
25

Steven Avery has already served time in prison for a crime he did not commit;
a new Netflix series suggests the same thing is happening again

On Change.Org, mOre than
300,000 people have signed a peti-
tion demanding that Steven Avery, a
convicted murderer, be released from
prison. The Wisconsin man, the peti-
tion argues, was the victim of “uncon-
stitutional mistreatment at the hands
of corrupt local law enforcement”;
accordingly, his trial should be thrown
out and he should be “exonerated at
once by pardon.”

But the impetus for these demands
isn’t the discovery of new evidence or
the revelation of a secret witness. It’s a
10-episode docuseries on Netflix.

Making a Murderer is part of a new
wave of interactive true-crime en-
tertainment. Whereas Nancy Grace
openly fries her subjects and Dateline
wraps messy trials into snackable seg-
ments, this breakout series—like the

podcast Serial and HBO’s The Jinx be-
fore it—explores a single story over
multiple episodes. That structure al-
lows creators to present all the relevant
components of a case, they say, and let
viewers draw their own conclusions.
“We weren’t there to solve the crime.
We were there to document the experi-
ence of being accused in this country,”
Murderer co-creator Moira Demos has
said. “We’d always hoped the series
would promote a dialogue.” In other
words, this isn’t just a TV show. It’s a
call for social justice.

By that measure, Murderer is re-
markably effective. We meet its sub-
ject, Avery, as a folk hero who has just
been released from prison after serv-
ing 18 years for an assault he did not
commit. (He’s freed by DNA testing.)
Two years later, Avery gets arrested for
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murder by the same cops he’s suing for negligence—
and using a mix of media clips, trial footage, narra-
tive title cards and original interviews, Demos and
co-creator Laura Ricciardi recount the shadowy
events that lead to his conviction, one episode at a
time. It’s both enthralling and enraging.

But is it accurate? In some ways, yes: every-
thing depicted on the show actually happened.
Yet at its core, Murderer is still a reality-TV se-
ries. That means central figures are “cast” in roles
(hero, villain, victim) and its events are heavily ed-
ited to ensure that viewers know who’s who, just
as they would on an episode of Survivor or The
Real Housewives. That’s the nature of condens-
ing more than 30 years of legal drama into 10 epi-
sodes. Nonetheless, it has given rise to one of the
sharpest critiques of Murderer so far: Avery’s pros-
ecutor, Ken Kratz, alleged that the show left out
crucial facts to advance a pro-Avery agenda, a sen-
timent echoed by several Internet sleuths. (Demos
and Ricciardi deny those claims.)

None of which means fans aren’t allowed to feel
angry or sad or even determined to fight for change.
Although the true-crime genre may have started
with chilly, removed storytelling, as in Truman
Capote’s In Cold Blood, there’s a reason the melo-
drama of Murderer and Serial is resonating right
now. A growing number of people sense “that the
American judicial system has serious problems,”
says David Schmid, an associate professor of En-
glish at the University of Buffalo who has written
extensively about the cultural impact of true crime.
“These shows give them a way to work through
their feelings about that.” Errol Morris, director
of the documentary The Thin Blue Line, says true-
crime fans are drawn to “the belief that through in-
vestigation and ratiocination we can come to a con-
clusion about the world.”

Still, true-crime characters are real people, and
acting out against them on the basis of a set of highly
curated facts can be ill-advised if not harmful. Ac-
cording to Jay Wilds, a key figure in Serial’s Season 1
case, the podcast’s fans have videotaped his house
and posted his personal information on Reddit. And
in the days following Murderer’s premiere, the Yelp
page for Kratz’s law firm was inundated with nega-
tive reviews, including a re-airing of embarrassing
indiscretions unrelated to his prosecution of Avery.

Dean Strang, one of Avery’s lawyers, has said
this vitriol reminds him of what he faced in 2005
when the public became convinced his client was
guilty after watching local news reports. Now that
Strang is being praised, however, he’s just as skepti-
cal of the sentiment. “Both of those experiences are
artificial and distorting,” he has said, because they
represent only “what’s going on in fevered social
media”—not what actually happened, in the court-
room or in the case. •

Tools, language
and controlled fire
are often cited as
critical advance-
ments in Homo
sapiens’ evolu-
tion. But in his
new book, neuro-
anthropologist
John S. Allen argues that our move into
dwellings may be just as important—if
not more so. Beyond providing protec-
tion from the elements and predators,
homes created spaces where complex
social interactions could take place and
mates and offspring could become fami-
lies. They also enabled early humans to
sleep securely and soundly, which has
been shown to increase brain functions
like learning and memory formation.
Dwellings are “critical not only for rest-
ing but also for thinking,” Allen writes.
“By removing us from the distractions
and stimuli of the outside world and
providing a wholly predictable environ-
ment,” they give us “an opportunity to
use our mental powers to better deal
with that world.” Hence the word used
to describe that feeling we get when we
stray too long: homesickness.

        —sarah begley
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