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WHAT 'THE WALKING DEAD' MIGHT SAY ABOUT THE LIVING


-- The popular series "The Walking Dead" (9 p.m. Sunday, AMC, TV-14) returns for its fourth corpse-grinding season. 


For all of its novelty and gore, "Dead" is now and forever shall be a modern variation on the old Western. Here the embattled living stand in for the "white man" and the walking dead play the "savages." And as Westerns taught us, the only good savage was a dead one. Or, in this case, doubly dead with its brains sufficiently splattered. 


Four seasons on, this Western has ripened to the point where the prison-bound settlers seem on the verge of settling a new "civilization," complete with rudimentary agriculture and sporadic education for the young'uns. Bashing the brains of "walkers" has become a nine-to-five job for sentries, mostly women, who poke a spike through the undead's rotting eye sockets to turn their lights out for good. 


And with education and regular meals, some of the kids are beginning to get "soft." A few of the children have been seen giving the zombies names and even developing sympathy for their relentless, shuffling adversaries. 


"Dead" has become such a pop culture phenomenon that its network has teamed up with the University of California at Irvine to offer a massive open online course (or MOOC) on the meaning and messages of the series. "Society, Science, Survival: Lessons from AMC's 'The Walking Dead'" will discuss the show in terms of survival, leadership and adapting to situations that are perilous and uncertain.


I'm no professor. (I see myself as more of a Gilligan.) But to me, "Dead" fits into a rather chilling trend in popular entertainment, one that dovetails conspicuously with current political and societal shifts. 


An increasing number of shows feature a "master race" of creatures endowed with special powers. The mere mortals on "Dead" dispatch their shuffling inferiors with a certain nonchalance. Supernatural or comic book characters on "The Originals," "The Vampire Diaries," "The Tomorrow People," "Arrow," "Marvel's Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D.," "Sleepy Hollow" and other series see "normal" humans as nuisances, hindrances or enemies. 


Even the police procedural, a genre that used to celebrate the blue-collar regular guy, has become the province of the highly gifted ("Elementary," "The Mentalist") or the ominous, depraved genius ("Hannibal").  


Television, once considered a mass medium celebrating the everyman or woman, has begun to reflect a highly segmented society where people show a certain sociopathic impatience and indifference toward their fellow man. 


From gerrymandered congressional districts to highly segmented, ZIP code-driven marketing clusters, we've retreated, or have been segregated, into enclaves to keep the riffraff at bay. Is there any greater -- or more vicious -- example of a "gated community" mentality than the fenced prison compound on "The Walking Dead"? 


-- Can a dead letter be life affirming? Producer Martha Williamson returns to prime time for the first time since her series "Touched by an Angel" went off the air in 2003. The TV movie "Signed, Sealed, Delivered" (9 p.m. Saturday, Hallmark) will serve as a pilot, introducing the light, "uplifting" comedy of the same name that will air on a weekly basis beginning next year. 


"Signed" involves a group of postal detectives who toil to make sure that old letters reach their intended recipients before they pass on to that great post office in the sky. 


Eric Mabius, Kristin Booth, Crystal Lowe and Geoff Gustafson star as this odd band of civil servants, each endowed with different powers of deduction and intuition. Daphne Zuniga ("Melrose Place") co-stars as their boss, Andrea, a "Charlie" you might say, to this band of slightly touched angels. 


-- October used to bring the silly season of Halloween-themed programming. But over the past five years or so, basic cable has tightly embraced documentaries espousing the supernatural as "fact." So, basically, it's Halloween all year-round. 


"UFOs Crashed My Vacation" (8 p.m. Saturday, Travel, TV-PG) profiles "real" people who claim that their meticulously planned getaways were ruined, or at least altered, by the presence of spacecraft from an alien galaxy. 


-- Not content to work on "Access Hollywood" and other showcases for red-carpet celebrity puffery, Billy Bush now wants to play with the big boys -- three-ton, tanklike big boys. "Chasing Rhinos" (9 p.m. Sunday, Nat Geo Wild, TV-PG) features Bush as he and others put the spotlight on these enormous creatures, hoping to raise awareness about their vulnerability.


Hunted to the verge of extinction by poachers, rhinos are sought after for their horns, thought to have special powers by the superstitious. A single horn can bring more than $30,000. 


SATURDAY'S HIGHLIGHTS


-- Game one of the American League Championship Series (7:30 p.m., FOX). 


-- NASCAR racing in the Bank of America 500 (7:30 p.m., ABC), live from Concord, N.C.


-- Christmas descends on "Cedar Cove" (8 p.m., Hallmark, TV-PG). 


-- Margaret and Elizabeth match wits on "The White Queen" (9 p.m., Starz, TV-MA). 


-- Scheduled on "48 Hours" (10 p.m., CBS): a millionaire's murder leaves multiple suspects. 


-- Bruce Willis hosts "Saturday Night Live" (11:30 p.m., NBC, TV-14), featuring musical guest Katy Perry. 


SUNDAY'S HIGHLIGHTS


-- Scheduled on "60 Minutes" (7 p.m., CBS): Interviews with a teenager who may have invented a way to detect pancreatic cancer and an unsung hero of the Vietnam War; a report on Detroit's bankruptcy. 


-- Game two of the American League Championship Series (8 p.m., FOX). 


-- Fairy rules on "Once Upon a Time" (8 p.m., ABC, TV-PG).


-- The Dallas Cowboys host the Washington Redskins on "Sunday Night Football" (8:20 p.m., NBC). 


-- Alicia receives a tempting offer on "The Good Wife" (9 p.m., CBS, TV-14). 


-- Things get seriously weird at Nolan's housewarming fete on "Revenge" (9 p.m., ABC, TV-PG). 


-- A bundle of joy disrupts the retail atmosphere on "The Paradise" on "Masterpiece Classic" (9 p.m., PBS, TV-PG, check local listings).


-- Brody reconnects with his faith on "Homeland" (9 p.m., Showtime, TV-MA).


-- Nucky leaves for Tampa and Sally (Patricia Arquette) after a tentative meeting with Margaret (Kelly Macdonald) on "Boardwalk Empire" (9 p.m., HBO, TV-MA).


-- Sara can't keep Jack out of her mind on "Betrayal" (10 p.m., ABC, TV-14). 


-- A day at the waterslides on "Eastbound & Down" (10 p.m., HBO, TV-MA). 


-- Masters suspects that the cathouse data may be flawed on "Masters of Sex" (10 p.m., Showtime, TV-MA). 


-- A simple date may be more than Stuart can handle on "Hello Ladies" (10:30 p.m., HBO, TV-MA).


CULT CHOICE 


Brad Pitt and Sean Penn star in the 2011 drama "The Tree of Life" (8 p.m. Saturday, Sundance). Directed by Terrence Malick, this tale of a father alienated from his son received rapturous praise in some circles. Other critics felt it was preachy, pretentious and slow. 


SATURDAY SERIES 


Romantic role-playing on "Two and a Half Men" (8 p.m., CBS, r, TV-PG) ... A disabled detective breaks all the rules on "Ironside" (8 p.m., NBC, r, TV-14) ... Visiting day on "2 Broke Girls" (8:30 p.m., CBS, r, TV-14) ... A diner bombing rocks the squad on "NCIS: Los Angeles" (9 p.m., CBS, r, TV-PG) ... An assassin thwarted on "The Blacklist" (9 p.m., NBC, r, TV-14) ... "Saturday Night Live" (10 p.m., NBC, r, TV-14).


SUNDAY SERIES


Racing through Lisbon on "The Amazing Race" (8 p.m., CBS, TV-PG) ... Rigby and Van Pelt tie the knot on "The Mentalist" (10 p.m., CBS, TV-14).  


(Kevin McDonough can be reached at kevin.tvguy@gmail.com.)
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