasive, as I often questioned whether Jarecki was, to paraphrase Robert Durst, 

telling the truth or the whole truth. If the case against Durst had not been so damning or 

Durst had not gloated over escaping imprisonment, I may have been left with more 

questions about the guilt of Durst. Much like the films of Michael Moore or Dinesh 

D’Souza, Jarecki as the Advocate Narrator creates the feeling of tunnel vision. It works in 

The Jinx largely because the case against Durst is so strong, but if it was not, the 

                                                 
141 Amanda Hess, “Liked ‘Serial’? Here’s Why the True-Crime Podcast ‘S-Town’ Is Better,” New York 

Times, March 30, 2017. Accessed April 2, 2017. 
142 Ibid. 
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Advocate Narrator may have more issues persuading those on the fence than the 

Journalist Narrator or the Hidden Narrator. 

 The Hidden Narrator in Making a Murderer was by far the most affective series. I 

had to turn the series off after witnessing the Fassbender and Wiegert taking advantage of 

Brendan Dassey. I also found the series to be the most persuasive, and it was because 

there is no explicit bias stated. Jarecki says Durst is guilty while on camera, then spends 

the entirety of the finale attempting to entrap him. Koenig says she does not want Syed to 

be guilty, but she does not know. She says no one knows, but that she would have voted 

for not guilty. Demos and Ricciardi have the same intention as Koenig and Durst: 

establish the innocence/guilt of the main subject. The difference is that Making a 

Murderer lacks a seemingly objective voice to guide the audience through the narrative. 

The Hidden Narrator works so well as the information Demos and Ricciardi present to 

the audience appears to be objective fact. The information is not filtered through a 

journalist’s voice or tainted by the advocate’s tunnel vision. It is merely what happened, 

even if it is only part of what happened. 

 The narrators in each series begin by establishing their credibility. They do so 

through different methods, but it is clear by the end of each series that the narrator is the 

expert. The narrator as expert has imparted knowledge to the audience, who now is able 

to decide for themselves if Syed, Durst, or Avery are innocent or guilty. The narrators of 

these series, especially Koenig, go through the process of taking the technical discourse 

of law and distill it into consumable information the audience can understand, and 

creating an argument with said information. Through this method, the narrators are doing 

exactly what Fisher described with the narrative paradigm. 
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 The narrative paradigm is a way of putting the arguments back into the hands of 

the audience, but Fisher and his critics seem to overlook the importance of the narrator in 

telling these stories. All kinds of series make arguments. In fact, few stories exist which 

have no argument, even if it is only about the storyworld created within the narrative.  

Currently, true crime series are on the rise. As I mentioned, Serial has received a 

second season and has a spin-off series, S-Town. A follow-up podcast, Undisclosed, was 

released after Serial ended, examining pieces of evidence Koenig left out. The podcast 

was created by Rabia, Syed’s best friend’s mother, the one who contacted Koenig in the 

first place, so its intentions (prove Syed’s innocence) are clear. Netflix ordered a second 

season of Making a Murderer, which is meant to follow the court battles currently 

ongoing now that the public is aware of Avery and Dassey. True crime series are popping 

up on every channel, such as American Crime Story: The People vs. OJ Simpson, where 

the narrators use a particular type of narration to raise questions and doubts about often 

decades old verdicts. As networks, radio stations, streaming services, and anyone with 

recording equipment produce more and more true crime series, both fictional and 

nonfiction, it is important to understand the role of the narrator and how the narrator uses 

a specific style to position the audience in a way to best make their argument. The 

narrators in these series provide examples for countering hegemonic narratives about a 

justice system that champions objectivity and the rule of law. Each time, the narrators 

show how justice failed, at least in their opinion. They each craft a narrative supporting 

their opinion and persuade enough people to affect change. In an age where the internet 

changes how we interact with knowledge, narrators can still influence what we think and 

why, so being aware of their methods is key to discovering the “truth.”  
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