
Amy M. Green, editor-in-chief

Westphalia Press
An Imprint of the Policy Studies Organization

Washington, DC
2022 

P O P U L A R
C U L T U R E
R E V I E W

volume 33 number 1 spring 2022



Popular Culture Review gratefully acknowl-
edges the contributions and support by the 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas: College of 
Liberal Arts, and the University of Nevada, 
Las Vegas: Department of English.

Popular Culture Review: Vol. 33, No. 1, Spring 2022 
All Rights Reserved © 2022 by Policy Studies Organization

Westphalia Press
An imprint of Policy Studies Organization

1527 New Hampshire Ave., NW
Washington, D.C. 20036

info@ipsonet.org

ISBN: 978-1-941755-22-8



Table of Contents

Editor’s Note ................................................................................ v
Amy M. Green

Interview with Anna Wilson, the 2022 Winner of the  
Felicia Campbell Innovative Contributions to Popular 
Culture Studies Award .............................................................. 1

Republican Politics and Rainbow Wigs: George  
H. W. Bush, The Simpsons, and the Culture Wars of 
the 1990s ....................................................................................... 27
Chelsea Griffis

“The Future Thanks You for Your Service”: HBO’s 
Watchmen as Instructive Discourse .......................................... 59
Paul D. Reich and Emily O’Malley

‘A Serious Man Versus Nature Moment:’ Aquatic 
Monsters, Deep Time, and Climate Change ....................... 103
Michael Fuchs

Author Bios ................................................................................. 139



EDITOR
Amy M. Green 

University of Nevada, Las Vegas

EDITORIAL ASSISTANT
Jenessa Kenway

TECHNICAL MANAGER
Rahima Schwenkbeck

EDITORIAL BOARD
Adam Crowley 

Husson University

Yusuf Eradam 
TED University, Ankara, Turkey

Amy Green 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas

Michael Green 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas

Jaq Greenspon 
Vytautas Magnus University

Victoria Kannen 
Laurentian University

Jarret Keene 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas

Alice Kelly 
Independent Literary and Media Scholar

Scott Melton 
Bosque School

David Metzger 
Old Dominion University

Robyn Muir 
Independent Gender, Politics and Popular Culture Scholar

Daniel Reardon 
Missouri University of Science and Technology

Daniel Ferreras Savoye 
West Virginia University

H. Peter Steeves 
DePaul University

Gina M. Sully 
University at Buffalo, SUNY



v

Editor’s Note

As the editor of Popular Culture Review, I am ever in a 
state of being immensely grateful for what the authors 
who contribute to our journal share about popular 

culture. I am in a constant state of learning, and this is a gift 
beyond measure. This issue is no exception to that. Each of 
our authors contribute powerful, diverse analyses of popular 
culture that are exceptional in their timeliness and attention 
to detail. 

The issue begins with my interview with Anna Wilson, the 
winner of 2022’s Felicia Campbell Innovative Contributions 
to Popular Culture Studies Award. Dr. Wilson’s work focuses 
on fan fiction and a deep analysis of the concept of transfor-
mative works. In this interview, Dr. Wilson focuses on her 
own work considering fan fiction and premodern literature. 
She also discusses, more generally, why it is problematic that 
fan fiction tends to be derided both in academia and also in 
mainstream media culture. 

Chelsea Griffis’s ar ticle, “Republican Po litics an d Ra inbow 
Wigs: George H. W. Bush, The Simpsons, and the Culture 
Wars of the 1990s,” contextualizes The Simpsons w ithin the 
larger cultural wars of the 1990s, with Bush’s presidency as a 
central backdrop. Griffis also considers the dialogue between 
the show and Bush, especially with regards to the ways in 
which the show lampoons Bush, focusing on him as a person, 
as opposed to his political ideology. 

Paul D. Reich and Emily O’Malley return in this issue with 
their article “The Future Thanks You for Your Service”: 
HBO’s Watchmen  as Instructive Discourse.”  They  previous-
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ly published their article ““A Prison of Our Own Sins”: The 
Unacknowledged Legacy of 19th Century Slave Narratives in 
HBO’s Westworld and Hulu’s The Handmaid’s Tale in Popu-
lar Culture Review in General Issue 32.1. This time, they turn 
their focus to a powerful consideration of race, racism, mem-
ory in HBO’s Watchmen. 

Michael Fuchs considers how three recent films explore envi-
ronmental concerns in his article “‘A Serious Man Versus Na-
ture Moment:’ Aquatic Monsters, Deep Time, and Climate 
Change. He considers how films like The Meg transcend at-
tempts to reduce them merely to sea monster action flicks. 
Instead, Fuchs considers how these films provide extensive 
commentary on the growing impact of climate change on the 
planet. 

The authors in this issue give us much to consider about pop-
ular culture. I hope that you enjoy reading this issue. 

Dr. Amy M. Green, Editor, Popular Culture Review 
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Interview with Anna Wilson, the 
2022 Winner of the Felicia Campbell 
Innovative Contributions to Popular 

Culture Studies Award

Editor’s Note: I am thrilled to have had the 
chance to interview Anna Wilson for this 
issue. She is the 2022 recipient of the Feli-
cia Campbell Innovative Contributions to 
Popular Culture Studies Award. Her work 
with fan fiction is illuminating and she gives 
us, as scholars of diverse areas of popular 
culture, a great deal to think about. Amy M. 
Green, Editor. 

1. WHAT SPARKED YOUR INTEREST IN RESEARCHING 
THE CONNECTION BETWEEN FAN FICTION AND 
PREMODERN LITERATURE? 

When I started a BA in Classics, I was exposed for the first 
time to a whole literary culture built around adaptation—
from Homer to Virgil to Milton. At that point I had been 
an avid reader of fan fiction for several years; I discovered it 
online when I was fifteen or sixteen, via an e-mail listserv I 
was on for fans of a particular TV show (I’m proud to be a 
listserv-generation fan!). There was this natural resonance 
between the literary approaches I was encountering in both 
areas, despite the vast historical and stylistic gulf. But there’s 
a real tension in undergraduate courses on premodern histo-
ry and literature around negotiating the pop culture routes 
that many young people take into those subjects. Medieval 
studies, for example, has a really complicated relationship 
with texts like The Lord of the Rings and Game of Thrones that 
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bring students to our classes but then also have them expect 
and want certain things from the medieval past. When I was 
doing my BA it was HBO’s Rome and Ridley Scott’s Gladi-
ator. I was at Cambridge University, at a fantastic but tradi-
tional program, and I didn’t feel like there was space for me to 
bring fan fiction into reading classical literature—it seemed 
too anachronistic, and almost disrespectful.

That started to shift when I was introduced by some wonder-
ful teachers to the classical reception of late antiquity, like the 
fourth century poet Ausonius’ Marriage Cento which com-
bines half-lines of the Aeneid to make a pornographic poem. I 
learned that those literatures occupy a sort of denigrated cul-
tural space within Classics—they’re not canonical, and peo-
ple look down their nose a bit at them because they’re dou-
bly derivative. From another angle, I also became fascinated 
with Christian thinkers like St Jerome and St Augustine who 
come from a very old and traditional elite Roman education 
and then later in life are wrestling with how to reconcile their 
lifelong love of pagan literatures with their new Christian 
commitments. The projects to reread through a Christian 
lens the great classical poems and philosophers that begin 
in late antiquity and run through into the Middle Ages, like 
Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy and the Ovide moralizé, 
are picking apart and transforming canonical literature to suit 
their new audiences, which is what fan fiction does. 

I had been privately thinking of these texts as fan fiction all 
the way through my undergraduate degree, reading some 
of the foundational works in Fan Studies independently—
Henry Jenkins’ Textual Poachers was a revelation. I went to 
the Center of Medieval Studies at the University of Toronto 
from the UK to pursue an MA in medieval literature. I was 
lucky enough to have a professor, David Townsend, who was 
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the very rare combination of a brilliant medieval Latinist and 
queer theorist, who encouraged me to pursue my interests 
that straddled medieval literature and pop culture. The first 
paper I wrote for him was on the Mary Sue in medieval de-
votional literature, and that became the first chapter of my 
thesis, which he advised.

There was another element to my interest which was more 
about the context of my own education. Going from a state 
school in a very diverse and economically underprivileged 
part of west London—what in the U.S. would be called a 
public school—to a Classics degree at Cambridge was an 
alienating experience which made me very conscious of 
the classism and racism that is baked into higher education, 
which both Classics and Medieval Studies are negotiating in 
very interesting ways right now. Classics in particular has a 
long and complicated history in the British Empire as a tool 
of imperialism, forming an elite upper class with a shared 
language of references and cultural touchpoints. I was made 
very aware during my degree that I was being inculcated with 
those cultural touchpoints alongside young men and women 
who were going to go on to become part of the ruling political 
class; I vividly remember a class visit by Boris Johnson (who 
read Classics at Oxford). Fan fiction communities are also 
textual communities where shared references to specific texts 
form social bonds, but they stand in a very different relation 
to institutional power and cultural authority. Participating in 
fan communities was a relief to me from the political under-
currents at Cambridge, from which I felt deeply alienated. 
My emotional and intellectual relationships to the two differ-
ent textual communities I was part of made me more aware 
of how they were both working on me, and also made me 
interested in textual communities from the past that likewise 
had complex relationships to power and authority. 
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2. YOU DISCUSS IN YOUR WORK HOW FAN FICTION 
HAS BEEN FOLDED INTO THE LARGER IDEA OF 
TRANSFORMATIVE LITERATURE. CAN YOU SPEAK 
A BIT ABOUT HOW WE MIGHT DEFINE AND 
UNDERSTAND BOTH CONCEPTS? 

The term “transformative” came to be used in relation to fan 
fiction largely through the activism of the Organization for 
Transformative Works (OTW), a nonprofit organization 
which runs one of the largest online fan fiction archives, 
The Archive of Our Own, and one of the major Fan Studies 
peer-reviewed journals, Transformative Works and Cultures. 
The OTW was founded from within Anglophone media fan 
communities in the early 2000s in response to the threats to 
fan fiction communities represented by the incursion of cor-
porate censorship and monetization upon the increasingly 
profitable digital platforms that fans were using at that time 
to host fan fiction. The choice to use the term “transforma-
tive” was a statement about the OTW’s position on the le-
gality of fan fiction in U.S. law. They maintain that fan fiction 
occupies a legal category of artistic works (including, for ex-
ample, parody, or reviews that quote the original work) that 
have sufficiently transformed another property as to be “fair 
use” (Tushnet 61) and therefore not in infringement of copy-
right. In scholarship, the term “transformative” has been used 
explicitly to resist terms like “appropriative” or “derivative” 
that bring a value judgement that isn’t particularly appropri-
ate or useful for scholarship. “Transformative” offers a very 
expansive umbrella where fan fiction sits alongside lots of 
other art forms that adapt or transform, from film parodies to 
genres of music that use sampling, and used in that way it can 
be a very powerful term, because it situates fan fiction amid 
a broader cultural turn towards adaptation and transforma-
tion that I think we’ve been seeing in the last thirty years. It 
also makes it possible to look at resistance and reception in 



Interview with Anna Wilson

5

fan fiction alongside texts like Tom Stoppard’s Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern Are Dead and Jean Rhys’ Wide Sargasso Sea, 
which offer particular critiques and readings of their source 
texts. In making the decision to use that term, the OTW were 
building on theories of fan fiction from inside fandom, and 
also fan fiction studies by scholars like Henry Jenkins, Ca-
mille Bacon-Smith, and Sheenagh Pugh.  

But because the term “transformative” is very situated with-
in modern copyright law and the modern marketplace, it is 
not one I find particularly useful for premodern literature. 
Almost all premodern literature is transformative in the 
sense that it adapts or retells previously existing stories that 
exist in a sort of cultural commons, and the legal framework 
that makes the term meaningful does not yet exist. The term 
“transformative” also strips away the specificities of the fan 
community; for me, the “fan” in “fan fiction” is very import-
ant. My work is interested in the relationships between read-
ing communities and their literatures, so it’s useful to me to 
use a fairly narrow definition of fan fiction as transformative 
literature which is produced and circulated within a fan 
community, and which forms part of a practice of self-fash-
ioning as a fan, whatever that looks like in any given histori-
cal context. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead is a trans-
formative work, but it is not fan fiction by that definition. 
The term “transformative” also has limitations for thinking 
about some kinds of present-day fan fiction. Real Person 
fan fiction—fan fiction about celebrities—is not necessar-
ily transformative in the sense in which the OTW uses the 
term; the “text” that is being “transformed” is what Richard 
Dyer calls the “star image”: the celebrity insofar as they exist 
in the public sphere (Dyer 2; Busse, “My Life Is a WIP on 
My LJ: Slashing the Slasher and the Reality of Celebrity and 
Internet Performances,” 209). I find it very helpful to think 
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about fan fiction less through its relation to its source texts 
but as a self-contained literary movement with its own char-
acteristic forms, themes, tropes, and aesthetics, and embed-
ded in a specific community discourse.

So, for example, in one chapter in the book I am currently 
writing, I read the fourteenth century Italian poet Petrarch’s 
letters as “fan fiction” in order to show how he links exces-
sive love of the ancient Roman author Cicero, and deviant or 
queer masculinity. Petrarch has a lot of anxiety about his own 
love for Cicero and how it’s taken his life outside the norma-
tive expectations for Italian upper-class men: he never mar-
ries, but he doesn’t enter into a proper career in the Church 
either. While he continues to have sexual relationships with 
women, his emotional life is entirely organized around men, 
with long-dead classical authors almost interchangeable with 
his living friends, and he spends a lot of time thinking about 
that, particularly in a series of letters he writes to Cicero and 
the other long-dead classical authors who he loves. They’re 
not actually transformative works in the sense that they’re 
not adapting previous narratives, but like a lot of real person 
fan fiction, they imagine a relationship between a fan and ce-
lebrity in order to explore issues around parasocial relation-
ships and resistance to heteronormativity, fandom as queer-
ness, virtual communities, and the relationship between the 
self represented in the text and the self as we experience it 
(Busse, “‘I’m Jealous of the Fake Me’: Postmodern Subjec-
tivity and Identity Construction in Boy Band Fan Fiction”). 
Also, crucially, they are written for and circulated among a 
community of other Cicero fans, the epistolary network of 
antiquarian enthusiasts that Petrarch cultivated. So talking 
about fandom and fan fiction in relation to those letters is 
a really useful way of thinking about the relationships be-
tween gender and sexuality, desire, and reading communities 
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in those letters that other paradigms more conventional to 
medieval studies just don’t really articulate, even though the 
term “transformative” doesn’t apply.

3. WHAT MIGHT STUDENTS AND SCHOLARS OF 
LITERATURE BE LOSING OUT ON—IN TERMS OF A 
WIDER UNDERSTANDING OF STORYTELLING AND 
ITS FORMS—WHEN THEY DO NOT UNDERSTAND OR 
APPRECIATE THE ROLE OF FAN FICTION—BOTH 
ITS CURRENT ROLE, AND THE ROLE IT HAS PLAYED 
BACK INTO THE EARLY REACHES OF LITERATURE? 

The big answer to that question for scholars of literature is ac-
tually about pedagogy. There’s a tendency among educators 
to focus on the dangers and harm to young people of being 
online, and the pandemic has made that debate more com-
plex in all sorts of ways. Twenty-odd years ago, we speculated 
about what “digital natives” were going to be like, but now 
we know that being raised with devices does not necessarily 
mean that students are more computer-literate, while there is 
a lot of speculation about impact on attention spans, political 
polarization, and the erosion of empathy. But there has been 
growing interest in the educational sphere in the fascinating 
ways that fan fiction communities teach literary and critical 
skills through what Aragon and Davis call “distributed men-
toring” (Aragon and Davis). Fan fiction communities draw in 
young people who are excited about narrative, and studies are 
showing that those students come into literature classrooms 
with a set of tools for reading and writing that they’re ready 
to use, if we let them. They already are thinking about the 
relationship between style and form, about character, about 
the way texts circulate, and about cultural authority. It’s a ter-
rible waste to ignore, or, even worse, shame that knowledge 
so students compartmentalize it rather than integrating it 
into what they’re doing in the classroom. Pop culture schol-
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ars know that fan fiction and fan communities play a massive 
shaping role in how people interact with pop culture; it is 
time literature scholars understood that the skills young peo-
ple hone in those communities are fully transferable.

I think also that we miss a major source of literary influence 
on contemporary genre fiction if we ignore fan fiction. It’s im-
portant to remember that a lot of fan fiction is science-fiction 
or fantasy, those are the fandoms people write in, and while 
many people are familiar with the idea that fan fiction is a 
sort of training ground for writers, few people think about 
fan fiction as a literary influence on those writers who go on 
to publish in the mainstream. The teenagers I grew up with in 
fan communities are now winning Hugos and Nebulas and 
romance awards (formally RITAs, now Vivians). You can see 
a fan fiction aesthetic in a lot of fantasy, sci-fi, romance, and 
“women’s fiction” coming out now; there’s a greater interest 
in the interior lives of characters and emotional arcs, an in-
terest in clever reworkings of tropes and clichés, more inte-
gration of romance and of women and queer characters into 
genres which have been hostile to that in the past, and more 
cross-genre literature from authors who have developed such 
a strong voice that they can break into the market across con-
ventional categories. Fifty Shades of Grey is the first example 
many people think of, but in many ways it’s an outlier, in ways 
that Anne Jamison’s book Fic does a great job of explaining 
( Jamison 265–74). I’m thinking more of novels like Tam-
syn Muir’s Gideon the Ninth, Naomi Novik’s Temeraire series, 
N.K. Jemisin’s Broken Earth trilogy, Arkady Martine’s Memo-
ry Called Empire, Zen Cho’s Sorcerer to the Crown, Rainbow 
Rowell’s Fangirl and Carry On, Shelley Parker Chan’s She 
Who Became the Sun, Nghi Vo’s The Chosen and the Beautiful, 
Martha Wells’ Murderbot series—I could go on at length, I 
haven’t even started on short story writers. 
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Of course, this isn’t the first generation of fan fiction authors 
to go pro, but we’re now seeing the fruits of the massive ex-
pansion of fan fiction communities with the advent of home 
broadband in the early 2000s. All these authors have been 
open about the impact of fan fiction on their work (among 
other influences, obviously), but people rarely think of these 
novels as part of a movement, precisely because people think 
about fan fiction first and foremost as rewriting other peo-
ple’s work. Of all those novels, only Vo’s is doing that in an 
explicit way (it’s a magnificent reimagining of The Great Gats-
by), while some of the others do have an element of pastiche 
(Novik’s novels started life as Patrick O’Brian fan fiction, I 
believe, and Zen Cho’s novel draws brilliantly on Georgette 
Heyer, who is herself following Jane Austen), but all are 
masterclasses in taking the conventions and styles of very 
established genres while making them new with the voices 
and characters they bring to them, which is a very fan fiction 
thing to do.

The question of what scholars of premodern literatures might 
miss out on by ignoring fan fiction is a bit more difficult, but 
I think we have been seeing in medieval studies in the last 
few decades a slow response to the turn in pop culture stud-
ies towards audiences that happened in the 1960s and 70s, 
in a rise in interest in the activity of premodern audiences 
and readers. Trends in cultural studies and literary theory 
are often slow to trickle into the premodern fields, because 
the process of disciplinary formation in those fields involves 
so much mastery of technical skills like dead languages and 
palaeography, that you need just to access the original texts; 
it takes a while for those fields to also figure out the impact 
of a new wave of cultural theory, for the right graduate stu-
dents to find the right professors and institutions to do those 
projects, as I well know. Studying premodern readers also 
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presents special challenges because their traces are often so 
ephemeral, and traditional editorial practices, which stan-
dardize texts and remove marginalia, are not designed for 
studying the activity of individual anonymous readers even 
where we have the evidence of their work. Major digitization 
and transcription projects like The Piers Plowman Electronic 
Archive and the Kempe Project have made it much easier to 
do large-scale studies of marginalia, manuscript variants, and 
the material traces of how books were used.1 It’s now much 
more possible to study how texts moved around and were 
transformed by ordinary readers who made adjustments, 
additions, and erasures to customize texts to themselves and 
their immediate audiences. In the last twenty years there has 
been some fantastic scholarship in book history and literary 
studies on premodern and early modern reading communi-
ties, which in some cases has been openly inspired by interest 
in or participation in modern fan communities.

4. ALONG THESE SAME LINES, WHY DO YOU 
THINK THAT ACADEMIA AS A WHOLE TENDS 
TO LOOK DOWN ON MODERN “FAN FICTION,” 
WHEREAS THE IDEA OF “TRANSFORMATIVE 
LITERATURES” HAS MORE ACCEPTABILITY? 

“Fan fiction” has a set of associations which make many peo-
ple unwilling to take it seriously, and the OTW was fully 
aware of that in their strategic selection of what term to use 
to best advocate for fan fiction in the public sphere. The term 
“transformative literature” directs attention towards what the 
texts do rather than who is writing them, and so subtly alters 
the discourse. The Francis Spufford case is an interesting il-
lustration of the dynamics in play here around the relative 
cultural meanings of the terms “fan fiction” and “transforma-

1  http://english.selu.edu/humanitiesonline/kempe/index.php
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tive literatures.” In 2019, the British novelist Francis Spufford 
wrote an “unauthorized Narnia novel” called The Stone Table, 
which was unlicensed by the Lewis estate (the books are in 
copyright until 2034). Spufford printed copies for friends 
and family, and Frank Cottrell-Boyce, a highly respected 
children’s novelist and friend of Spufford, with Spufford’s 
permission posted screencaps of the first two chapters on 
Twitter, apparently with the ultimate goal of eliciting approv-
al from the Lewis estate. There was a lot of attention, mostly 
positive, from the mainstream media (Lea). The fan fiction 
community, however, reacted with bemusement and scorn 
to the publicity and the position Spufford had taken; they 
pointed out that he could have simply uploaded it to a fan 
fiction archive pseudonymously, where it could find an eager 
audience amidst hundreds of thousands of other pieces of 
Narnia fan fiction. Kate Gardner’s article for the web media 
outlet The Mary Sue was titled, “Let’s Call an “Unauthorized” 
Narnia Novel What It Is: Fan Fiction,” with the provocative 
subtitle, “I guess it gets a fancy title if a man writes it” (Gard-
ner). Spufford’s avoidance of the word “fan fiction,” which 
was surely the most accurate term for what he was doing, 
shows that the term can describe a cultural positioning rath-
er than a legal or artistic category. By avoiding both the term 
“fan fiction” and the digital contexts of fan fiction (such as 
a distribution venue like AO3), Spufford could rhetorically 
position The Stone Table as awaiting licensing rather than as 
unauthorized, as “serious literature” rather than a fan project, 
and therefore as a novel potentially partaking of the same 
cultural cachet as major literary works that transform others 
(I’ve already mentioned Wide Sargasso Sea and Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern are Dead, but one might also mention Par-
adise Lost, The Aeneid, Arthurian romances, and so on). The 
fan fiction community interpreted Spufford’s choice as liter-
ary snobbery combined with sexism, based on stereotypes 
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about fan fiction and fan communities. Spufford is an old-
er man with an established reputation in the literary scene, 
while fandom is overwhelmingly comprised of cis women 
and people of minoritized genders, and also heavily weight-
ed towards younger people who are starting out writing for 
the first time. I discuss this in more detail below. The word 
“fan,” short for “fanatic,” evokes movies like Misery and The 
Fan, where obsessive fans become murderous, media scare-
mongering about hysterical teenage girls at pop concerts, 
or the famous “Get a life!” Saturday Night Live skit that Wil-
liam Shatner did in 1986, where he asks a group of (male) 
Star Trek fans, “Have you ever kissed a girl?” The Stone Table 
couldn’t possibly be fan fiction, not because of its own prop-
erties as a text, because of who Spufford is, what he wanted to 
do with the text, and who he saw as his audience.

In certain contexts, the phrase “transformative works” does 
useful and important work, and the adoption of the term has 
done a huge amount for fan fiction; the climate is completely 
different today than it was twenty years ago, and that is partly 
due to the advocacy of the OTW and other groups and indi-
viduals. I remember when the owners of personal websites 
that hosted Star Wars fan fiction were getting threatening let-
ters from Lucasfilm lawyers. But for me and for my work, the 
whole point is that fan fiction is of fans, and it’s very import-
ant to me personally to use the word that is so weighted with 
cultural baggage, particularly for women.

5. WHAT ARE A FEW OTHER EXAMPLES OF PRE-
MODERN LITERATURE WHICH FIT THE DEFINITION 
OF FAN FICTION AND WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO 
CONSIDER THESE WORKS BEYOND JUST THAT THEY 
ARE CANONICAL? WHY SHOULD WE CONSIDER 
THEM TO BE FAN FICTION AS WELL? 
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In my 2021 article in Transformative Works and Cultures, I 
answer this question in detail (Wilson, “Fan Fiction and Pre-
modern Literature: Methods and Definitions”). I think firstly 
we—and by that I mean all scholars of fan fiction, not just 
people working with premodern literature—need to spend a 
bit more time thinking about the different ways we define fan 
fiction, and for what purpose. I’ve already talked in my earlier 
answers about the uses of “transformative” as a definition. In 
my article, I describe what I call three axes of approach to fan 
fiction— “poaching,” “transformation,” and “affect.” Poach-
ing is about defining fan fiction through its relationship to 
authority, transformation is about its artistic relationship to 
its source texts, and affect is about desire and identity. Be-
cause fan fiction is a literary form which is inseparable from 
its communities, it can be a really useful way to look at the 
way specific communities in historical specific moments 
have used techniques of literary transformation to make po-
litical statements, to articulate things about themselves, or to 
carve out a space in the cultural landscape. There is some re-
ally innovative and interesting work going on in the fields of 
classics and early modern and medieval literature—probably 
far more than I know about. There have been two issues of 
Transformative Works and Cultures on ancient scribal cultures 
and classical literature, including early Biblical and Talmudic 
texts. Angela Florschuetz has argued for reading the medie-
val poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight as fan fiction that 
reflects on “Gawain fandom” within the poem, Kavita Mu-
dan Finn, Jess McCall, and Louise Geddes have written on 
Shakespeare’s plays and responses to them, E.J. Nielsen has 
written on Christine de Pizan’s fifteenth-century Book of the 
City of the Ladies, Balaka Basu on Sir Philip Sydney’s Arcadia. 

In the book I’m currently writing, I use fan fiction to discuss 
Petrarch’s letters, fifteenth century additions to The Canter-
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bury Tales, and The Book of Margery Kempe, which is often 
called the first autobiography in English. It’s an account of 
her life, interspersed with visions where Margery steps into 
the Gospels as a speaking character, interacting with the Vir-
gin Mary, the apostles, and Jesus. Margery is technically il-
literate, in the sense that many otherwise educated women 
were in the Middle Ages, in that she is familiar with a wide 
range of contemporary devotional writing that has been 
read aloud to her, and has parts of scripture and the liturgy 
memorized, but she cannot actually read or write herself (or 
at least she claims she can’t), and she “writes” her book by 
dictation in collaboration with two different male scribes. So 
“reading” for her is something that takes place in the imagina-
tion and through bodily practices, and through discussion in 
her communities of other devout women and men. Fan fic-
tion is a useful way to read the Book of Margery Kempe, for me, 
because it offers a way to think about the very complicated 
way it intertwines issues of authorship and authority, reading, 
self-fashioning, gender, and desire, through rewriting sections 
of the Gospels to include Margery (Wilson, “The Role of Af-
fect in Fan Fiction”). I often have students at the beginning of 
their graduate careers approach me who are interested in con-
sidering different premodern texts as fan fiction. My question 
to them is always, what does fan fiction offer you as a lens or 
approach, rather than as taxonomy? What happens when we 
read this text as fan fiction? What kind of questions does it 
lead us to ask about it that we might not otherwise ask?

6. IN TERMS OF MODERN FAN FICTION, WHAT ARE 
THE TYPICAL DEMOGRAPHICS OF ITS WRITERS 
AND ITS READERS? ARE THEY PRIMARILY 
DRAWING FROM MARGINALIZED GROUPS? WHY 
ARE THESE DEMOGRAPHICS IMPORTANT TO 
CONSIDER? 
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Because the fan fiction community is so large, disparate, and 
invested in maintaining a level of anonymity, it’s been diffi-
cult to get accurate demographic data. I’m aware of several 
demographic studies done in the last fifteen years, the most 
recent, largest, and most comprehensive being a 2019 survey 
of attitudes to “shipping” (romantic pairings in fan fiction) by 
the hosts of the podcast Fansplaining and a data visualization 
professional (Klink et al.).2 All those surveys suggest that fan 
fiction is overwhelmingly written and circulated by women 
and people of minoritized genders, including trans*, gender 
non-binary, genderqueer, and agender people. The majority 
are in their late teens and early twenties, but there are many 
who are older; in the Fansplaining shipping survey, 28.7% of 
its 17,391 respondents were 30 or over, with 110 respondents 
(0.63%) self-reporting as 60 or over. Not all these surveys 
have asked respondents about race, but those that have sug-

2 Anna Wilson would like to acknowledge the support of the Institute of 
Advanced Studies, Princeton, at which she has the good fortune to be a 
visiting fellow in 2021-2. 

Fanlore’s “Fandom Statistics” page links to a number of studies of fan 
fiction demographics done across different platforms and fandoms 
from the 2000s to 2019. URL: https://fanlore.org/wiki/Fandom_
Statistics. Of particular note is the fact that 1990s studies of fan fiction 
assumed that most fan fiction writers were heterosexual. However, 
the 2008 Fandom Then/Now survey by Katherine Morrissey found 
that 28% of its 3,400 participants identified otherwise, while a 2013 
survey by centrumlumina of Archive of Our Own users with 10,005 
responses found that 54% of respondents identified themselves as 
being in a gender, sexual or romantic minority category, and in the 
2019 Fansplaining shipping survey, with 17,391 participants, 80% 
identified as other than heterosexual, 72% identified as female, 
21% as non-binary or genderqueer, and 9% as transgender. These 
studies also covered some other demographic categories: in 
centrumlumina’s 2013 survey, 78% of respondents self-identified as 
white, and the majority were under 30. In the Fansplaining survey, 
77% self-identified as white, and the largest number of respondents 
were between 18 and 24.
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gest a community in which respondents who self-identify as 
white are in the majority (it’s important to note that these 
were all demographic studies in English, that likely had little 
circulation in non-English fan communities, particularly with-
in the enormous fan communities of Chinese, Japanese, and 
South Korean media, which have their own fan cultures and 
histories of fan production). These surveys show a relatively 
large proportion of respondents self-identifying as members 
of a gender, sexual or romantic minority, even outnumbering 
cisgendered, heterosexual fans in some fan community spac-
es (the Fansplaining survey, which primarily reached fans of 
male/male romance fan fiction or “slash,” had only 19.57% of 
its respondents self-report as “straight/heterosexual”). 

These demographics raise several points. Firstly, they show 
the importance of contextualizing fan fiction within studies of 
young women and LGBTQ+ people in pop culture. Secondly, 
they show that fan fiction, like romance, is a gendered genre, 
by which I mean it’s both more popular with and more as-
sociated with women. It’s a form that particularly lends itself 
to drawing out perspectives and voices that have traditionally 
been underserved by mainstream media, for minoritized au-
diences to “see themselves” in the shows that they love. “Slash” 
(m/m) fan fiction has been read as a subversive feminist 
act that rewrites toxic masculinity by rewriting homosocial 
bonds in all-male casts as homoerotic. But using demograph-
ic data to make broad assumptions about what fan fiction is 
doing as a genre is a limited approach. Studies of the 1980s 
and 1990s tended to assume that most fan fiction writers were 
heterosexual women, based on anecdotal accounts and the 
fact that people were not necessarily “out,” even in fan com-
munities; those assumptions often led to fairly essentialist 
and limited interpretations of the popularity of m/m erotica 
in fan communities (then as now, significantly more popular 
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than f/f erotica). However, more recent studies have shown 
that many fan fiction communities now are overwhelmingly 
queer, and moreover are a vital support network for many 
LGBTQ+ people who are turning to them to explore their 
own sexualities and gender expression, and to imagine queer 
happiness. There are also many people within fandom living 
with disabilities and chronic illness who likewise use fan fic-
tion to explore a range of experiences of gender and sexuality 
and ways of being in the world that rarely get sympathetic or 
detailed representation within mainstream media. 

But there’s an important caveat to understanding fan fiction 
as fundamentally subversive or committed to social justice 
because of its demographics. Some important recent studies, 
by Pande, Rebecca Wanzo, Alexis Lothian, Mel Stanfill, and 
others, have put forward a more nuanced view of the way 
whiteness structures fandom and fan fiction, from the disci-
pline of fan studies to archive design (Wanzo, “African Amer-
ican Acafandom and Other Strangers: New Genealogies of 
Fan Studies”; Stanfill; Lothian and Stanfill). While fan fiction 
can be used to re-center perspectives marginalized in main-
stream media, it can also reinforce the systematic erasure of 
nonwhite voices and perspectives or reinscribe racial stereo-
types. Meanwhile, fans and scholars of color have described 
how the predominance of schools of thought that highlight 
the subversive potential of fan fiction have ironically created 
a culture particularly resistant to discussion of racism within 
fandom and in fan fiction. That scholarship is an important 
corrective to a tendency towards a certain defensive ideal-
ization of fandom in earlier scholarship, and is a sign of the 
strength of fan studies.

Understanding the demographics of fandom is also essential 
for ethical research. The ethical quandaries that researchers 
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of fan fiction face are familiar to people who work on digi-
tal communities and who come from disciplines that work 
with human subjects, but much less so for people who come 
through English Literature or similar graduate programs! 
Simply, that one can’t necessarily treat a deeply personal 
piece of erotic fiction posted by a nineteen-year-old on a dig-
ital archive the same as we would a short story by an estab-
lished novelist in a literary journal, even though both are in 
the public domain, even if we maintain the pseudonymity of 
the fan fiction writer. We know that members of minorities 
are more likely to receive online harassment; we know that 
taking fan fiction out of its immediate context into another 
context for which it was never intended runs the risk of giv-
ing shock or offense to those unfamiliar with the conventions 
of the genre; and that fan is only a click away. Fans also are not 
seeking to circulate their work in the public sphere, and are 
rarely prepared for any kind of attention at all from outside 
of the fan community. All of that doesn’t mean that schol-
ars—who are of course often themselves from fan commu-
nities—shouldn’t work on fan fiction, but they are dealing 
with vulnerable communities, and are morally obligated, I 
think, to consider the ethics of their work at every stage of the 
research and publication process. Transformative Works and 
Cultures, the flagship journal of the Organization for Trans-
formative Works (that also runs the Archive of Our Own), 
“strongly recommends” that authors obtain permission from 
the creators of any fanworks featured in their articles. But as 
Rukmini Pande has recently pointed out, expectations of this 
kind can limit critical work that can be done and makes re-
searchers vulnerable in other ways. Offering fan authors veto 
power means that scholarship can rarely push against the fan 
community’s own views of itself (Pande, para. 2.15-2.17).

It is also important to note the limitations of the story told 
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by the surveys I’ve described above. Studies of fan fiction like 
Jenkins’ Textual Poachers often tell a story of a single, con-
tinuous fan fiction tradition that evolves from 1960s Trek 
fandom to Archive of Our Own users in the 2010s, with a rel-
atively stable core population moving across platforms and 
fandoms, communicating shared norms and conventions. 
However, it’s increasingly inaccurate to talk about a fan fic-
tion community, or to assume that can one make general-
izations that apply across fan fiction communities. There are 
Anglophone fan fiction communities which have emerged 
almost totally independently, on platforms like Wattpad, 
where even fundamental ideas of what fan fiction is are com-
pletely different, and which share very few members with the 
communities among which those surveys were done. There 
are numerous region- and language-specific fan communi-
ties; there are also huge global fan cultures with their own 
long histories, particularly in East Asia. When I’m discussing 
fan fiction in my own research, I try to be very clear that I’m 
discussing one specific Anglophone tradition with its own 
place and moment.

7. WHAT DOES TRANSFORMATIVE LITERATURE, 
INCLUDING FAN FICTION, TELL US ABOUT READERS 
AND WRITERS, AND THE WAYS IN WHICH THEY 
ENGAGE WITH A TEXT? WHAT MIGHT DRIVE 
AUTHORS AND READERS TO SEEK OUT OR PRODUCE 
WORKS THAT FILL IN, FOR EXAMPLE, THE HISTORIES 
OF OTHERWISE MINOR CHARACTERS, OR PLACE 
CHARACTERS FROM ONE LITERARY WORK INTO 
A COMPLETELY DIFFERENT ENVIRONMENT, AS IS 
FOUND IN THE ALTERNATIVE UNIVERSE, OR AU 
GENRE OF FAN FICTION?

There are a few different answers to this question. The first 
is less to do with fan fiction as transformative literature and 
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more to do with it being an online community that is ma-
jority women and people of gender minorities, with a very 
large proportion of LGBTQ+ people, often supportive of 
beginning writers, and unconstrained by conventional pub-
lishing categories (but of course, those characteristics of fan 
fiction are inseparable from the fact that it’s transformative 
literature, because fan fiction’s ambiguous legality has kept it 
circulating in fan-created spaces and out of the mainstream 
marketplace). There is a spectrum, I think, among fan fiction 
readers. At one end are people want to read near-unlimited 
quantities of queer romance and erotica for free and appre-
ciate the highly searchable archives. Those people aren’t very 
bothered about any particular source text, but browse fan 
fiction almost indiscriminately or follow particular authors 
from fandom to fandom. At the other end are people whose 
relationship to fan fiction is profoundly tied to their fandom 
for a particular source text, for whom fan fiction is a reading 
practice that enriches their relationship with that source text, 
and who form close bonds with that fan community which 
may last for decades. Most people, myself included, fall 
somewhere in between those two poles. I was drawn to fan 
fiction through my obsession with the Harry Potter books, 
and I tend to spend a year or two writing in a fandom be-
fore I lose interest and move on to another text. But between 
obsessions, fan fiction often gives me something that main-
stream published romance, even queer romance, does not, 
whether it’s more diverse protagonists, more combination of 
science fiction or fantasy plot elements with romance, or in-
depth treatments of the lived experience of chronic anxiety 
within a romance. Those aspects of fan fiction keep me com-
ing back to it for leisure reading even when I’m not deeply en-
grossed in a fandom. But as the critiques I mentioned above 
point out, it’s a space that is very supportive of some kinds of 
bodily and experiential diversity, but which can be racially 
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and culturally monolithic in ways that echo the overwhelm-
ing whiteness of western media and the cultural dominance 
of the United States even in global online communities.

To describe a position somewhere between those two poles, 
I like to think of fan fiction in terms of “desire paths,” the term 
from urban planning that describes unplanned paths that 
spontaneously emerge from pedestrian traffic. Fan fiction lets 
fans take shortcuts through the landscape of texts, circle one 
particular spot, congregate in particular areas, and connect 
regions together. In this metaphor, fan fiction is a response to 
where the text’s infrastructure is insufficient to the needs of 
its users. Fan fiction can express frustration against the lack 
of attention given to a particular character, it can attempt to 
resolve inconsistencies in worldbuilding or characterization 
(this is one of the reasons why low-budget science-fiction 
shows with a large stable of writers often attract a lot of fan 
fiction!), it can flesh out the emotional impact of a particular 
narrative event on the characters that was given insufficient 
development in the original text, and it can imagine alterna-
tive narratives that hinge on a turning point in the text. 

Another way to think about fan fiction is the “more of/more 
from” model that Sheenagh Pugh describes in her 2005 
book The Democratic Genre (Pugh 19). The fan fiction I’ve 
described above offers fans more from a particular text. But a 
lot of fan fiction is also about iterative pleasure, it offers fans 
more of a particular text by extending or expanding it, or it 
offers more of the characters, or of a particular relationship 
dynamic or narrative structure. Alternative Universe stories 
(AUs) often fall into that latter category; Fifty Shades of Grey 
famously began life as an AU of Stephanie Meyer’s Twilight 
which stripped out the paranormal elements of Meyer’s nov-
el, but which retained some characterization and narrative 
elements that made the romance so compelling. 
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A final model is to think about fan fiction as a space to have 
communal conversations about stories and characters, 
through a creative medium. AUs are a fascinating case study 
for looking at what fan fiction does because they are the fur-
thest removed from the original source, and the most likely 
to be lightly edited and republished as original fiction—the 
fine line between influence and transformation simply does 
not exist in some cases. But at the same time, AUs can be a 
creative way to perform experimental readings of particular 
characters or story elements by changing genres or narrative 
constraints. For example, there are hundreds of examples of 
AUs from many different fandoms which are fusions with 
Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy, where the world 
is the same as ours in many ways but everybody has a dae-
mon, a sort of semi-supernatural animal companion who is 
an external manifestation of their soul. Thinking about what 
kind of daemon your favourite character would have is way to 
creatively stress-test and share your knowledge and opinions 
of that character. Fan fiction is often part of a collaborative, 
communal process that begins with conversation on a blog 
or chat server, one of whose participants writes a story and 
posts it, and the conversation continues in the comments on 
that story, one of its readers writes another story in response, 
and so on. A single fan fiction story, taken out of its context, 
doesn’t give the whole picture. 

8. WHAT LAST THOUGHTS WOULD YOU LIKE TO  
SHARE WITH OUR READERS ABOUT TRANS-
FORMATIVE LITERATURE, FAN FICTION, AND 
WHERE YOUR RESEARCH MIGHT TAKE YOU NEXT? 

I want to express my gratitude to the Popular Culture Review 
for inviting me to answer these questions and for honouring 
me with the Felicia Campbell Award, both for my own sake 
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and because I’m really happy to see fan fiction being taken 
seriously as a significant and influential area of pop culture in 
its own right. Cultural Studies and Media Studies have been 
the natural home for studies of fandom and fan cultures, but 
fan fiction studies tends to fall into a gap between disciplinary 
specialties. It’s an exciting moment for the field and I look 
forward to seeing the way graduate students who are choos-
ing to focus now on fan fiction and fan studies transform the 
field in the next decade, particularly in cross-disciplinary 
projects. I’m hoping that the book I am writing now will be 
useful for scholars of fan fiction as well as medievalists; I’m 
making an argument about the emergence of a distinct kind 
of “fannish” reading in the fourteenth century, but in doing 
so I’m articulating theories of fan fiction that I hope others 
can use and build on. I’ve benefited greatly from the intellec-
tual generosity of pop culture scholarship that opens itself up 
to work in other fields and times and places, and I hope I’m 
writing in that tradition. 
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Wigs: George H. W. Bush,  

The Simpsons, and the Culture  
Wars of the 1990s
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ABSTRACT

This essay analyzes a feud between George H. W. Bush and 
The Simpsons as a way to explore the growing culture wars of 
the 1980s and 1990s. I argue that Bush challenged the family 
values portrayed in The Simpsons as a way to boost his con-
servative credentials during his presidential re-election cam-
paign in 1992. Bush attacked the then-controversial show to 
prove himself a culture warrior and The Simpsons team re-
butted with the episode “Two Bad Neighbors.” I use this feud 
to showcase changes within US conservatism as well as the 
idea of “family values.” 

Chelsea Griffis is an Associate Lecturer in History at the 
University of Toledo in Ohio. She focuses on the histories 
of women and conservatism in the twentieth-century United 
States. Her work has previously been published in Frontiers: 
A Journal of Women’s Studies.
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Política republicana y pelucas arcoíris: 
George H. W. Bush, Los Simpson y las 

guerras culturales de la década  
de 1990

RESUMEN

Este ensayo analiza una disputa entre George H. W. Bush y 
Los Simpson como una forma de explorar las crecientes gue-
rras culturales de los años ochenta y noventa. Sostengo que 
Bush desafió los valores familiares descritos en Los Simpson 
como una forma de impulsar sus credenciales conservado-
ras durante su campaña de reelección presidencial en 1992. 
Bush atacó el entonces controvertido programa para demos-
trar que es un guerrero de la cultura y el equipo de Los Simp-
son refutó con el episodio “Dos malos vecinos”. Utilizo esta 
disputa para mostrar los cambios dentro del conservaduris-
mo de EE. UU., Así como la idea de “valores familiares”.

Chelsea Griffis es profesora asociada de historia en la Univer-
sidad de Toledo en Ohio. Se centra en las historias de las mu-
jeres y el conservadurismo en los Estados Unidos del siglo 
XX. Su trabajo ha sido publicado anteriormente en Frontiers: 
A Journal of Women’s Studies.

Palabras clave: George H. W. Bush, Los Simpson, valores fa-
miliares, guerras culturales, conservadurismo
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共和党政治与彩虹假发：乔治·赫伯特·沃克·
布什、《辛普森一家》以及20世纪90年代的文化

战争

摘要

本文分析了乔治·赫伯特·沃克·布什与《辛普森

一家》之间的夙怨，探究20世纪80和90年代逐步增

加的文化战争。我论证认为，布什通过挑战《辛普

森一家》中描绘的家庭价值观，以强化其在1992年

总统连任竞选期间的保守主义资格。布什抨击了这

部在当时具有争议性的电视剧，以期证明自己是一

个文化勇士，而《辛普森一家》则通过一集“两个

坏邻居”片段予以回击。我使用双方之间的夙怨来

展示美国保守主义的变革以及“家庭价值观”这一

概念。

Chelsea Griffis是俄亥俄州托莱多大学历史学副讲

师。她的研究聚焦于20世纪美国女性和保守主义的

历史。她的文章曾发表于《前沿：女性研究杂志》

（Frontiers: A Journal of Women’s Studies。

关键词：乔治·赫伯特·沃克·布什，《辛普森一

家》，家庭价值观，文化战争，保守主义

Culture wars are an important aspect of American po-
litical history. At numerous points in the country’s 
recent past, arguments between sociocultural liber-

alism and conservatism over proper American values, and 
the presentation of those values through popular culture and 
media, have solidified and represented one aspect of the in-
creasingly tribalistic nature of modern American politics. As 
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this polarization is becoming routinely commonplace, it is 
imperative to understand the purpose and process of mod-
ern American culture wars as they have major effect on how 
Americans imagine themselves and their fellow citizens. It is 
also important to complicate this notion of binary political 
ideology as there was, and is, disagreement and discussion 
among liberals and conservatives over the presentation of 
values in popular culture.1 

If there is such a thing as a culture war, there must also be 
culture battles. During the 1990s, many of these culture bat-
tles surrounded the animated comedy The Simpsons, which 
was one of the most radical and controversial shows of the 
decade. American perceptions of The Simpsons were so split 
along ideological lines that then-President George H. W. 
Bush began a feud with the show over representations of 
American family values. This culture battle culminated in 
The Simpsons episode titled “Two Bad Neighbors,” which 
lambasted Bush at personal and political levels. Instead of 
viewing the feud between Bush and The Simpsons as merely a 
comedic goof or as politically unimportant, it should be seen 
as a seminal and symbolic moment in the 1990s culture wars. 
The populace viewed both parties in the feud as authorities 
on American life and the proper American family, though 
they presented disparate visions of politics, society, and cul-
ture that were emblematic of the growing divide between the 
left and the right, and of tension within the Republican Party. 
As his 1992 reelection attempt became increasingly fraught, 
one of the ways that Bush attempted to portray himself as 
just as socially conservative as his presidential predecessor 
Ronald Reagan was by using The Simpsons as a foil. Howev-
er, Bush severely misread the political climate and the vot-
ing public, and therefore botched his own messaging. Voters 
were most concerned with the country’s economic woes and 
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much less concerned with a perceived slackening of Ameri-
can family values that came through their TV screens. Bush 
also misinterpreted The Simpsons portrayal of American fam-
ily values, which were not as deteriorative or delinquent as 
he imagined.

In an interview with People magazine published on Octo-
ber 1, 1990, First Lady Barbara Bush unconsciously began 
a new culture battle. The interview, which occurred during 
the early months of the Gulf War, discussed Barbara Bush as 
a wife and mother whose main goal was to take care of her 
family, be they her children or twelve grandchildren. Inter-
viewer Paula Chin turned away from such controversial top-
ics as abortion and homosexuality to focus on the centrality 
of family to Bush’s life, and the importance of her greatest 
cause, universal literacy for American children. Tucked away 
in a paragraph describing Barbara Bush’s “down-to-earth” 
nature was a relatively innocuous statement. In describing 
her television preferences, Bush stated that she did not un-
derstand the nation’s fascination with The Simpsons and that 
“[It] was the dumbest thing I had ever seen . . . but it’s a family 
thing, and I guess it’s clean” (Chin 88). From a woman who 
ostensibly valued family more than anything else, the First 
Lady’s comment was both compliment and curse. While no 
show would wish to be deemed the dumbest show, Bush gave 
tacit approval to the show through her evocation of family, 
though she never explained what about The Simpsons made 
it a “family thing.”

While the publication of Barbara Bush’s comment received 
little press, it did find its way to The Simpsons production 
team. They sent a letter to Bush under the guise of Marge 
Simpson, the animated matriarch of the Simpson clan. Marge 
Simpson wrote that she had read Bush’s comments in People 
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and was “deeply hurt” by them. As she put it, 

I try to teach my children Bart, Lisa, and 
even little Maggie, always to give somebody 
the benefit of the doubt and not talk badly 
about them, even if they’re rich. It’s hard to 
get them to understand this advice when 
the very First Lady in the country calls us 
not only dumb, but “the dumbest thing” 
she ever saw. Ma’am, if we’re the dumbest 
thing you ever saw, Washington must be a 
good deal different than what they teach me 
at the current events group at the church. 
(Young and Johnson 182-183)

The letter goes on to discuss the commonalities between the 
two women—one fictional, one not—by noting that “each 
of us [lives] our lives to serve an exceptional man,” equating 
Homer, the Simpson patriarch, and President George H.W. 
Bush (Young and Johnson 182-183). This comparison is one 
of many which showcase the sardonic wit of The Simpsons 
writers and production team laced within the genteel pen of 
Marge Simpson.2

Upon receiving the letter, Barbara Bush responded with an 
apology:

Dear Marge,

 How kind of you to write. I’m glad 
you spoke your mind…I foolishly didn’t 
know you had one.

 I am looking at a picture of you…
depicted on a plastic cup…with your blue 
hair filled with pink birds peeking out all 
over. Evidently, you and your charming 



Republican Politics and Rainbow Wigs

33

family…Lisa, Homer, Bart and Maggie…
are camping out. It is a nice family scene. 
Clearly you are setting a good example for 
the rest of the country.

 Please forgive a loose tongue.

Warmly,

Barbara Bush

P.S. Homer looks like a handsome fella! 
(The Simpsons: Season 4 Commentary)

Bush responded quickly, with the letter dated October 9, 
1990. It is clear that she intended it to be a cute, quaint re-
sponse, and The Simpsons production team accepted it in that 
same light. Producer James L. Brooks quipped that the letter 
was “almost gracious,” though he also later claimed that he 
and his wife attended a dinner with the Bushes years later 
and that Barbara Bush gave him a “drop-dead, withering cold 
look” (The Simpsons: Season 4 Commentary). After this ex-
change of letters, the feud between two of the nation’s most 
well-known and powerful families seemed to have abated.

The sharing of letters between the First Lady of the United 
States and, arguably, the First Lady of Animated Television 
reveals one of the most important battlefields of the cultural 
wars of the 1990s: the American family, and the values that 
the family represents. “Family values” was a constantly used 
phrase during the 1990s, but it was also a subjective phrase, 
one that held different meanings for different communities 
of people. When Barbara Bush stated in her People maga-
zine interview that The Simpsons was the dumbest thing she 
ever saw, The Simpsons staff understandably interpreted this 
as Bush critiquing the Simpson family, including the values 
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portrayed by the family. In her interview and her later letter 
to Marge Simpson, Barbara Bush noted that the show was 
“a family thing” and that the Simpson family set “a good ex-
ample for the rest of the country.” She understood that the 
show centered around a family and their activities, even if she 
did not seem to understand or agree with them. But at the 
same time, Bush made it clear that the Simpsons’ family val-
ues were not the same as the Bushes’ family values, no matter 
how “good” or “clean” she found the show. 

“Family values” was, and is, a politically loaded phrase. As 
family historian Elaine Tyler May has persuasively argued, 
the rhetoric of “family values” was often used during times of 
perceived social upheaval in the face of progressive change. 
Conservative presidents, most notably Ronald Reagan, have 
called for a return to family values to boost their support 
from an electoral base fearful or angry about the expansion 
of rights to people of color, women, and folks in the LGBTQ 
community. In this way, returning to family values is a push 
to recapture the normative family structure of a Protestant, 
middle-class mother and father who stick to their prescribed 
gender roles, children who follow their authority, and who all 
live together in white-picket-fence suburbia. Problematically, 
the vast majority of families never organized and did not act 
in accordance with this normative model. The conservative 
evocation of “family values” was of an imagined past and 
does not reflect the lived experience of almost all American 
families. Still, the call to family values was a powerful rhetor-
ical tool used to challenge policy and family portrayals that 
did not align with conservative principles. 3 

The critique of Simpson family values was one of the first in-
dications that the show would be controversial after it pre-
miered on FOX Network on December 17, 1989. The net-
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work itself was only three years old, having begun on October 
9, 1986, and executives used raunchier, more adult-oriented 
comedies such as Married with Children to draw viewers away 
from previously established networks such as CBS, NBC, and 
ABC. Controversy helped FOX succeed as viewers tuned in 
to the fledgling network to see what the fuss was about, and 
criticism of The Simpsons fueled the fire (Hilton-Morrow 
and McMahan 77-79). By 1990, there was a clear dividing 
line between people who liked the show and those who did 
not. Many critics believed that the show taught poor morals, 
disrespect of elders, and poor work ethic. One family only 
allowed their children to watch particular episodes, those 
they believed did not mock Christianity as they, like many 
parents, were worried that their children would emulate the 
sarcastic, satirical humor of The Simpsons and restricted their 
viewing accordingly (Alters 167-172). Once it was clear that 
the show was a success and the subsequent marketing boom 
began, the Simpson family became an even more visible por-
trayal of satirized American values as Bart Simpson’s face 
graced posters, backpacks, and myriad Butterfingers com-
mercials. One elementary school principal in Fremont, Ohio, 
asked that students not wear a popular t-shirt featuring Bart’s 
face with a caption of “under-achiever and proud of it, man,” 
arguing that this message taught students that they should be 
“proud of being an incompetent.” While a spokeswoman for 
the show reminded the Associated Press that The Simpsons 
was a satirical cartoon and should not be taken too seriously, 
principals, parents, and concerned critics considered Amer-
ica’s most popular cartoon family to be negative role models 
(“Principal”). These comments were echoed months later by 
Barbara Bush’s opinion that the Simpsons was the dumbest 
thing she ever saw. 

On the other hand, a large swathe of American families, par-
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ents and children all, loved the show, and saw themselves 
represented within. When The Simpsons first aired in 1989, 
animation had been relegated to Saturday morning television 
with children as its ostensible demographic for viewership 
and marketing. It was therefore understood by television 
viewers that cartoons were meant for children. There had 
not been an animated series on primetime television since 
The Flintstones, which aired on ABC during the early 1960s 
(Hilton-Morrow and McMahan 74-79). Since The Simpsons 
aired in the evenings, entire families watched the show all to-
gether, children included, on the reasonable assumption that 
since the show was animated, the show was therefore accept-
able for children. The show was incredibly popular from the 
moment it aired. In June 1990, Bart Simpson was named TV 
Guide’s runner-up for the “TV Person of the Year,” and in De-
cember 1990, Entertainment Weekly decided him “Entertain-
er of the Year” (“TV Person”). In a July 1991 edition, Homer 
Simpson was named “TV Father of the Year” (“TV Father”). 
Few other series could make the same claims of popularity.

To the horror of critics and parental watchdog groups, chil-
dren especially loved The Simpsons, regardless of whether the 
show’s production team intended for them view it. As the 
show’s popularity increased across the United States, chil-
dren wore t-shirts and backpacks with Bart’s face, and they 
munched on all manner of junk food peddled by the animat-
ed family. Additionally, children were not the only people 
who believed that The Simpsons was acceptable children’s 
programming. In March of 1991, TV Guide polled adult tele-
vision critics to see which shows ranked best and worst for 
children and amongst children. The Simpsons won best show 
for age groups six to eleven and twelve to sixteen. David Bian-
culli of the New York Post voted for The Simpsons as he argued 
viewers should “forget Bart being a bad role model; that’s the 
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point, not the problem . . . [he] has a heart, a feistiness and an 
honesty of characterization missing from most ‘real’ TV fami-
lies” (“Parents Guide”). In this argument, children loved Bart 
because Bart was really like one of them. Maybe his badness 
was not really all that bad. Most notably, children awarded The 
Simpsons with the title of “Best TV Show” during the Kids’ 
Choice Awards on the children’s television channel Nickel-
odeon in 1991. The event even included an animated Bart 
appearing during the broadcast, where he was “slimed” by the 
station’s iconic green goo. It was clear by early 1992, therefore, 
that The Simpsons was popular with families, children, and the 
country at large, even if not all parents and television viewers 
believed it portrayed proper morals and values.

Parents and principals were not the only people who had 
problems with The Simpsons and its sardonic presentation 
of American family values—so too did the President of the 
United States, George H.W. Bush. While Barbara Bush’s 
comment against The Simpsons was most likely off the cuff, 
George Bush’s comments were an act of political pragmatism 
and an effort to place himself squarely within the culture 
wars of the 1990s. During his re-election campaign, Bush 
gave a speech at the annual convention of the National Re-
ligious Broadcasters, a socially and politically conservative 
Christian organization interested in evangelizing through 
mass communication, on January 27, 1992. While trying to 
secure his position as presumptive Republican Party presi-
dential nominee, Bush, himself an Episcopalian, spoke of 
what he perceived as the important tie between American 
values and Christian values. According to the president, the 
family unit played a large role in the creation of both Ameri-
can and Christian values, and Bush declared that “we need a 
Nation closer to ‘The Waltons’ than ‘The Simpsons’” (Bush, 
“Remarks”). Naturally, the line got a laugh from the audi-
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ence, but The Simpsons production team did not find it nearly 
as humorous. On January 30, three days after Bush’s speech, 
the Simpsons team quickly wrote a new segment to air during 
a rerun of the third season episode “Stark Raving Dad” in re-
buttal to Bush’s comment. After showing the Simpson family 
watching the now-famous line from Bush’s speech from their 
own famous red couch, Bart said, in an allusion to the nation’s 
economic woes, “Hey, we’re just like the Waltons; we’re pray-
ing for an end to the depression, too” (“Stark Raving Dad”). 
The two sides of the Bush-Simpson culture battle were set.

Bush’s comments about the Walton’s family values being 
more venerable than the Simpsons’s family values received 
little attention from the press and little of that attention was 
positive. The New York Post wrote that this speech was not 
the first time that a member of the Bush family had made 
negative statements about The Simpsons, referencing Barbara 
Bush’s interview the year before (Brooke). TV Guide took it 
further, arguing that if President Bush really understood the 
show, he wouldn’t have made the comments in the first place. 
Author Harry Stein wrote that Bush’s statement showed 
“that he watches T-shirts, not the show itself.” If Bush actu-
ally watched The Simpsons, “if he gave it a fair shot, he might 
be surprised—even amused.” What Stein argued, therefore, 
was that there might not be that large of a divide between 
Simpson family values and American family values, or, as his 
article’s title declared, “Bush Barks Up Wrong Tree When He 
Slams Simpsons.”

While Bush’s speech served as a laugh line for his National 
Religious Broadcasters audience and as a satirical goof for The 
Simpsons, it also showcased a growing divide amongst Amer-
icans. There was an ever-widening gulf between those who 
believed, like Bush, that then-current culture, symbolized 
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by The Simpsons, sent the American family down the road to 
moral ruin, and others who believed that liberalized social 
politics served to strengthen the family structure. Many so-
cial and political conservatives increasingly argued that pop-
ular culture and legislative politics worked hand-in-hand to 
benefit or bankrupt the American family. What became clear, 
though, at least beginning in 1992, was that segments of the 
population believed that the moral fate of the American 
family was up for grabs. On August 17, 1992, the Republic 
National Convention was held in Houston, Texas. There, the 
incumbent George Bush accepted the mantle of Republican 
Party nominee for President. At the same convention, Pat-
rick Buchanan, who had only recently finished his failed bid 
to become the nominee, gave the most influential speech of 
his political career. Speaking to a crowd of like-minded social 
conservatives, Buchanan argued:

My friends, this election is about much 
more than who gets what. It is about who 
we are. It is about what we believe. It is 
about what we stand for as Americans. 
There is a religious war going on in our 
country for the soul of America. It is a cul-
tural war, as critical to the kind of nation we 
will one day be as was the Cold War itself.

For those who subscribed to the same conservatism as Pat 
Buchanan, shows like The Simpsons were not just bad role 
models for children, they were some of the greatest weapons 
that the perceived secular humanist menace had at its dispos-
al. If, as Buchanan declared, the “soul of America” was up for 
grabs in a massive “cultural war,” then it was up to socially 
conservative cultural soldiers to fight the good fight for the 
nation’s moral fate.
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This series of speeches showed that public discourses over 
proper American culture and values, or the culture wars, di-
rectly linked to the state of American politics. George H.W. 
Bush, in his re-election bid, challenged the popularity of The 
Simpsons and called on Buchanan to speak on his behalf at 
the RNC to firm Bush’s reputation as a conservative within 
the Republican Party. He used the budding venture of the 
culture wars of the 1990s to attempt to prove his socially 
conservative credentials, to argue that he was conservative 
enough to be the party’s standard-bearer. In this way, Bush 
used criticism of the nation’s most popular and most con-
troversial show to prop himself up as a social conservative 
during a time he was believed to be anything but. This was 
especially critical in 1992, when growing minorities within 
the Republican Party decided that George H.W. Bush had 
done little to fill the void left by Ronald Reagan, and, there-
fore, should no longer serve as leader of the party as it moved 
farther to the political and social right.4

Accusations that Bush was a centrist had dogged him long 
before he became Ronald Reagan’s Vice President in 1988. 
Bush’s Yale degree linked him, at least tangentially, to the 
Eastern establishment wing of the Republican Party. Bush’s 
first elected office was as a member of the House of Repre-
sentatives for Texas’s 7th District in 1966, and he lost a Senate 
election soon after. Between this electoral victory and win-
ning the presidency in 1988, all of Bush’s other offices were 
held by appointment. He served as UN Ambassador from 
1971 to 1973, Chairman of the Republican National Con-
vention from 1973 to 1974, Chief of the US Liaison Office 
in China during 1974 and 1975, and headed the Central In-
telligence Agency from 1976 to 1977. Bush built himself a 
career and a name based on appointments, not on electoral 
victories. While he presented himself as a Texas conservative 
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deeply embedded in the right, other conservative Republi-
cans argued that Bush was really a Yankee, born with a silver 
spoon in his mouth, who had never shed the Rockefeller Re-
publicanism into which he was born (Wilentz 245-322). 

Perceptions that Bush was a centrist hampered his presiden-
tial aspirations during the Republican primaries for the 1980 
elections. In 1979, Bush seemed to be the likely nominee 
as he was supported by establishment Republicans and had 
received federal appointments by both Richard Nixon and 
Gerald Ford. However, Bush’s connections to the CIA ran-
kled some Republicans, especially those who were further 
to the political right, who distrusted his intelligence work 
and his upper-crust upbringing. They increasingly support-
ed Ronald Reagan, the socially conservative former Gover-
nor of California, who had the political vision and charisma 
that the Republican Party desperately desired after the po-
litically catastrophic Nixon and Ford administrations. While 
Bush seemed to be the frontrunner early on, even winning 
primary races in vital states such as Iowa, Pennsylvania, and 
Michigan, Reagan’s personality and message quickly out-
shone Bush. Bush also showed that he was not nearly as con-
servative as Reagan. During the Pennsylvania primary, Bush 
called supply-side Reaganomics “voodoo economics,” a 
moniker which stuck even after Bush became vice president. 
It also showed that Bush, as a politician “whose roots lay in 
the modern Republicanism that had made its peace with the 
New Deal,” was not as conservative as Reagan (Wilentz 120-
121). Despite his primary victories, Bush withdrew from the 
Republican primaries in May 1980 and soon was named as 
Reagan’s Vice-Presidential candidate.

By 1988, once Reagan exhausted his two terms as presi-
dent, it was not clear that Bush would be the next Republi-
can nominee, even considering historical precedent that the 
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nomination went to the outgoing vice president. While the 
conservative credentials of such candidates as Jack Kemp, 
congressional representative from New York, and Bob Dole, 
senator from Kansas, were clear, many stalwart social conser-
vatives were less convinced about George H.W. Bush. The 
same fears about Bush’s lack of charisma, vision, and social-
ly conservative positions led many to believe that he would 
not continue the Reagan Revolution into 1989 (Buckley, 
“George”). While Robert K. Dornan, representative from 
California, punnily opined that Bush had “the right stuff ” 
and was necessary to the future of the Reagan Revolution, 
National Review editor Richard Brookhiser argued that Bush 
would not win the presidential nomination if he did not 
act more like Reagan and less like himself. In fact, historian 
Donald Critchlow argues that the only reason Bush won the 
nomination and the presidency in 1988 was the support of 
Ronald Reagan on his behalf. 

Bush’s nomination was also partially pragmatic, in that the 
Republican Party wanted to ensure their constituency stayed 
unified behind one candidate instead of splitting the ticket 
amongst many Republican Party presidential hopefuls. In 
a number of articles in the National Review between 1987 
and 1988, famed conservative ideologue William F. Buckley 
argued that Bush probably was not conservative enough to 
succeed Reagan, and that Bush needed to reassert his conser-
vatism and refuse to move to the political center to get more 
votes. Dornan agreed, asking “George Bush is not the ideal 
conservative candidate, but who out there is?” Dornan called 
for unity, writing “I believe George Bush represents the Re-
publican Party’s best hope for keeping the Reagan coalition 
together.” It was understood, therefore, that if Bush did not 
become the next nominee, a Democratic candidate would 
likely become the next president. 
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George Bush accepted the Republican Party nomination at 
the Republican National Convention (RNC) in New Orleans 
on August 18, 1988. His acceptance speech showcased some 
of the problems about his perceived lack of conservatism 
previously noted by his critics. In it, Bush declared that he 
wanted a “kinder, gentler nation,” one where compassionate 
conservatism was embraced by the mainstream Republican 
Party. He imagined a nation with a message for the poor and 
dispossessed, one “of hope and growth for every American 
to every American.” He described his vision of the U.S. as “an 
endless, enduring dream and a thousand points of light.” But 
that was the extent of his vision, even though his lack of vi-
sion had been a source of political downfall for him since the 
1980 presidential campaign. He asked Americans to “read 
my lips: no new taxes.” He professed his support for prayer in 
school, an end to legalized abortion, support of the Second 
Amendment, and protection of the legality of the death pen-
alty. These were all standard conservative talking points and 
positions, and the most striking part of Bush’s speech was 
what he left out. Not once in his acceptance speech did he 
utter the word “conservatism” (Bush, “Address”).

Bush’s political allies and staff, at the time of his presidency 
and in interviews afterward, believed that he was a conserva-
tive, though not the same degree or type of conservative as 
Reagan. Chase Untermeyer, who served as Assistant to the 
President, believed that Bush was definitely a conservative, 
but was much more interested in issues than philosophy, 
which explains Bush’s insistence on being issues-based in his 
1988 RNC speech. Untermeyer further argued that Reagan’s 
supporters “never ever believed that George Bush was one of 
them because he did not speak with the passion and speak in 
the same language that they used to emphasize how conser-
vative they were” (Miller Center, “Untermeyer”). Basically, 
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Bush was not Ronald Reagan, so how could he ever carry on 
the mantle of the Reagan Revolution? Bush’s Vice President 
Dan Quayle echoed these sentiments, stating that Bush felt 
that Reagan’s supporters, especially at the grassroots, were 
mean-spirited, and would never hold President Bush in the 
same light as they held President Reagan. To Quayle, Bush’s 
“instincts and his values were conservative. He didn’t wear it 
on his sleeve. That’s just the way he was raised and the way he 
thought. But he was never a movement conservative” (Miller 
Center, “Quayle”). However, those farther right on the polit-
ical spectrum questioned whether Bush was truly the conser-
vative they wanted on the presidential ticket. 

Bush soundly defeated Democratic candidate Mike Duka-
kis, winning the electoral college with 426 votes to his op-
ponent’s 111. He also won the popular vote by an almost 
seven million vote majority. The question remained: Would 
President Bush continue on the conservative course begun 
by Ronald Reagan? The answer, unfortunately for Bush, was 
no. While Bush asked for a “kinder, gentler nation,” he nev-
er defined what that meant for him. Without an explanation, 
conservatives who were farther to the political right worried 
that the phrase pointed to an interest in Democratic-style so-
cial welfare and that the economic burden would fall on the 
state and, therefore, the taxpayers ( Johnson). As the nation’s 
deficit grew during 1989 and 1990, and as the declining au-
tomotive industry caused an economic recession, it became 
ever more clear that taxes had to be raised in order to control 
the growing federal debt. In opposition to his RNC accep-
tance speech, Bush announced that “both the size of the defi-
cit problem and the need for a package that can be enacted” 
demanded “tax revenue increases” (Wilentz 308). Conserva-
tives farther to the right, especially Newt Gingrich and Pat-
rick Buchanan, were concerned that this was a direct rollback 
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of Reagan era tax policy and a clear rejection of one of Bush’s 
campaign promises, responded by shutting down the govern-
ment for three days, beginning on October 1, 1990 (Wilentz 
308-311). Coincidentally, this was the same day that Barbara 
Bush’s People interview was released on newsstands. 

As the 1992 election neared, conservatives became increas-
ingly concerned about Bush’s perceived lack of conservatism. 
The success of détente with the Soviet Union meant that 
Bush was left without the Cold War enemy that had helped 
Reagan’s international leadership seem strong. Richard 
Viguerie, chair of the United Conservatives of America, ar-
gued in the New York Times that Bush had turned his back on 
so many conservative imperatives that it was probable that 
the right wing of the Republican Party would no longer have 
his back. Additionally, Bush seemed lukewarm about a pro-
posed constitutional amendment that would have protected 
the American flag from desecration, and he had broken his 
campaign promise and raised taxes. Most problematically, 
though, Bush had lost the faith of evangelical conservatives. 
He said little about abortion and the pro-life movement, in-
vited gay rights activists to the White House for legislation 
signings, and had allowed art that evangelicals deemed ob-
scene to be funded through the National Endowment for the 
Arts. Since Bush did not seem like he would support evan-
gelical political positions, three of the four evangelicals who 
served his administration resigned their posts by December 
of 1990. For conservatives, this was a political death knell, as 
evangelicals increasingly made up a large portion of the con-
servative constituent base. It was more important than ever, 
therefore, that Bush present himself as a strong conservative 
whenever he spoke or met with evangelical leaders or groups 
if he wanted to achieve electoral victory (Medhurst 19-36, 
149-170). 
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In this way, Bush challenged the family values of The Simpsons 
in his January of 1992 speech to the National Religious Broad-
casters was to put a halt to ideas that he would not support 
evangelical conservative values and, hopefully, shore up sup-
port for his presidential re-election campaign. This mattered 
because Bush was far from a popular president. His national 
approval rating in January of 1992 was 47% while his disap-
proval rating was 48%. This was far from the only indicator 
that Bush may lose the presidential election even though he 
was the incumbent. Pat Buchanan, much more socially con-
servative than Bush, chose to challenge him in the Republican 
primary and did remarkably well, scooping up 22.5% of all 
Republican primary votes. The writing on the wall was clear: 
not only was George Bush not Ronald Reagan, he also was 
not the social conservative that his party demanded him to be. 
Paired with Bill Clinton’s electoral mantra of “It’s the Econo-
my, Stupid,” indicating a focus on Bush’s economic failures, it 
was unlikely that Bush would be a two-term president. It was 
no wonder, therefore, that he lost the presidential election in 
November of 1992 (Wilentz 317-321).

When George H.W. Bush asked in 1992 that American fami-
lies be “closer to ‘The Waltons’ than ‘The Simpsons,’” he was 
attempting to rally socially conservative support, to closet 
these worries that he was not nearly as charismatically con-
servative as Reagan, and to win re-election as a Republican 
President. He of course failed in this endeavor. While his at-
tack on The Simpsons was certainly not the only effort Bush 
made in his attempt to shore up his social conservative cre-
dentials, it may not have even been a useful cultural battle to 
begin. Academics, television and cultural critics, and theo-
logians have argued that The Simpsons was one of the most 
religious shows on television during the 1990s, during which 
time Bush challenged their construction of family values. In 
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fact, scholars argue that the show portrays Christianity and 
religious faith in a positive light, even when it satirized insti-
tutionalized religion.

Two of the most religious and Christian characters on the 
show are Ned Flanders, next-door neighbor to the Simpsons, 
and Reverend Lovejoy who is minister at the First Church of 
Springfield, which the Simpsons attend. Numerous episodes 
poke fun at the institutional hypocrisy of organized religion 
while still embracing the faith of individual Christians. For 
instance, in an episode titled “Hurricane Neddy,” which aired 
in 1996, the Flanders’ home is destroyed by a hurricane. 
Ned’s faith is challenged when he learns that his family has 
to live in the church basement, the small business that he 
owns has been looted, and that his home, having been recon-
structed by the community, has been so shoddily built that 
it collapses around him for a second time. Even though Ned 
believes that God has treated him unfairly and is challenging 
him as Job was challenged in the Bible, he sticks to his faith 
and the episode ends with him embracing his community 
and his God (Lewis).

No matter the tribulations they face, the Simpson family 
always turns to God for support and comfort. In fact, the 
Simpsons’ insistence on strong family, community, and 
religious relationships is a hallmark of the show. Conan 
O’Brien, a Simpsons writer and producer from 1991 to 1993, 
noted that on his first day of working writing the show, the 
showrunners instructed him to always remember that no 
matter what, the Simpson family loved each other. Upon 
reading Barbara Bush’s People comments and George Bush’s 
many presidential speeches, it seems that the Simpson’s fam-
ily values and the Bushes’ family values were not really that 
different after all.
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While Bush attempted to utilize the culture wars for his 
own political gain to rally conservative support amongst his 
electoral base, The Simpsons was not about to give him the 
final word. On January 14, 1996, four years after Bush lost 
re-election, the show aired the eleventh episode of their sev-
enth season titled “Two Bad Neighbors.” In it, George and 
Barbara Bush move into a mansion across the street from 
the Simpsons on Evergreen Terrace, stating that they want-
ed to live in a town with “average people with no particular 
hopes and dreams.” The episode quickly devolves into a feud 
between George Bush and Homer and Bart Simpson after 
Bart destroys Bush’s only copy of his memoirs and Bush 
spanks Bart as punishment. A flurry of retribution follows, 
with Bush driving donuts into the Simpsons’ front lawn and 
spray-painting a bedsheet with caricatures of the father and 
son with the declaration “Two Bad Neighbors.” Homer and 
Bart, in turn, super glue a rainbow clown wig to Bush’s head 
and try to release a swarm of locusts in his home, only to be 
caught by Bush, resulting in a fistfight in a sewer. Neither the 
Simpson males nor George Bush is portrayed in a positive 
light, owing both to the “Dennis the Menace” nature of the 
episode and to strengthen the idea that Bush and Homer 
Simpson were not really that different after all, just like the 
showrunners noted in their letter to Barbara Bush under the 
guise of Marge Simpson. In the end, the Bushes move out 
of their new home and leave Springfield entirely because, 
as Barbara Bush states, “George just felt this neighborhood 
brought out the worst in him.” 

The episode is widely heralded as one of the show’s best epi-
sodes. Entertainment columnist John Ortved wrote in Vanity 
Fair that it was the series’ fifth-best episode, and most other 
reviewers rank it highly. George Bush is portrayed as an old-
timey patriarch, full of nostalgic one-liners a la Ned Flanders. 
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Bart Simpson is at his “Dennis the Menace” best, causing 
mischief simply for the sake of causing mischief, while Ho-
mer is a bumbling buffoon who is set on increasingly high-
stakes revenge. While at first glance the episode seems to 
be a lampoon of Bush at the crudest level, there are numer-
ous quips throughout that indicate that the show’s satirical 
take on Bush is more than meets the eye. Bush’s service as a 
one-term president is a consistent joke, as Bart openly asks, 
“How many times were you president, George?” Later, while 
writing his memoirs, Bush responds that “since I achieved all 
my goals as president in one term, there was no need for a 
second.” In this way, the episode is seemingly more a person-
al attack on George H.W. Bush than sophisticated political 
commentary on his successes or failures as president.

This idea, that the episode was more about making fun of 
Bush as a person rather than his politics, is partially support-
ed by the series’ showrunners. Bill Oakley, a writer on The 
Simpsons, stressed that “it’s not a political attack, it’s a per-
sonal attack,” and instead of criticizing Bush for his policies, 
the episode instead pokes fun at his “crotchetiness” and the 
showrunners’ perception that Bush was an “old grouch.” All 
of the pranks pulled on Bush by Homer and Bart were infan-
tile, childish, and crude. The showrunners stated that Bush 
twice said that he had watched the episode. The first time he 
was asked, Bush responded that it seemed like the episode 
had been directed by Oliver Stone. None of the showrunners 
knew what that meant and claimed that it was Bush’s failed at-
tempt at humor. The second time, Bush said that he thought 
he understood all of the jokes (The Simpsons: Season 7 Com-
mentary). 

When taken out of its historical context, the episode seems, 
as literary and media critic Paul A. Cantor wrote, “a gratu-
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itously vicious portrayal of ex-President Bush.” When placed 
within its historical context, the episode was a light-hearted 
and satirical statement on the nature of family values within 
the culture wars of the 1990s. The episode can only be seen 
as gratuitous if one ignores Bush’s numerous speeches call-
ing for a return to traditional family values and the subjective 
nature of such a call. Though the showrunners would dis-
agree, the episode had political value in that it served as ret-
ribution to Bush’s earlier statement about the show’s lack of 
family values and further positioned television as one of the 
primary sites of culture war battles. This argument is further 
strengthened by the fight within the House and Senate to 
enact “Family Hour” throughout the latter half of the 1990s. 
Originally introduced in the house on July 18, 1996, seven 
months after “Two Bad Neighbors,” the failed bill called for 
the hour between eight and nine PM to be designated as 
“Family Hour,” to be reserved for family-oriented program-
ming (H.Res. 484). This, one can imagine, would have meant 
that The Simpsons would have had to vacate its time slot on 
Sundays at eight PM. The call for “Family Hour” was repeat-
ed in the Senate in September 1996 (S.Res. 290) and again 
by the House in 1999 (H.Res. 346). Representative Mike 
Dewine (R-OH) made the need for family hour clear in a 
speech before President Bill Clinton when he asked, “Who 
among us—among all the parents in this country—has not 
been very worried about what their children might suddenly 
be exposed to on TV?” (US Congress, “Mike Dewine”). 

For DeWine and the 119 cosponsors on the 1996 House and 
Senate resolutions, the worry was real, and shows like The 
Simpsons were part of the problem. In the battle over proper 
American culture and family values, shows like The Simpsons 
challenged social conservative morals and prompted verbal 
and legislative rebuttals. Case studies such as this can serve 
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to further illuminate the growing rift between the left and the 
right, both political and social, and the ever-increasing divide 
within the political right and the Republican Party over ac-
ceptable conceptions of family values. But perhaps, in this 
case, George H.W. Bush should have chosen a different way 
to promote his social conservatism and rally his base. In fact, 
he should have listened to his wife, Barbara Bush, who said 
The Simpsons was “a family thing.” 
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NOTES

1 One of the first scholars of the “culture wars” concept was so-
ciologist James D. Hunter in his book Culture Wars: The Strug-
gle to Define America. Hunter argues that a cultural divide be-
tween “orthodox” and “progressive” political and social elites 
created greater sociocultural divides during the 1970s and 
1980s. The elites’ views trickle down to the general populace, 
creating a cultural divide that has a direct effect on electoral 
politics. Other scholars challenge these views, particularly the 
extent to which the country is culturally divided. Morris P. 
Fiorina challenges Hunter’s idea that the populace follows the 
elite and instead posits that the populace is more centrist than 
those at the top of the sociopolitical hierarchy. In this way, he 
argues that the culture wars are only wars amongst the elite. 
Other scholars have supported Fiorina’s position, particular-
ly Irene Taviss Thompson who argues that Hunter overstated 
the divisive nature of the culture wars and applied partisan-
ship to more people than evidence proclaims. This essay tends 
to side more with Hunter and argues that the tribalism of the 
culture wars is strongest amongst the political elite but that 
this partisanship is increasingly visible in non-elites. For more 
on the culture wars discourse, see Fiorina; and Thompson.

2 Barbara Bush’s People magazine interview was published on 
October 1, 1990, while Marge Simpson’s letter is dated Sep-
tember 28, 1990. While it is reasonable to assume that the 
Simpsons production team received an advanced copy of 
Bush’s interview or somehow heard about it in passing, this is 
not verifiable.
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3 Many historians and scholars have participated in the growing 
debate over the purpose and efficacy of “family values” rhet-
oric. For more, see May, Homeward Bound; Coontz; Heine-
mann; and May, “’Family Values.’”

4 As a relatively recent president, Bush has only begun to receive 
scholarly attention, especially from historians. They challenge 
the idea that Bush’s presidency was unremarkable, especially 
boxed in by the flashier Reagan and Clinton administrations. 
Presidential scholar John Robert Greene argued that Bush’s 
legacy lies in his foreign policy achievements, even if domesti-
cally Reagan shone brighter. In his comparative study of pres-
idents who were less successful than their forebears, Donald 
A. Zinman argues that Bush inherited Reagan’s economic 
troubles and that this, paired with his lack of charisma, made 
it near impossible that Bush would be viewed as successful. 
Bush also wanted a quieter presidency and was more willing 
to embrace political centrists than Reagan, which made histo-
rians, and political pundits at the time, question Bush’s con-
servatism. For more, Critchlow; and Wilentz. Bush’s rhetoric 
is also a focus of study and scholars use it to explain his pres-
idential failures. Martin Medhurst argues that Bush lacked 
vision and, therefore, could not have the same rhetorical im-
pact as Ronald Regan. Lori Cox Han takes this idea further by 
including Bill Clinton and argues that Bush was sandwiched 
between two well-spoken presidents who presented clear vi-
sions for the country.
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“The future thanks you for your 
service”: HBO’s Watchmen as 

Instructive Discourse

Emily O’Malley and Paul D. Reich
Rollins College

ABSTRACT

HBO’s Watchmen carefully crafts a speculative United States 
that serves as a funhouse mirror in which Americans see 
themselves: distorted, ugly, but reflected all the same. Its 
careful interplay of plot, thematic, and cinematographic el-
ements capture its subject issues—racism, race-based vio-
lence, and systems of power—with nuance and complexity. 
Black characters present viewers with multiple models of jus-
tice, while White characters demonstrate models of injustice. 
However, the series moves beyond an oversimplified oppres-
sor-oppressed binary structure to interrogate more broadly 
who has power and privilege, and how they use that power 
and privilege to either help or harm. Watchmen breaks apart 
the history constructed by White Americans, peeling off the 
layers of nostalgia rhetoric to expose White viewers to the 
tragic, brutal reality of racism in the United States—and to 
their own culpability, even if they consider themselves liber-
al-minded. For Black viewers, however, Watchmen presents 
the narrative they have known their whole lives but have rare-
ly, if ever, seen represented on the screen before. The series 
models the strategy of simultaneously deprivileging White 
Americans’ nostalgia and prioritizing an empathetic under-
standing of Black Americans’ traumatic history to present 
viewers with the nation’s ugly reflection; in the act of critical-
ly viewing the series, then, moving toward new conceptions 
of justice and progress is possible. When used this way, tele-
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vision becomes a tool for an alternative education in the face 
of systemic efforts to suppress history. 

Keywords: Watchmen, nostalgia, memory, race, racism, trauma

“El futuro te agradece tu servicio”: 
Watchmen de HBO como discurso 

instructivo

RESUMEN

Watchmen de HBO crea cuidadosamente un Estados Uni-
dos especulativo que sirve como un espejo de la casa de la 
risa en el que los estadounidenses se ven a sí mismos: distor-
sionados, feos, pero reflejados de todos modos. Su cuidadosa 
interacción de la trama, la temática y los elementos cinema-
tográficos capturan sus temas (racismo, violencia basada en 
la raza y sistemas de poder) con matices y complejidad. Los 
personajes negros presentan a los espectadores múltiples 
modelos de justicia, mientras que los personajes blancos 
muestran modelos de injusticia. Sin embargo, la serie va más 
allá de una estructura binaria opresor-oprimido demasiado 
simplificada para interrogar de manera más amplia quién tie-
ne el poder y el privilegio, y cómo usan ese poder y privilegio 
para ayudar o dañar. Watchmen rompe la historia construida 
por los estadounidenses blancos, quitando las capas de la re-
tórica nostálgica para exponer a los espectadores blancos a la 
realidad trágica y brutal del racismo en los Estados Unidos, 
y a su propia culpabilidad, incluso si se consideran de men-
talidad liberal. Sin embargo, para los espectadores negros, 
Watchmen presenta la narrativa que han conocido toda su 
vida pero que rara vez, si es que alguna vez, han visto repre-
sentada en la pantalla antes. La serie modela la estrategia de 
privar simultáneamente a la nostalgia de los estadounidenses 
blancos y priorizar una comprensión empática de la historia 



HBO’s Watchmen as Instructive Discourse

61

traumática de los estadounidenses negros para presentar a 
los espectadores el feo reflejo de la nación; en el acto de mi-
rar críticamente la serie, entonces, es posible avanzar hacia 
nuevas concepciones de justicia y progreso. Cuando se usa 
de esta manera, la televisión se convierte en una herramienta 
para una educación alternativa frente a los esfuerzos sistémi-
cos para suprimir la historia.

Palabras clave: Watchmen, nostalgia, memoria, raza, racis-
mo, trauma

“未来感谢你的付出”：HBO电视剧《守望者》
作为教育性话语 

摘要

HBO推出的电视剧《守望者》仔细描绘了一个充满

猜测的、发挥哈哈镜作用的美国，其中美国人看见

扭曲的、丑陋的自己，但显现的却是同样的影像。

该剧对情节、主题要素、摄影要素的相互影响进行

仔细刻画，以细微和复杂的方式描述了其主题问

题：种族主义、基于种族的暴力以及权力体系。黑

人角色为观众呈现了多个正义模式，而白人角色则

展现了非正义模式。不过，该剧并未采取压迫者—

被压迫者这一过度简化的二元结构，而是以更广的

方式质问有权力和特权的是谁，以及他们如何使用

这种权力和特权来施以援助或造成伤害。《守望

者》解析了由美国白人所建构的历史，剥离怀旧的

修辞，让白人观众看到美国种族主义悲剧且残暴的

现实，以及看到自身的罪行，尽管其认为自己是崇

尚自由的。不过，对黑人观众而言，《守望者》呈

现了他们一直所熟知的叙事，但这些叙事几乎从未

在银幕上出现过。该剧展现的策略在将美国白人的

怀旧情怀进行剥离的同时对美国黑人的伤痛历史进
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行共情，以期为观众呈现该国的丑陋影像；通过对
该剧进行批判审视，则有可能对正义和进程的概念
进行新的构想。当以这种方式加以应用时，电视成
为了一种替代性教育工具，直面压迫历史的系统性
尝试。

关键词：《守望者》，怀旧，记忆，种族，种族主
义，创伤

“I still see Black men being shot, and Black 
bodies lying in the street. I still smell smoke 
and see fire. I still see Black businesses be-
ing burned. I still hear airplanes flying over-
head. I hear the screams. I live through the 
Massacre every day.”

—Viola (“Mother”) Fletcher

“You can’t heal under a mask, Angela. 
Wounds need air.”

—Will Reeves (“See How They Fly”)

In her testimony to the Subcommittee on the Constitution, 
Civil Rights, and Civil Liberties on May 19, 2021, Viola 
Fletcher—a survivor of the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre—

described the terror of that event and the trauma she contin-
ues to endure one hundred years later:

On May 31st, 1921, I went to bed in my fam-
ily’s home in the Greenwood neighborhood 
of Tulsa. The neighborhood I fell asleep in 
that night was rich—not just in terms of 
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wealth, but in culture, community, and her-
itage . . . Within a few hours, all of that was 
gone . . . I still see Black men being shot, and 
Black bodies lying in the street. I still smell 
smoke and see fire. I still see Black business-
es being burned. I still hear airplanes flying 
overhead. I hear the screams. I live through 
the Massacre every day. (Fletcher)

Fletcher was joined by two additional survivors of the Mas-
sacre who shared similar stories. Lessie Evelyn Benningfield 
Randle was six when she was forced from her Greenwood 
home after “white men with guns came and destroyed [her] 
community” (Randle). She recalled: “They burned houses 
and businesses . . . They murdered people . . . It wasn’t a pretty 
sight. I still see it today in my mind—100 years later” (Ran-
dle). And Hugh Van Ellis, a survivor and World War II veter-
an, told committee members, “The Tulsa Race Massacre isn’t 
a footnote in a history book for us. We live with it every day 
and the thought of what Greenwood was and what it could 
have been” (Van Ellis).

Terror and trauma. It is clear in their full statements to Con-
gress that these individuals were terrorized by the events of 
those two days in 1921, and that their memories from child-
hood have continued to traumatize them throughout their 
adult lives. What is equally clear is the terror and trauma of 
the Massacre have not been confined to the people who were 
there on those fateful days. Its legacy is a part of the city, state, 
and country’s histories. Part of that legacy has been the con-
certed decision to ignore and erase what happened; instead, 
“a brutal invasion became a victimless crime, then a repressed 
memory, then a hazy urban legend that few people had even 
heard about” (Luckerson). The process of misremembering 
the Tulsa Massacre was—and is—intentional: “It’s a true 
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story that will be left out of schoolbooks, mislabeled a ‘race 
riot,’ and deliberately forgotten” (Nussbaum). Even as this 
Congressional hearing took place, the State of Oklahoma 
with the passage of HB 1775 worked to ensure the Massacre 
cannot be taught in its appropriate context and complexity. 
In a direct attack on critical race theory, Oklahoma Governor 
Kevin Stitt—during his May 7, 2021, remarks posted after 
the signing of HB 1775—argued that historical events like 
the Massacre and the Trail of Tears should be taught “with-
out labeling a young child as an oppressor or requiring he or 
she feel guilt or shame based on their race or sex” (“Gover-
nor Stitt’s Statement” 00:01:30).1 Competent educators who 
seek to teach the truth about the Massacre cannot do so with-
out acknowledging the oppression of one race over the other. 
And what Tulsan, Oklahoman, or American could view the 
acts of those two days and the subsequent decisions to cover 
them up without some measure of guilt and shame?

The history of enslavement, racism, and anti-Black violence 
has consistently been obfuscated in the historical and liter-
ary record by White individuals seeking to maintain systems 
of White supremacy. To preserve power, White Americans 
depend on reconstructed versions of history that portray 
mythic origin stories and heroes triumphing over difficult 

1 Proposed legislation introduced by the Oklahoma State Legislature 
in early 2022 seeks to continue this erasure of the historical record. 
House Bill 2988 declares that any state agency or school funded by 
the state cannot teach that (1) “America has more culpability, in 
general, than other nations for the institution of slavery;” (2) “that 
one race is the unique oppressor in the institution of slavery;” (3) 
“that another race is the unique victim in the institution of slavery; 
(4) “that America, in general, had slavery more extensively and for 
a later period of time than other nations; or” (5) “the primary and 
overarching purpose for the founding of America was the initiation 
and perpetuation of slavery.” To do so, risks a withholding of up to 
10% of state funding for that institution (Olsen).
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odds. That effort was especially focused after the Civil War: 
“Postwar white southern elites faced a Herculean task of 
reproducing their world from the scattered fragments of a 
shattered past. The New South would require a new past” 
(Anderson 126). Postbellum memoirs that reminisce on the 
past (White) glory of plantation life serve as a clear model 
of the intentional process of misremembering; the horrify-
ing conditions of enslavement were buried by a false portrait 
of enslaver-enslaved person relations that were purported to 
be at least happy, if not familial. This is the operative func-
tion of nostalgia: “Happy memories are placed on a pedestal 
whereas unhappy memories are knocked off theirs . . . This 
has, according to [sociologist Fred] Davis, an insidious effect 
because the diversity of the past is thus suppressed” (Ander-
son 107). The “happy memories” preserved in plantation 
reminiscences are both White and false, a component of “the 
suffocating hegemony of white national time which assumes 
linearity, closure, and a denial of responsibility” (Ore and 
Houdek 444). Misremembering is a frequent tool in the con-
struction of a White, imperialist history, which, since written 
by the victors, actively suppresses marginalized voices and 
experiences. That process was implemented by White Tul-
sans to essentially remove the Tulsa Race Massacre from the 
historical record. 

However, examining models of intentional misremember-
ing like postbellum memoirs and plantation museums also 
reveals models of the work necessary to combat the oppres-
sive prevailing (White) narratives. Nostalgia may suppress 
the past’s diversity, but it can be disrupted and dismantled by 
the focalization of marginalized voices in cultural storytell-
ing. In an evaluation of the Laura Plantation Museum and its 
visitors, Carter et al. found that “the Gone with the Wind nar-
rativized world of the plantation is in decline. Counternarra-
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tives from cultural products such as the television miniseries 
Roots and post-Civil Rights era textbooks might have recon-
figured the narrative of the plantation” (555). The power of 
counternarratives has been demonstrated time and again, 
from pre-Civil War abolitionist literature to the neo-slave 
narratives of authors like Toni Morrison, Octavia Butler, and 
Colson Whitehead. HBO’s 2019 limited series Watchmen is 
its own form of counternarrative, a story not of what actually 
was but of what could have been—had the Tulsa Race Mas-
sacre been remembered, had reparations been implemented, 
had the “nostalgia for a mythic great white past” cultivated by 
individuals like former President Donald Trump remained in 
the shadows rather than granted great political weight (Ore 
and Houdek 447). Just as neo-slave narratives worked to 
present a fuller account of enslavement and anti-Black vio-
lence, Watchmen combats the nostalgic misremembering of 
the twentieth century and its linear representation of White 
atonement for racism and closure to enter a purportedly 
post-racial twenty-first century. The Tulsa Race Massacre 
“had been relegated to a historical footnote, if it was men-
tioned at all, until Watchmen revived it in the national memo-
ry” (Kennedy-Karpat 289). 

With increasingly frequent attacks on critical race theory, al-
ternative education models are necessary to continue the tes-
timonies of Fletcher, Randle, and Van Ellis. Watchmen is one 
such model. In response to persistent denials of “the continu-
ity of anti-Black violence [that] often frame the closure of the 
past as an enactment of white atonement, redemption, and 
justice achieved,” Watchmen reveals the pervasiveness of rac-
ism today and the lie of a post-racial United States (Ore and 
Houdek 445). Opening in 1921 Tulsa, the first eight minutes 
of the television drama present in graphic detail the events 
of the Massacre, all from the perspective of a young boy. 
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Realized here, in these eight minutes, is the terror Fletcher, 
Randle, and Van Ellis describe. But the show does not simply 
employ this event as a historical touchpoint and move on—
it demonstrates instead how these acts impact not only the 
life of the focalized character but his children, grandchildren, 
and the community writ large. 

Watchmen’s speculative United States is a funhouse mirror 
in which Americans see themselves: distorted, ugly, but re-
flected all the same. Its careful interplay of plot, thematic, and 
cinematographic elements capture its subject issues—rac-
ism, race-based violence, and systems of power—with nu-
ance and complexity. Black characters present viewers with 
multiple models of justice, while White characters demon-
strate models of injustice. However, the series moves beyond 
an oversimplified oppressor-oppressed binary structure to 
interrogate more broadly who has power and privilege, and 
how they use that power and privilege to either help or harm. 
Watchmen breaks apart the history constructed by White 
Americans, peeling off the layers of nostalgia rhetoric to 
expose White viewers to the tragic, brutal reality of racism 
in the United States—and to their own culpability, even if 
they consider themselves liberal-minded. For Black viewers, 
however, Watchmen presents the narrative they have known 
their whole lives but have rarely, if ever, seen represented on 
the screen before. The series models the strategy of simul-
taneously deprivileging White Americans’ nostalgia and pri-
oritizing an empathetic understanding of Black Americans’ 
traumatic history to present viewers with the nation’s ugly 
reflection; in the act of critically viewing the series, then, 
moving toward new conceptions of justice and progress is 
possible. When used this way, television becomes a tool for 
an alternative education in the face of systemic efforts to sup-
press history. 



Popular Culture Review 33.1

68

The series opens with an imagined Oscar Micheaux film Trust 
in the Law! (“Tales of the Black Marshall”). Micheaux’s affini-
ty for elevating African American pioneers and bringing their 
stories to his community continues with the feature film cre-
ated for the series. Chronicling the life of Bass Reeves, “the 
Black Marshall of Oklahoma,” the film shows Reeves, hood-
ed and dressed all in black, chasing a local sheriff dressed in 
white across the Oklahoma plains. When Reeves captures 
him in front of a church and the local (White) townspeople 
demand an account for his actions, Reeves explains that the 
sheriff is both a “scoundrel” and “cattle thief ” who does not 
“deserve to wear the badge” (“It’s Summer and We’re Run-
ning Out of Ice” 00:01:21). Asked for his identity and back-
lit by the sun, Reeves throws back his hood, revealing both 
his face and badge. A young (White) boy identifies him—
proudly—by name and title. 

The decision to invert the black and white dichotomy be-
tween evil and good is purposeful in this carefully crafted 
film. And just as filmgoers in 1921 would have recognized 
this inversion and understood the explicit message of aspira-
tion and racial uplift that Trust in the Law! provides as counter 
to D.W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation (1915), Watchmen viewers 
must be equally primed for challenges to their expectations. 
The point of view widens from the film to include the theatre 
in which it is being viewed and reveals an audience of one: a 
young (Black) boy whose ability to recite the lines suggests 
he has viewed the film many times. Viewers hear him repeat 
Reeves’s response to the townspeople’s call for a lynching: 
“There will be no mob justice today. Trust in the law” (“It’s 
Summer and We’re Running Out of Ice” 00:02:12-15). The 
audience also hears a siren coming from outside the theatre 
warning Greenwood residents that mob “justice” is coming 
for them.
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In Watchmen’s alternative timeline, Micheaux’s Trust in the 
Law! premieres in Williams’ Dreamland Theatre one week 
before the Massacre that destroyed much of that neighbor-
hood and took more than 200 lives (“Tales of the Black Mar-
shall”). As Watchmen moves from Micheaux’s imagined film 
to the theatre to the streets of Greenwood, the scenes of dev-
astation and destruction become more horrific. The young 
boy (Danny Boyd, Jr.), who we later learn is named Will 
Reeves, is joined in the theatre by his parents. His mother has 
been playing the piano accompaniment to the silent film, and 
his father—paralleling Bass Reeves’s reveal framing—bursts 
in from the back of theatre, dressed in military uniform with 
a gun and backlit by the sun. As viewers follow them out of 
theatre, they are introduced to a full-colored world that the 
show identifies with a title: Tulsa 1921. Watchmen asserts 
“exactly whose nostalgia shapes its perspective on history by 
showing Reeves’ memories of the 1921 massacre […] shift-
ing the central nostalgic perspective in the Watchmen uni-
verse” from White male oppressors to Black men and women 
(Kennedy-Karpat 289). Portraying this very real tragedy in 
these opening minutes asserts immediately the series’ pur-
pose as an alternative education model, providing a specific, 
often-unseen perspective. The establishing shot of Green-
wood Avenue is then followed by more intimate moments of 
terror meant to be seen from young Will’s perspective. Direc-
tor Nicole Kassell is careful here to return often to Will’s face 
and show how his eyes vacillate between open and closed. 
He sees a firetruck with its Black fire brigade lined up wait-
ing to be executed by a group of White men; a Black woman 
chased out of a store and shot in the back by a White man; a 
Black man on fire; a White man in a Ku Klux Klan robe with 
a shotgun surveying the street for targets; a newspaper head-
line for a local (White) paper inciting mob violence; a hood-
ed Klansman on a white horse; and a Black child holding a 
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dead Black infant (“It’s Summer and We’re Running Out of 
Ice” 00:02:41-03:34). 

The viewer, like Will, sees these images as a series of quick 
cuts. There is not time to process these portrayals of vio-
lence individually; the audience understands them now 
as a collective horror, acts of inhumanity that defy any ad-
equate description. And because the viewer is focalized on 
this young boy, they are strongly invested in his safety. His 
parents successfully navigate this street of horrors and make 
it to the relative safety of an automotive repair shop. Will’s 
father places him in a trunk stowed on an escaping car driven 
by a family friend—the shop’s mechanic—who is fleeing the 
neighborhood with his own wife and child. Forced to leave 
his parents behind, Will witnesses their deaths through a 
fresh bullet hole in the trunk as a biplane drops dynamite on 
the building where they remained; he also sees the dead bod-
ies of two Black men dragged behind a truck (“It’s Summer 
and We’re Running Out of Ice” 00:05:14). Overwhelmed 
by these scenes, Will (and the viewer) cut to black only to 
awaken at night in a field outside of Tulsa. The mechanic 
and his wife are dead; their infant child is not. Young Will 
picks her up, carefully rewraps her in an American flag blan-
ket, and tells her, “You’re okay” (00:07:01-02). After these 
first eight minutes, as much as viewers wish that were true, 
they most assuredly are not. Neither is the show’s audience, 
and the inclusion of the flag in this moment serves to under-
score how these acts of racial violence are as much a part of 
the nation’s history as the many other events so often taught 
and eulogized in national narratives. Equally important is the 
inherent symbolism of these young Black children needing 
and deserving comfort from the nation during this moment 
of profound loss.
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In 2019, Will (Louis Gossett, Jr.) returns to Tulsa a much 
older man, with only the eight-minute opening sequence 
thus far explaining his history there. Upon his arrival, he ini-
tiates interactions with series protagonist Angela Abar (Re-
gina King), a woman who secretly works as a masked police 
detective with the code name Sister Night. Given Will’s old 
age and apparent harmlessness, Angela and viewers alike are 
surprised to discover Angela’s friend and Chief of Police Judd 
Crawford (Don Johnson) has been hanged and that Will is 
“the one who strung [her] chief of police up” (“Martial Feats 
of Comanche Horsemanship” 00:07:48-50). The sight of her 
beloved friend’s body is traumatizing, and the loss opens An-
gela up to the possibility of constructing a new version of the 
past in response, given that nostalgia “always appears against 
the backdrop of ‘massive identity dislocations,’ in periods of 
‘rude transitions rendered by history,’ in times of fear in the 
face of electrifying change, and at those transitional points in 
life when anxiety . . . is felt” (Anderson 107-8). On top of the 
anxiety and change due to Judd’s death, Angela’s identity is 
dislocated when she learns that Will is the grandfather who 
has been absent her entire life. These simultaneous inciting 
incidents for nostalgia provide the opportunity for Ange-
la’s version of the past to grow more expansive—to include 
Will’s experiences within her family history and to broaden 
her understanding of the racialized conflicts in Tulsa. 

While Angela wants an easy explanation of Will’s arrival to 
Tulsa and Judd’s death, Will is evasive, insisting that Angela 
must experience things for herself. She does through an over-
dose of Will’s Nostalgia, an in-series drug that is essentially 
memories in pill form. However, Angela is immersed not in 
the Tulsa of Will’s childhood, but in his adult life as a New 
York City police officer in the late 1930s and early 40s. The 
effect of taking multiple pills at once has distorted Angela’s 



Popular Culture Review 33.1

72

very concept of memory, as represented by the manipula-
tions of color, sound, point of view, and even which actor is 
physically in the role. Indeed, while some of the scenes are 
observed as Will’s experiences, many of the most emotion-
ally intense moments feature either Angela’s body literally 
in Will’s place or a first-person camera angle through which 
the viewer is placed in the scene. The visual elements are 
designed to mimic how trauma memories function within 
the brain: “[T]rauma narratives are characterized by senso-
ry aspects, incoherence, and a lack of sequence, collectively 
referred to as fragmentation” (Bedard-Gilligan et al. 212). 
Without those cinematographic techniques, the basic plot of 
Will’s memories explains to Angela his costumed identity as 
Hooded Justice, his investigation into a White supremacist 
mind-control cult called Cyclops, and his absence from An-
gela’s family and her life. The careful interplay of those plot 
elements with the cinematographic techniques, however, 
reveals a more sophisticated thematic focus on Will’s loss of 
idealistic faith in the law and how traumatic events may drive 
individuals toward retributive justice as a means of redress. 

Will struggles with his fellow (White) officers, who use their 
positions to further their White supremacist ideology. Will, 
Angela, and the viewer fully realize this when Fred, a wealthy 
White man Will brought into the station for setting a Jewish 
delicatessen on fire, has not been booked by Will’s fellow offi-
cers. Upset, Will storms out of the police station, which leads 
into a transition from one memory to another. The camera 
follows Will out, then pans up to the sky to transition to 
nightfall. As it returns to action, the camera first pans left to a 
lamppost; once there, it moves down the post to reveal Will 
in plainclothes after work, the post framed behind him (“This 
Extraordinary Being” 00:16:40-44). Here is the viewer’s first 
hint of what is about to occur: lampposts were frequently 
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used for racially motivated lynchings, and the placement of 
Will in front of the post visually suggests the threat. The sec-
ond hint comes as the camera tracks Will’s movement. He 
walks past a vision of his mother playing the piano on the day 
of the Tulsa massacre, an image that returns to Will/Angela 
throughout the Nostalgia overdose (00:16:49). Her image is 
“the transgenerational ‘phantom’ that returns to unsettle the 
present with respect to crimes or transgressions that have not 
been worked through . . . [A] phantom or ghost, whether as 
metaphor or as hallucination, is a form of traumatic memo-
ry or post-traumatic effect” (LaCapra 379). The unresolved 
trauma and danger that the vision of Will’s mother indicates 
is passed on from Will to Angela as she experiences the mem-
ories for herself. This and other images of the massacre use 
the same sepia tones from the opening sequence, while the 
action in New York City is filmed in black and white. The col-
oration stands out vividly, as the trauma of what Will experi-
enced is vivid in his memory. 

Another colored image of Tulsa will appear as the third hint 
of the danger to come. A cop car pulls up beside Will—the 
three officers who lied about booking Fred. Officer Borquin 
( Jordan Salloum), the trio’s leader, offers Will a ride home, 
then invites him to grab a beer. Will, sensing the danger 
suggested to viewers by the lamppost and the vision of his 
mother, declines. Borquin finally yields, and the police car 
peels away; as it does, Will sees a vision of the two Black men 
dragged behind the truck in Tulsa (“This Extraordinary Be-
ing” 00:17:41). Borquin and his lackeys are placed against the 
White supremacists from the Tulsa massacre—specifically, 
the men who most likely shot the bullet hole in the trunk in 
which Will was hidden, giving him the ability to bear witness 
to his parents’ death and the further destruction of Green-
wood. The audience thus infers that Borquin, too, will reveal 
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a painful truth to Will through an act of racist violence. It is 
an inference quickly proven correct; when Will cuts through 
an alley, the car swings in front of him and the three officers 
get out. “Another time ain’t gonna work for us,” Borquin de-
clares (00:18:23-24). The cops proceed to beat Will, forcing 
him to the ground and kicking him in the ribs repeatedly. The 
music, a crooning song about “The Way It Used to Be” (per-
formed by Laura Dickinson), distorts as the violence contin-
ues. The camera pans around the violent scene before lower-
ing to Will’s level, a height and gaze similar to his childhood 
perspective in Tulsa, then taking his place entirely. The final 
blow that knocks Will unconscious and cuts the shot to black 
is thus being delivered directly to the camera, to the audience 
(00:18:26-37).

The camera stays in Will’s position when he regains con-
sciousness, so the viewer is dragged by the ankles toward 
the large tree where the rope is being hung. The position-
ality reveals once again how similar these officers are to the 
men from Tulsa, dragging a Black man across the ground. 
Once Will is dropped at the base of the tree, the camera pulls 
back into observational mode. Borquin hits Will in the face 
again—the viewer witnesses what they experienced before 
arriving to the site of the lynching—and then another offi-
cer loops the noose around Will’s neck. The perspective cuts 
back to camera-as-Will when Borquin pulls a thin hood over 
Will’s eyes, forcing the viewer to see blurred images through 
the fabric. Will and the camera are pulled up; camera-as-Will 
gasps and the gaze darts frantically between Borquin and the 
car headlights, a use of both visuals and audio to evoke the 
claustrophobic suffocation of being hanged. Grunts turn to 
gasps, it becomes more difficult to see, and the music distorts 
and fades until there is only the sound of ringing ears. Will, 
and to an extent the audience, has been hanged (“This Ex-
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traordinary Being” 00:18:40-19:34). For the White viewer, 
this is shocking and uncomfortable; the series asks them to 
empathize with an experience far removed from their lives, 
inviting a deeper understanding of the atrocious injustice of 
racialized murders. Since “narratives involve audiences . . . 
in the creation of a sense of shared past and present identi-
ties that structure social relations,” Watchmen’s insistence on 
forcing White viewers to embrace a non-White perspective 
demands that they reevaluate their current conception of 
the cultural past and social present (Carter et al. 547). For 
Black viewers, however, “discourses [linking lynching and 
other forms of racialized violence across time] evidence an 
alternative, nonlinear temporal orientation to anti-Black vi-
olence that better accounts for its continuity and persistence 
than those that divorce the present from the past” (Ore and 
Houdek 444). By linking the Tulsa Race Massacre to both a 
New York City lynching and the racialized violence in Watch-
men’s contemporary Tulsa, the series “threatens to rupture 
the hegemony of white national time and create openings for 
new understandings of what justice looks like” (445). The 
nation’s violent past is not past at all, either in Watchmen or, 
as the viewer is forced to realize, in the real world. 

Then, the cops abort the lynching and drop Will to the 
ground. As Will’s vision strengthens, Borquin removes the 
hood and cuts the noose from the rest of the rope. He leans 
into camera-as-Will to say, “You keep your black nose out 
of white folks’ business, nigger. Or, next time, we won’t cut 
you down” (“This Extraordinary Being” 00:19:54-20:05). 
Borquin then throws the hood at camera-as-Will and walks 
away; the camera returns to an observational angle, and it is 
now Angela collapsed at the base of the tree, not Will. Angela 
coughs, grunts, shakes, and struggles to sit up. Her physical 
reaction to almost being lynched informs the viewer’s own 
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emotional reaction to the scene’s intensity. Further, her hiss 
at the cops indicates that Angela has felt both Will’s traumat-
ic experience and his emotional response—rage (00:20:10-
38). The audience, too, should be angry.

As Will walks home, he stumbles upon a perfect outlet for 
his emotions that indicates his rapidly shifting notion of jus-
tice. Will demonstrates how “a crisis or catastrophe that dis-
orients and may devastate the collectivity or the individual 
may uncannily become the basis of an origin or renewed or-
igin myth that authorized acts or policies that appeal to it for 
justification” (LaCapra 394). For Will, the aborted lynching 
triggers a transformation into a vigilante combatting racism. 
The camera pans up from the hood in Will’s hands to his face 
and the noose still around his neck. Then, he hears a (White) 
couple’s cries for help. With only a moment’s hesitation, Will 
tears eye holes in the hood—much like the bullet hole in the 
trunk in Tulsa, Will’s experience has created a new portal 
through which he sees and understands violence. He tugs the 
hood on and springs into action. Like the trio of cops, there 
is a trio of White men assaulting the couple. Will enacts an 
inversion of his own assault: he punches the muggers’ faces, 
pushes them to the ground, and kicks them in the ribs (“This 
Extraordinary Being” 00:21:05-22:17). More than just an 
expression of rage, this is a total reversal of power; the dif-
ference, however, is that Will is intervening on an injustice. 
Still, Will and Borquin both believe themselves to be fighting 
for their values—though Borquin and his colleagues’ mo-
rality is eroded. With the hood, Will is a one-man mob, and 
post-lynching, his anger seeks retribution.

Will’s total shift to retributive justice extends into his pres-
ent-day, made clear when Angela and the audience final-
ly learn the truth about what happened to Judd Crawford. 
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Will takes matters into his own hands; in an answer to Judd’s 
question, “Who are you?” Will considers himself “Justice” 
(“This Extraordinary Being” 00:55:47-50). Will asks about 
the “Klan robe in [ Judd’s] closet,” which Judd insists he has 
“a right to keep” (00:56:07-16). Angela’s own memories 
intrude on the Nostalgia—specifically, flashes of what she 
herself saw in Judd’s closet: the Klan robe and a photograph 
of Judd with his grandfather. Like Will’s visions of Tulsa, 
Angela’s flashes of memory appear in color, though more 
saturated to match her own perception of reality. Angela is 
traumatized by the realization that her friend and colleague 
is racist, much in the way that the massacre and destruction 
of Greenwood was a betrayal to young Will, so these visions 
are vivid. Though Angela’s memories verify the possession of 
the Klan robe, they do not explain why Judd has it, and his 
only answer is, “It’s my legacy” (00:56:17-18). Will pushes 
back on this argument: “If you’re so proud of your legacy, 
why do you hide it?” (00:56:20-24). The irony, of course, is 
that Will has been hiding his legacy from Angela for decades. 
Will’s inability to see similarities between himself and Judd 
invites the viewer to interrogate whether shame is inherently 
different when generated by trauma versus guilt.

Will does not wait for an answer to questions about legacy, 
or for proof that Judd is indeed a White supremacist. Instead, 
he turns back on his flashlight—a technique borrowed from 
Cyclops, the White supremacists he stopped from using 
mind-control to incite violence between Black people in the 
40s—and declares, “You can hang yourself now” (“This Ex-
traordinary Being” 00:56:54-56). The camera pans into the 
flashlight’s beam to center it, then back out to reveal Angela 
now in place of Will handing Judd the noose. “The Way It 
Used To Be” layers with the piano accompaniment to child 
Will’s film hero Bass Reeves; his loss of faith in justice plays 
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against that childhood faith itself. However, this does not re-
sult in any hesitation. Angela-as-Will nods to Judd, the signal 
to step off the stool and hang himself. This triggers a series of 
overlapping visions: his mother playing the piano; the drums 
from his police academy graduation; young Will reciting 
Bass Reeves’ declaration that “[t]here will be no mob justice 
today” (00:58:30-33) as Bass Reeves himself appears; Will 
explaining Bass Reeves to June, the infant he found in Tulsa 
and his now-ex-wife; Captain Metropolis/Nelson Gardner, 
Will’s (White) male ex-lover, talking about how Hooded Jus-
tice inspired the Minutemen; Will’s folder with information 
on Cyclops; and June telling Will to stay away from Tulsa 
(00:58:10-59:01). The events of his life that led to his con-
clusive views on justice are presented in one montage to An-
gela and the audience. 

Most of these images are black-and-white, but the scenes 
from Tulsa still “remain in colour, a cinematographic choice 
that succinctly conveys how Will’s adult life seems less real to 
him than the wounds inflicted on his psyche in childhood” 
( Johnson 400). More than that, though, the black-and-white 
of “This Extraordinary Being” emulates Will’s first notion of 
justice: Bass Reeves and Trust in the Law! Will’s propulsion 
toward retributive justice is its own form of fantasy, just like 
the idealistic dreams of restorative justice manifested in Bass 
Reeves. While a Black man fighting crime and being praised 
for stopping a White criminal is unrealistic, Will’s eye-for-
an-eye retributive justice is unsustainable. Without con-
crete proof of Judd’s crimes, lynching Judd is as unjust as the 
aborted lynching of Will himself. Now that two extremes of 
justice have been presented through Will’s perspective, it is 
up to Angela and the audience to determine what real justice 
might look like. 
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Angela begins that work as she recovers from Nostalgia and 
frequently lapses into her own memories of childhood, this 
time recontextualized by the trauma Will has experienced 
and she has inherited. Both Angela and the viewer come to 
understand “nostalgia as a force that binds the past to both 
present and future” (Kennedy-Karpat 288). Will’s past in-
forms Angela’s conception of her own past; how Will and An-
gela each process and integrate the lessons of retrospection 
on his experiences shape how they approach the present mo-
ment and the conflict with the Seventh Kavalry. Will’s past—
and Angela’s own—are thus unable to be interpreted in a 
vacuum and instead are vital to understanding who they are 
now and why. The series demonstrates, through Angela’s new 
interrogation of her own past, “the value of situating trauma 
in larger contexts and histories of violence” (LaCapra 378). 
Ensconced in the capable hands of Lady Trieu (Hong Chau) 
and her treatment for Nostalgia overdose, Angela finds her-
self vacillating between Trieu’s medical facility and Angela’s 
Vietnam childhood; she “drops down a tunnel of inherited 
trauma [from Will], and what she finds there rewrites not 
just her own history but the mythology she’s inside” (Nuss-
baum). Angela specifically focuses on her most traumatic 
memories: namely, the death of her parents and the contin-
ued tragedies that follow. In this recollection, though, Angela 
begins the process of rewriting her history.

When transported back to Angela’s Vietnam, the viewer 
sees a world saturated in color. It is a vibrant, bustling day 
commemorating the end of the war due to Dr. Manhattan’s 
(violent, destructive) intervention. Angela has purchased a 
movie to watch—featuring a masked protagonist named Sis-
ter Night—and her father explains why she cannot: “People 
who wear masks are dangerous, Angela, and we should be 
scared of them” (“An Almost Religious Awe” 04:52-56). As 
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he imparts this lesson, she embeds Will’s memory of masking 
himself as Hooded Justice, including one moment where her 
father, Marcus, watches. The viewer understands, as she does, 
that his feelings about masked vigilantes have been influenced 
by his (poor) relationship with his father. Nostalgia has pro-
vided new context for this final conversation with her father.

Subsequent embedded memories, however, serve a differ-
ent purpose. Instead of providing context for her life, Will’s 
experiences force Angela to reevaluate her understanding of 
the world she inhabits and reimagine her own history. The 
effect of the aptly-named pills is a major function of nostal-
gia itself: “While nostalgia may be understood as a failure or 
at least a reluctance to adjust to changing circumstances, it 
can also prompt critical reflection on the past that produc-
tively shapes things yet to come” (Kennedy-Karpat 283). As 
she makes her way back to return the video, Angela is drawn 
to a puppet show that features Dr. Manhattan besting Viet-
namese soldiers in battle. The lightning bolts of fire shoot-
ing down from his hands trigger a memory of Tulsa: she sees 
the fire truck and its brigade about to be executed. Here is a 
first glimpse of this potential reevaluation: Manhattan is not 
the American hero who liberated Vietnam and provided the 
United States with its fifty-first state. He is, in Angela’s sub-
conscious, connected instead to the Tulsan White suprem-
acists who murdered Greenwood’s residents and destroyed 
that community. To further emphasize this connection, the 
saturated color of Angela’s Vietnam is replaced by the sepia 
tones of young Will’s Tulsa. The puppeteer then hands a bicy-
cling man—who contemporary Angela knows is the suicide 
bomber who will kill her parents—a backpack and triggers in 
Angela a vision of the first Klansman viewers and young Will 
saw in Tulsa. As she watches the bomber, she connects him 
and his act with multiple scenes from the Tulsa Massacre. 
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Angela sees the Black woman shot in the back and the Black 
man on fire; the two Black men dragged behind a truck; the 
hooded Klansman on a white horse; and the young Black 
boy with a dead Black infant (“An Almost Religious Awe” 
00:05:35-06:25). The show (and Angela) has just complicat-
ed the viewing again. In her connection of the bomber with 
the Klansman, Angela reasserts a reading of him as a terrorist 
who (like Manhattan) has come to disrupt the political and 
domestic life of this place’s residents.

Will’s memories (his history) when layered over Angela’s 
own complicate not only her understanding of her parents’ 
deaths but also the American acquisition of Vietnam. James 
Brown’s “Living in America” no longer serves as a useful an-
them for the celebration of Victory Vietnam (VVN) Day; it 
is now a painful reminder that many Vietnamese are forced 
to live under American occupation.2 And Angela’s resistance 
to see the bomber as anything other than a terrorist is soon 
challenged by the history of her grandfather. As the view-
er saw in “This Extraordinary Being,” Will’s origin story is 
complicated, but the show’s repeated presentation of Bass 
Reeves, his mother, his graduation from the police academy, 
and the aborted lynching suggest that his journey to Hooded 
Justice uses those moments and figures as touchstones. “An 
Almost Religious Awe” positions Angela similarly: she, too, 

2 In “How ‘Watchmen’s’ misunderstanding of Vietnam undercuts its 
vision of racism,” Viet Thanh Nguyen provides a compelling reading 
of the show’s discussion of the war, imperialism, and its Vietnamese 
characters. In “Thinking About Watchmen: With Jonathan W. Gray, 
Rebecca A. Wanzo, and Kristen J. Warner,” Wanzo makes a similar 
claim, arguing the show “does fail to interrogate imperialism and the 
Vietnam War.” While Watchmen certainly does not devote extended 
time to American imperialism and Vietnam, these scenes with Angela 
may allow viewers to consider—as Angela does—the American war 
in Vietnam, its statehood, and the treatment of former Vietnamese 
citizens who are clearly fighting against these developments.
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loses her parents at a young age and finds in law enforcement 
a role model that will dictate her professional choices. But if 
Will’s path for justice has moved from a “trust in the law” to 
retribution, Angela’s has proven to be quite different.

After her parents’ death, two Saigon police officers bring 
Angela a suspect they believe is responsible for the act. The 
man, hooded in the back seat, is the puppeteer. Officer Roy 
removes the hood, and Angela clearly identifies him as the 
man who gave the bomber the backpack: “That’s him . . . I’m 
sure.” (“An Almost Religious Awe” 22:40-49). They stare 
at each other for a moment. As Roy removes him from the 
car and replaces the hood on the puppeteer’s head, Angela 
flashes back to the moment Will places the hood on his head 
post-lynching before his first act of vigilantism. This will be 
hers. Roy leads the puppeteer away, Angela steps forward, 
and the camera closes in on her face to show she understands 
the weight of her action. Officer Jen tells her she is “very 
brave” and directs her to return inside, but Angela instead 
asks, “Can I listen?” (23:04-11). Impressed, Jen hands An-
gela her badge, telling the young girl to “come find me” when 
she grows up (23:19-21). As Angela holds the badge, she ex-
periences flashes of others: Bass Reeves’s, Will’s at his grad-
uation ceremony, Judd’s underneath his lynched body with 
a drop of blood violating it. Then, a gunshot echoes; Angela 
turns around. She has listened. A man has been lynched.

This, perhaps, is the show’s most subtle of scenes. On the 
one hand, careful viewers—or perhaps anyone with basic 
United State Constitutional knowledge around the Sixth 
Amendment—recognizes the illegality of what has just oc-
curred. And like with Judd’s lynching, viewers are left with 
more questions than answers concerning this purported ter-
rorist. Did he know what he was delivering to the bicyclist? 
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Do the police have additional evidence linking him to the 
bombing? Is the audience to assess his guilt by his scar and 
shifty looks? On the other hand, what is clear is the inversion 
of justice progression that occurs for Angela in comparison 
to her grandfather. As a young child, Will believed so strong-
ly in the law that even the Tulsa Massacre and the death of 
his parents could not dissuade him from becoming a police 
officer in New York City. But there, his aborted lynching by 
fellow (White) officers finally convinced Will of the neces-
sity to pursue retributive justice, and his alter ego was born. 
Angela found retributive justice early in the death of the pup-
peteer. As her life progresses, she moves further away from 
that model and by the end of the show is a clear proponent of 
restorative justice. 

That shift is helped in part by a person Angela meets after 
becoming a police officer in Saigon: the love of her life, Dr. 
Manhattan/Jon Osterman. When Jon and Angela meet, he is 
in his classic blue form, but he does not stay that way; he and 
Angela choose to take the identity and form of a dead man so 
that Jon has legal documents and can live a new life free from 
his complicated history as Dr. Manhattan. Angela presents 
Jon with three options: a Vietnamese man and two white 
men (“A God Walks into Abar” 00:17:19-52). She wants Jon 
to pick, whereas he insists she choose someone with whom 
she would be comfortable. Because Jon’s powers require him 
to exist in all of his experiences simultaneously, he already 
knows that Angela will choose—and that she has not shown 
him all the options, so he prompts her to reveal the choice 
she has been holding back. That choice is a Black man, Cal, 
and Angela says, “I’d be comfortable with him” (00:19:22-
23). Watchmen understands the nuance and complications 
that go into a White man choosing to inhabit the form and 
take the identity of a Black man. When Jon/Cal meets with 
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Adrian Veidt in his new body, Adrian positions himself as the 
critic: “It’s quite an interesting form you’ve decided to take. 
[…] It’s not the 80s anymore, Jon. This kind of appropriation 
is considered quite problematic now” (00:28:51-29:07). It 
would be problematic—perhaps it still is—had Angela not 
wanted specifically to be with a Black man while revealing 
through her approach that she understood Jon could not 
choose that form for himself. 

Jon sacrifices everything that comes with being Dr. Manhat-
tan to fully become Cal so that he and Angela can be togeth-
er. And a sacrifice it is: “Like Hooded Justice, [ Jon/Cal] uses 
blackness as a shield of anonymity in a world transfixed by 
white heroes. But because he agrees to give up his powers 
and memories to save his relationship, blackness also robs 
him of his ability to alter history with the snap of his fingers” 
(Luckerson). Cal is left without any memory of his life as 
Jon, and Angela has to reintegrate him into the world, not as 
a super-powerful being in Vietnam but as a Black man in Tul-
sa, Oklahoma. His powers are still there, but only reflexively 
when Jon/Cal feels his or Angela’s life is in danger. Essential-
ly, though, to live a real life with Angela, Cal has to give up the 
privilege of superpowers (Dr. Manhattan) and the privilege 
of Whiteness ( Jon). What Angela wanted when she chose 
Cal’s body is, perhaps, a partner in the potential dangers of 
Blackness in America. They are vulnerable in Tulsa, but they 
are vulnerable together.

The dangers that Will, Angela, and Cal face in Tulsa do not 
need to be overly explained. Viewers are already familiar 
with the enemy; though Watchmen’s contemporary Tulsa is 
a speculative version of the America viewers know, its racial 
strife is grounded in this United States. While the (Black) pro-
tagonists function as illustrative models for the discovery of 
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and experimentation with different forms of justice-seeking, 
the (White) antagonists and supporting characters demon-
strate injustice, both overt and subtle, and motivate viewers 
to evaluate their own behavior toward and interactions with 
marginalized individuals. Watchmen’s American politics are 
oriented further left than those of the audience’s world, but 
this does not eliminate prejudice and hate from (White) peo-
ple who feel their status is being threatened. Though some 
progress, such as reparations paid to survivors of the Tulsa 
Race Massacre and their direct descendants, has been made, 
the series is careful not to suggest that actions like these are a 
solution to racism. In fact, social progress is responded to by 
White supremacists in a familiarly violent, reactionary way. 
The reparations so hotly debated in the real United States are, 
when implemented, only another invitation for (White) rage 
to respond. 

Watchmen’s careful inversion of roles and subversion of ex-
pectations begins in the first contemporary-Tulsa scene: a 
traffic stop—but the police officer is Black, and the nervous 
driver is White. The driver does everything Black parents tell 
their children to do to survive police encounters like these; 
he places his hands on the top of his steering wheel, announc-
es any movements he is going to make in the car, and—with 
the exception of one comment about the police officer wear-
ing his mandatory mask—is polite. The scene also reveals the 
careful reforms to policing in this Tulsa, from the body-cam-
era filming to the restricted access to police-issued firearms. 
Still, the familiar racial pattern plays out. The White man 
pulls his firearm and shoots the Black man (“It’s Summer and 
We’re Running Out of Ice” 00:08:20-12:06). The power of 
this officer’s authority position cannot protect him from the 
power of White supremacy, no matter how many liberal pol-
icies have been enacted. 
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Two forces are at play in Tulsa to uphold White supremacy: 
legal authority (the police) and White rage (the Seventh Ka-
valry). Two (White) men have been using their positions of 
power to relatively control the racial tensions in Tulsa. Judd 
Crawford, Angela’s friend and the victim of her grandfather’s 
lynching, has been keeping the police under control. His 
premature death makes it impossible to understand the full 
depth of his involvement or the extent of his own prejudice. 
His collaborator, however, is explicit in his goals and beliefs. 
Joe Keene ( James Wolk) is a Senator for Oklahoma, and he 
purports to fight against the Seventh Kavalry while actually 
running it. Joe is personally responsible for the law that put 
the police in masks, ensuring that both sides of the racially 
motivated conflict have obscured identities.

Joe’s mask strategy is a mere recreation of his internal balance 
of public and private identities. In his public life, he supports 
liberal policies and condemns the Seventh Kavalry. In his 
private life, he controls them. Joe explains in a speech to his 
fellow White supremacists,

Thirty-four years ago, Adrian Veidt un-
leashed his monster on the world. No, not 
his giant one-eyed octopus, but his puppet 
president [Robert Redford]. First, he took 
our guns. And then, he made us say sorry. 
Over and over again. Sorry. Sorry for the 
alleged sins of those who died decades be-
fore we were born. Sorry for the color of 
our skin. All we wanted was to get cops in 
masks, take some power back, start our-
selves a little culture war. And if we control 
both sides of it, then I could come riding 
up on a white horse, right into the White 
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House. (“See How They Fly” 00:30:50-
31:40)

All Joe had to do was harness the rage and frustration of 
White Americans reckoning—or avoiding reckoning—with 
their own histories. Watchmen staunchly refuses to suggest a 
policy such as reparations could adequately redress decades 
of racism or eliminate the opposition to that attempted re-
dress. In fact, that opposition only grows stronger, angrier. 
While Angela’s assessment of her own history is a productive 
exercise in reevaluation, the (White) oppressor’s response 
to such a call to action is plainly antagonistic. Despite Joe’s 
framing of “alleged sins” as decades past, he is actively con-
tinuing the work of Cyclops; the organization Will fought to 
take down in New York City is alive and well in Tulsa. The 
viewer’s participation in Angela’s experience of both Will’s 
and her memories provides the context for Joe’s willful 
avoidance. Joe may not want to reevaluate his harmful histo-
ry, but Angela, Will, and the viewer have, and they know that 
individuals like Joe have to do more than say “[s]orry for the 
color of our skin.”

It is not difficult for Angela—or the other non-White char-
acters, like Cal and Lady Trieu—to deal with an individual 
like Joe Keene, nor is Angela surprised to learn that he is the 
leader of the Seventh Kavalry. More surprising, or at least dis-
appointing, is the way Angela is forced to engage with Lau-
rie Blake ( Jean Smart), the FBI agent—and former vigilante 
Silk Spectre—who is assigned to investigate Judd Crawford’s 
death. One of the first things Laurie tells Angela is, “I’m here 
to help” (“She Was Killed by Space Junk” 00:27:06-07). And 
Laurie genuinely means that; her goal is to find the truth in 
Tulsa. However, her attempts prove mixed, and Laurie and 
Angela quickly find themselves at odds with each other.
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Laurie’s assurance that she is there to help comes at an un-
helpful time—the cemetery, just before Judd’s funeral is set 
to begin. Angela is there with her family, as Judd’s friends, 
instead of as a police officer; her adopted children do not 
even know that she has continued in that line of work. She 
explains to Laurie the lie that she retired three years ago, and 
Laurie says policework is dangerous, especially for someone 
with a family. Cuts to Topher and Cal’s faces suggest that the 
two are uncomfortable with this conversation—Topher is 
suspicious of Angela, while Cal wants their secret kept. The 
anonymity of policing in Tulsa is meant to be protective, 
but Laurie disregards the potential danger for Angela (and 
her family). Laurie’s conversation with Angela seems to be 
in earnest, but the thoughtfulness of her desire to help does 
not outweigh the thoughtlessness of her approach. She is in 
earnest, too, when she begins clapping along to Angela’s sing-
ing during her eulogy, recognizing Angela’s vulnerability and 
need for support (“She Was Killed by Space Junk” 00:30:11). 
Laurie at least respects Angela—or, if not that, wants Angela 
to feel respected so that she can get information. Either way, 
she needs Angela’s cooperation, yet Laurie interacts with her 
without fully considering what Angela herself wants. Nor 
does she consider how public her actions are and what that 
may communicate to the individuals around them. 

Laurie does not consider the larger impact of her actions even 
in life-or-death situations. When a Seventh Kavalry member 
interrupts Judd’s funeral in an attempt to “kidnap” Joe Keene 
using a bomb vest rigged to his heart, Laurie shoots him in 
the head anyway with a gun she snuck into the funeral (“She 
Was Killed by Space Junk” 31:21). As the bomb indicates its 
imminent destruction, it is Angela, not Laurie, who springs 
into action. She tells everyone to run, drags the Kavalry body 
and bomb into the grave, and pushes Judd’s casket on top 
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of it to minimize the blast’s impact on others. When Laurie 
and Angela fall close enough to make eye contact, Angela is 
clearly unhappy with Laurie’s decisions. Watchmen is equally 
clear—when Laurie acts without considering the potential 
impact on others, she increases risk for those with less power 
than her.

Laurie and Angela have few opportunities for extended 
screen time together, but when they do, their exchanges of-
ten reveal essential flaws with Laurie that establish her as a 
progressive (White) woman who does not fully appreciate 
Angela’s position and experiences. Laurie’s belief in justice 
and her inability—or unwillingness—to place it in any his-
torical or personal context becomes more problematic as she 
interacts with Angela. In “If You Don’t Like My Story, Write 
Your Own”—an apt name for the scene about to be dis-
cussed—the viewer initially reads the antagonism between 
Laurie and Angela as one centered on the investigation into 
Judd’s death and Angela’s withholding of Will’s involvement. 
But those details soon give way to conversations more per-
sonal and traumatic.

As they travel to Lady Trieu’s complex to inquire about An-
gela’s stolen car, Billie Holiday’s “You’re My Thrill” accom-
panies the conversation as non-diegetic then diegetic sound. 
Viewers are treated to an instrumental accompaniment first; 
Holiday’s lyrics are suppressed by the conversation between 
the two women. The camera keeps the viewer eye-level with 
both characters’ faces. Angela’s face is foregrounded and vac-
illates in and out of focus depending on who is talking; the 
camera repositions itself to the backseat, so the viewer is ei-
ther behind Angela or in Petey’s position behind Laurie. In 
keeping with the show’s aesthetic, viewers are a part of the 
conversation or witnesses to it. Laurie mentions her “ex”—
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Dr. Manhattan—and then says to Angela, “He’s no Cal” (“If 
You Don’t Like My Story, Write Your Own” 00:28:48-49). 
Repeat viewers understand the significance of this state-
ment; Cal is Dr. Manhattan, which Angela knows but Laurie 
does not. First time viewers see instead in this comment and 
the next both jealousy from Laurie and concern from Angela 
when she learns that the agent has visited with him. In the lat-
ter’s look at Angela, it is clear she’s trying to provoke the offi-
cer because she suspects her; Laurie’s interrogation continues.

Upon discovering that Angela is an orphan, Laurie claims 
an immediate understanding of her: “Well, people who wear 
masks are driven by trauma. They’re obsessed with justice 
because of some injustice they’ve suffered, usually when they 
were kids. Ergo, the mask. It hides the pain” (“If You Don’t 
Like My Story, Write Your Own” 00:29:14-25). When An-
gela asserts that she wears her mask to protect herself, Laurie 
replies, “Right. From the pain” (00:29:27-30). After that bit 
of reductive psychoanalysis, Laurie attempts to mollify An-
gela by suggesting that she, too, once felt the need to wear 
a mask, but when asked about her “trauma,” Laurie refuses 
to own her history and defers to Petey: “[H]er dad tried to 
rape her mom” (00:30:34-37). Neither the viewer nor An-
gela know the context of this act or Laurie’s relationship to 
it. All viewers have is this discussion of her “origin story.” In 
it, the viewer sees Laurie attempt to make an equivalence be-
tween Angela’s trauma and her own. Laurie also implies that 
her personal rejection of a masked identity suggests she has 
both healed and progressed past her “pain.” But this episode 
demonstrates how much Laurie has not progressed at all. 
She continues to seek out ways of communicating with her 
ex-boyfriend Dr. Manhattan and employs sex toys modeled 
after his genitalia. The one sexual relationship she does pur-
sue in this episode is with a subordinate—Petey—who she 
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can clearly control. And she extends this distrust of men to 
her professional relationships: viewers recognize her contin-
ued marginalization of Wade Tillman (Tim Blake Nelson), 
Angela, and other Tulsa police officers who employ masked 
identities to protect themselves and their families. One needs 
only to witness her use of Wade/Looking Glass’s mask to 
pick her teeth as an example of that distancing technique. As 
the viewer, Angela, and Laurie sits with her “unmasked” lie, 
Holiday’s lyrics become non-diegetic sound again, and the 
audience is forced to consider how the vocalist’s own trau-
ma could have resonance with both women: “When I look at 
you/I can’t keep still/You’re my thrill.”

In these establishing scenes, Laurie gives Angela little reason 
to trust her. Even as they both search for justice, Laurie does 
so alone without any thought of allying herself with Angela. 
Because her idea of justice is so binary—privileged through 
the (White) lens she employs—Laurie is unable to consid-
er Angela’s position or the possibility that a wider conspiracy 
may exist until the (Black) detective has done the work for her 
(and suffered for it). When Wade determines his best course 
of action is to betray Angela to save her, he uses Laurie’s lis-
tening device—and suspicion of his partner—to entrap her. 
Laurie immediately takes the bait and shows Angela exactly 
who she is: another obstacle in Angela’s search for justice.

The two White male characters who have their perspectives 
focalized (either in a deviant episode or scenes scattered 
across episodes) are not White supremacist antagonists, but 
well-intentioned individuals who, like Laurie, try and fail to 
adequately secure justice. One, Adrian Veidt ( Jeremy Irons), 
is another ex-vigilante from Laurie’s past; Adrian is responsi-
ble for the alien squid hoax, which he claims saved the world 
from nuclear apocalypse. The other, Wade, is Angela’s part-
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ner on the Tulsa police force and the only featured character 
who was directly impacted as a victim of the “alien” squid and 
the accompanying psychic shockwave of horrific images.

Wade, a Tulsa native, was in Hoboken as a missionary on 
November 2, 1985;3 in the face of nuclear war, Wade is a 
true-blooded (White) American Christian, trying to save 
carnival-goers from damnation. He approaches a group of 
teenagers and, after rehearsing his question to himself, says, 
“Hello, neighbors. Are you ready to hear the truth?” (“Little 
Fear of Lightning” 00:03:03-06). As he does, a young wom-
an in the group glances back at him with her compact mirror. 
These two, then—Wade and the woman—have a truth to 
share with each other. She leads Wade to the hall of mirrors 
and asks him if he has had sex yet, because “[y]ou wouldn’t 
want to get nuked before you get fucked” (00:05:23-26). The 
double meaning is clear when she strips him, takes his clothes, 
and runs away. Wade’s impulse is to self-punish: “You dummy. 
You’re pathetic, and you’re a sinner. You’re a filthy dumb sin-
ner, and now you get what you deserve!” (00:06:09-21). Then 
the squid fall begins: his ears ring, the psychic blast delivers 
nightmares, and the impact of the squid shatters the mirrors 
all around Wade. The woman who stole his clothes is dead, 
and Wade has gotten what he thinks he deserves. 

These two events—the stolen clothing and the squid—form 
the foundation of Wade’s adult identity; he is afraid of both 
aliens and intimacy. Comic readers and repeat viewers know 
while watching this flashback that Adrian is responsible for 
the squid fall on New York City, which killed three million 
people and traumatized millions more. So, while Wade is fa-

3 The event, known in Watchmen’s world as the 11/2 Psychic Shock-
wave, is memorialized the way the real United States memorializes 
9/11, which enables the viewer to make emotional inferences that 
help to understand Wade.
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miliar with mass trauma, that trauma is contextualized first as 
a foreign threat and then as the act of a wealthy (White) man. 
Whiteness is thus fundamental to the viewer’s understanding 
of 11/2—an event perpetrated by a White man that harms a 
focalized White man. This lens is complicated by a meeting 
of the support group Wade leads for individuals impacted by 
the traumatizing psychic shockwave, in which Jerry, a Black 
man, explains, “There’s this thing, genetic trauma. Basically, if 
something really bad happens to your parents, it gets locked 
into their DNA” (“Little Fear of Lightning” 00:24:44-55). 
The concept could—and should—be applied to the expe-
riences of Will and Angela, but that labor must be done by 
the viewer because it will not be done by Wade, who seems 
almost determined not to understand his partner. 

Partner is itself a complicated word to apply to the working 
relationship between Angela and Wade, in part because they 
have a similar preference to work alone. When Angela does 
ask Wade for a favor—to test the pills from Will at his ex-wife 
Cynthia’s lab—Cynthia assumes Wade is testing the drugs for 
a “lady friend,” not for any more meaningful reason (“Little 
Fear of Lightning” 00:23:16). Instead of telling Angela about 
the pills immediately after getting the results from Cynthia, 
he waits until he gets her in front of the bugged cactus and 
uses that information to help Laurie. Like Angela, who was 
most comfortable in the station talking to Judd before his 
death, Wade has informally aligned with an authority figure 
instead of with his partner. The distance between Wade and 
Angela makes it easier for him to do what Joe Keene asks—to 
set up Angela so that she will be arrested, or else she will be 
killed. Wade does not try to find some way to collaborate with 
Angela; instead, he makes a decision based on what he thinks 
will be best for her. Allowing police officers to wear masks 
“offers Angela and several other characters [like Wade] the 
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opportunity to hide from trauma—racial and otherwise—
under a mask, but it cannot give them justice” ( Johnson 398). 
Wade disguises his trauma just like Angela, and the pieces are 
there for Wade to understand her: the experience of trauma 
with long-lasting impact, trust and intimacy issues, the con-
cept of genetic trauma. However, Wade never puts those piec-
es together to try to empathize with Angela. He chooses rath-
er to dwell in his own lived experiences and prioritize himself 
and his decision-making abilities. Ultimately, then, Wade and 
the police force alike fail Angela.

Wade and Laurie fail Angela in small ways as (White) allies, 
and when they join forces with Adrian Veidt ( Jeremy Irons) 
in their successful bid to stop Trieu from stealing Manhat-
tan’s powers, viewers see how they carelessly sacrifice Green-
wood—and quite possibly its residents—with their solution 
to the Trieu problem. Readers of the Watchmen comics and 
viewers of “Little Fear of Lightning” understand how little 
Adrian cares for property destruction and loss of life. After 
Manhattan sends the trio to Adrian’s lab “to save the day” 
(“See How They Fly” 00:41:28), Adrian conceives of a small-
er scale squid attack that could destroy Trieu, but he needs 
help from Wade and Laurie. Wade supplies Adrian with the 
date of the last squid drop and decreases the temperature of 
the squids so they arrive frozen and “incur damage and ca-
sualties” (00:46:31-34). Laurie merely asks questions. In 
his answer to why Trieu is unworthy of Manhattan’s powers, 
Adrian provides a response loaded with sexism and racism: 
“that girl will not rest until she has us all prostrate before her, 
kissing her tiny blue feet” (00:47:30-40). While the viewer 
may have their own problems with Trieu’s killing of Manhat-
tan—the show presents his death not as a failed or flawed 
god’s but as Angela’s lover’s, and this pathos-laden scene is 
enhanced (and racialized) when Cal (not Manhattan) is the 
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final man we see die at Trieu’s hand—they cannot embrace 
Adrian’s rhetoric by trivializing her accomplishments (“girl”) 
or employing racial stereotypes (“tiny (blue) feet”).

The viewer is left to wonder, then, how appropriate is the ac-
tion taken by Adrian (and Wade and Laurie) to stop Trieu. 
The damage of one frozen squid is enough to pierce a hole in 
Trieu’s outstretched palm (completing her symbolic associa-
tion with Jesus Christ). Viewers see how an accumulation of 
squids take down her transfer device, killing her. But there is 
enough collateral damage that much of restored Greenwood 
is also destroyed. And although the viewer does not see it, it 
is difficult to imagine additional lives were not lost; after all, 
Adrian knew there would be “casualties” from this attack. In 
many ways, then, this resulting damage from their solution 
transforms 2019 Greenwood into the opening 1921 version. 
Once again, as (White) people work out their problems—
Manhattan and his decision to conquer Vietnam, Adrian’s 
unwillingness to acknowledge his daughter, etc.—Black peo-
ple suffer for it. 

One of those who must suffer is Cal. Despite Adrian’s quip 
about Manhattan’s appropriation of Cal’s form, viewers un-
derstand this was Angela’s choice. The morgue scene presents 
both her and Manhattan with a number of forms he could 
take, but he leaves the choice in her hands, and she clearly 
prefers Cal over other (White/Vietnamese) options. This—
coupled with Manhattan’s eventual suppression of his pow-
ers—means that he (as Cal) will live nine years as a Black 
man in America. Even though the show does not illustrate 
the impact this has on Cal, viewers may not find it surprising 
to see how much time he spends in the (relative) safety of 
his home. The impact of this appropriation becomes clear-
er for Manhattan when Angela removes his suppression de-
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vice, and he retains Cal’s form (although not his skin color). 
When he dies, Manhattan dies as Cal, not as Jon Osterman or 
Dr. Manhattan. For viewers then, the death we see is a Black 
man’s; this release of energy propels Angela backwards and 
marks the end of Manhattan’s life. 

When Angela recovers from the physical consequences of 
her husband’s death, she must then face the collateral fallout 
of Adrian’s frozen squids. She takes shelter in the Dreamland 
Theatre, where she finds her grandfather Will “watching 
over” her three children. Angela is an emotional wreck, and 
King’s acting in this scene clearly shows the toll the death 
of the character’s husband has taken on her. Will express-
es remorse for Angela’s loss, but he has had time to process 
it: Will tells Angela that allying with Trieu was Manhattan’s 
idea; he knew he was going to die. As both Angela and the 
viewer consider Manhattan’s sacrifice—and the possible par-
allels to Christ—Will does not allow either to fixate on this 
idea for long, reminding both that he and Manhattan “helped 
each other” (“See How They Fly” 00:53:38-40). For Will, 
this conversation cannot be about Manhattan as sacrificial 
god. He pivots instead to the shared experiences he now has 
with his granddaughter. As Angela recalls—and the viewer 
sees—herself-as-Will immediately after his lynching had 
been aborted, Will tells her the story of this place, his mother 
playing the piano, Bass Reeves in “flickering black and white,” 
(00:54:40), and the origin for his sense of justice (00:54:10-
56). He speaks about his need for a hood and the feeling he 
had when donning it, asking Angela if she felt the same. She 
replies, “Anger” (00:54:19). Will agrees but says that he re-
alized he was wrong: “It was fear and hurt” (00:55:28-31). 
Angela breaks down. Will says, “You can’t heal under a mask, 
Angela. Wounds need air.” (00:55:35-46). 
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Unfortunately, the show does not linger on this exchange, 
nor does it allow viewers to process Will’s words and the 
appropriate connections they should make to their world. 
It is, instead, a missed opportunity to reinforce the lessons 
delivered by the show throughout the series. If the viewers’ 
world has failed to acknowledge the Tulsa Race Massacre, 
the show does so in the first eight minutes of its inaugural 
episode. If the viewers’ world has failed to acknowledge how 
these incidents of domestic terrorism and the continued in-
justices of systematic racism have orphaned Black children 
and led to generational trauma that continues to impact their 
descendants, the show does so through its explication of Will 
and Angela’s lives. Angela’s ingestion of Nostalgia—and the 
show’s decision to focalize the audience through Will’s per-
spective—provides an empathetic pathway to understand-
ing his experiences and the trauma he continues to endure. 
His message, then, at this moment deserves attention. It also 
provides the clearest counter to the current debate over what 
history should be taught in schools. Those attempting to 
mask America’s racist past ensure that America cannot heal 
from it. Their racial wounds need air.

With the White supremacists, Lady Trieu, and Cal/Jon dead, 
it would seem that the legacy and powers of Dr. Manhattan 
are at their end. However, the final minutes of the series com-
plicate even that ending. Angela brings Will home with her 
and her children, and the pair have one more conversation 
before Will goes to bed. They return to Angela’s grief, and 
Will says of Dr. Manhattan, “He was a good man. I’m sorry 
he’s gone. But, uh, considering what he could do, he could’ve 
done more” (“See How They Fly” 1:02:36-51). Will is right, 
of course—this is one reason why Lady Trieu wanted to take 
Dr. Manhattan’s powers. However, her desire to have his pow-
ers and her willingness to do whatever it took to obtain them 
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are why even Adrian felt she could not be allowed to succeed. 
What was missing from Lady Trieu’s attempted transition of 
power was consent from both parties. 

Cal/Jon had a plan, however, one which enabled a passage of 
power built on consent. When Will goes to bed, Angela be-
gins to clean up the kitchen—including a carton of eggs she 
smashed while yelling at Cal/Jon. Angela realizes there is one 
egg wholly intact in the carton (“See How They Fly” 1:03:33). 
Remembering that Jon told her on the night they first met 
that he could transfer his atomic components into organic 
material that, when consumed, would allow the consumer 
to inherit his powers, Angela decides to do exactly that. She 
walks outside, drinks the raw egg (1:05:11), and approaches 
the swimming pool. Slowly, she lowers one bare foot to the 
water’s surface (1:06:00). The screen cuts to black before the 
viewer can see whether the power transfer is successful, but 
the lyrics from the Beatles’ “I Am the Walrus” playing over the 
credits suggest an answer: “I am he as you are he / As you are 
me / And we are all together” (1:06:08-16). 

In the end, then, Watchmen’s conclusion is not about van-
quishing White supremacists or conquering narcissistic 
multi-billionaires (although these things happen, too). For 
Wade and Laurie, the opportunity to arrest Adrian is their 
first step toward correcting how they enable (White) systems 
of power that disadvantage minorities and holding them-
selves and their peers accountable. For Angela, the narrative 
arc has been about learning what it means to fight for justice, 
and for which model of justice she should fight. She loved 
Jon despite his shortcomings, and inheriting his powers is an 
opportunity to carry on his legacy with love while working 
to overcome his failures. The story ends with hope: hope that 
Angela will do better, hope that Angela will do more, hope 
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that Angela will be a hero. At the same time, it recognizes 
the obligation White characters like Wade and Laurie have 
to seek justice as well, even without Dr. Manhattan’s powers.
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‘A Serious Man Versus Nature 
Moment:’ Aquatic Monsters, Deep 

Time, and Climate Change

Michael Fuchs

ABSTRACT

This article suggests that the megalodons, American alli-
gators, and bull sharks featured in The Meg (2018), Crawl 
(2019), and Deep Blue Sea 3 (2020) expand the temporal 
scope of the narratives to geological time. In so doing, these 
films not only expose the incongruity of geological with his-
torical time but also grapple with the representational dilem-
ma of conveying slow-moving disasters that unfold in a non-
human temporal order.

Keywords: Anthropocene, environmental criticism, horror 
films, monstrosity, global warming, temporality

 
‘Momento Un hombre serio contra 

la naturaleza:’ Monstruos acuáticos, 
Tiempo Profundo y Cambio Climático

RESUMEN

Este artículo sugiere que los megalodones, los caimanes ame-
ricanos y los tiburones toro que aparecen en The Meg (2018), 
Crawl (2019) y Deep Blue Sea 3 (2020) amplían el alcance 
temporal de las narraciones al tiempo geológico. Al hacerlo, 
estas películas no solo exponen la incongruencia del tiempo 
geológico con el histórico, sino que también abordan el di-
lema de representación de transmitir desastres lentos que se 
desarrollan en un orden temporal no humano.

Palabras clave: antropoceno, crítica ambiental, películas de 
terror, monstruosidad, calentamiento global, temporalidad
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“一個嚴肅的人與自然的時刻”：水生怪物， 
深時間和氣候變化

摘要

本文暗示，电影《巨齿鲨》（2018）、《巨鳄风

暴》（2019）和《深海狂鲨3》（2020）中所出现

的巨齿鲨、美国短吻鳄以及公牛鲨将叙事的时间范

围带到了地质时期。为此，这些电影不仅暴露了地

质时期和历史时期的不一致，还设法解决“如何表

达在非人类时间顺序下缓慢发展的灾难”这一代表

性困境。

关键词: 人类世；环境批判主义；恐怖电影；怪物

性（monstrosity）；全球变暖；时间性

“From the depths of the ocean and the 
depths of prehistory comes the predator 
we love to fear.”

Trailer for Great White Shark (2014)

In the book Skin Shows (1995), Jack (then Judith) Halber-
stam observes that “fear and monstrosity are historically 
specific forms” (24). As representations of a culture’s fears 

and anxieties at particular historical moments, monsters pro-
liferate “at times of crisis,” Jeffrey Cohen adds in his theses on 
monstrosity (6). We are in such a crisis—the climate crisis. 
More than 11,000 scientists have declared “clearly and un-
equivocally that planet Earth is facing a[n] . . .  emergency” 
(Ripple et al. 8). “We are in deep trouble,” climate scientist 
Raymond Pierrehumbert has opined, stressing that “with re-
gards to the climate crisis, . . .  it’s time to panic” (215). More 
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and more people do, in fact, panic. Researchers from Yale have 
observed that the number of Americans “alarmed” by global 
warming tripled from 2014 to 2019, while 2017 was the first 
year that people “alarmed” or “concerned” by climate change 
made up a majority of the U.S. population (Goldberg et al.). 
Global warming has become a phenomenon that is so deeply 
ingrained in the “contemporary cultural consciousness that 
it forms an inherent background to twenty-first-century life” 
(Bracke 1). As a result, cultural artifacts reflect global warm-
ing and attendant effects such as ocean acidification and the 
extermination of wildlife even if they are not openly about 
the environmental crisis.

The aquatic monsters represented in three recent movies—
The Meg (2018), Crawl (2019), and Deep Blue Sea 3 (2020)—
“give figurative shape to [the] formless threats” (Nixon 10) 
of the climate crisis and exemplify that contemporary horror 
has evolved into a vehicle for channeling “a planetary fear” 
(Dillon). Monstrous animals may express “prey-related pho-
bias” that are hardwired into human genetic memory ( Jones 
116) and/or provide an access point “not only to the individ-
ual’s own repressed but also to the culture’s repressed” (Gib-
lett 301). However, particular animal monsters—and sharks 
and crocodilians are key among them—open up an altogeth-
er different temporal scale. Already in Jaws (1975), Chief 
Brody tells his wife, “People don’t even know how old sharks 
are. I mean, they live two, three thousand years—they don’t 
know.” Brody’s statement suggests that the lack of definitive 
knowledge about how long sharks have been inhabiting this 
planet and how long individual specimens may live exposes 
the human inability to truly comprehend the world. When a 
phenomenon cannot be adequately perceived by, and satis-
factorily conceived of in relation to, a human subject, it often 
causes a particular kind of anxiety, as the phenomenon’s very 
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existence exposes a shortfall of human knowledge and expe-
rience and arguably even erases the human as an adequate 
point of reference.

Indeed, the megalodons, American alligators, and bull sharks 
starring in The Meg, Crawl, and Deep Blue Sea 3 evoke a 
pre-human past, as they have been inhabiting Earth for much 
longer than humans have or even vanished from the planet 
millions of years ago. Whereas the genus Homo emerged 
about 2.8 million years ago (Villmoare et al.), megalodon 
first appeared at least 16 million years ago and likely dis-
appeared about 3.5 million years ago (Pimiento et al.), the 
genus bull sharks belong to (Carcharhinus) has been roam-
ing the oceans for at least 40 million years (Musick, Harbin, 
and Compagno), and even though alligators are among the 
“younger” crocodilians, they have been inhabiting the plan-
et since the Late Cretaceous (Brochu). As the alligators and 
sharks featured in The Meg, Crawl, and Deep Blue Sea 3 esca-
late the temporal scope of the three narratives to geological 
time, they expose the incongruity of geological with histor-
ical time. In so doing, these movies grapple with the repre-
sentational dilemma of conveying slow-moving disasters that 
unfold in a nonhuman temporal order whose scale is too vast 
to mentally comprehend or emotionally handle.

RISING SEA LEVELS AND CROSS-SPECIES 
VULNERABILITIES

Deep Blue Sea 3 wastes no time to invoke the specter of glob-
al warming. As the film begins, the camera traverses the sea 
and catches sight of three sharks whose dorsal fins break the 
surface. The camera follows them for a few moments before 
spotting the sharks’ apparent goal in the distance: a small is-
land, which the camera first approaches and then circles. In 
combination with the foreboding score, the camera’s move-
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ment around the island highlights the structure’s fragility, 
vulnerability, and isolation, as the island is located dozens of 
miles off the eastern coast of Africa and about to be attacked 
by three sharks (Illustration 1). Viewers learns that the island 
is called Little Happy, an artificial island off the coast of Mo-
zambique. Little Happy is a tiny trace of human civilization 
in the Indian Ocean that, nevertheless, epitomizes the nev-
er-ending attempts to colonize the spots that humans have 
yet to settle on the planet. Yet this attempt to settle the ocean 
is bewildering, for, as Steve Mentz has noted, the “ocean sur-
rounds our dry homes as a place of risk, vulnerability, and 
weakness. We live near the waters, we employ them, and we 
love them. But they are not our home” (17).

Illustration 1: Deep Blue Sea 3 introduces the shark threat and Little 
Happy. Screenshots from Deep Blue Sea 3 © Warner Bros., 2020.

The island typifies some of the paradoxes characteristic of 
the Anthropocene, this “loose, shorthand term for all the 
new contexts and demands—cultural, ethical, aesthetic, 
philosophical and political—of environmental issues that are 
truly planetary in scale” (Clark, Ecocriticism 2). After all, the 
artificial island, built by local fishermen, evokes capitalism’s 
exploitation of the planet, which Jason Moore has described 
as the “ongoing, radically expansive, and relentlessly inno-
vative quest to turn the work/energy of the biosphere into 
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capital” (54). In the real world, Mozambique is extremely 
vulnerable to sea level rise and barely prepared to combat the 
potentially disastrous effects of global warming (Mucava et 
al.). More than half of the country’s human population lives 
close to the coast. The local fishermen primarily operate in 
the coastal areas and head out onto the ocean in search for 
subsistence (“Fish Forever”). However, the trawlers licensed 
to fish in deeper waters in the Channel are primarily owned 
by Chinese and European companies (Tosi), continuing the 
long tradition of economic powers extracting resources from 
the African continent. Overfishing and the constantly grow-
ing human population put strains on both the fish popula-
tions and traditional ways of human life in the region, as the 
operations of capitalism’s world ecology exploit and margin-
alize both local fishermen and wildlife. The man-made island 
of Little Happy thus comes to symbolize Africa’s desperate 
attempts at finding ways to persist in an economic system 
that clearly stacks the cards against them. Struggling against 
the forces of global capitalism and competing over limited 
resources, the local populations are forced to settle the ocean 
in order to survive.

However, the construction of the island only solved the 
African fishermen’s dilemma temporarily. While shooting 
footage for her research station’s social media channels, Dr. 
Emma Collins, a marine biologist studying great white sharks 
in the Channel, explains that the inhabitants of Little Happy 
“were some of the first victims of rising sea levels. Eight hun-
dred people used to live on this tiny, man-made island. Now, 
there are only two left.” In this way, Deep Blue Sea 3 acknowl-
edges that global warming and its potentially catastrophic 
consequences are not fantastic constructs that characterize 
some apocalyptic future; global warming affects actual hu-
man lives in noticeable and sometimes dramatic ways in the 



Aquatic Monsters, Deep Time, and Climate Change

109

present moment. Although the entire planet experiences 
global warming, different parts of the world experience it in 
very specific ways; global warming impacts particular human 
populations in highly variable ways. In this context, Amitav 
Ghosh has observed that “the Anthropocene has reversed 
the temporal order of modernity: those at the margins are 
now the first to experience the future that awaits all of us” 
(62–63).

Indeed, rising sea levels primarily concern those human pop-
ulations that already battle existing vulnerabilities such as 
poverty and food as well as water scarcity. In Tropic of Chaos 
(2011), sociologist Christian Parenti anticipates a variety of 
socio-political changes:

In Bangladesh 22 million people will be 
forced from their homes by 2050 because 
of climate change. India is already building 
a militarized border fence along its 2,500-
mile frontier with Bangladesh . . . Mean-
while, twenty-two Pacific Island nations, 
home to 7 million people, are planning for 
relocation as rising seas threaten them with 
national annihilations.

Parenti continues that there is a “catastrophic convergence” 
between “already existing crises of poverty and violence” 
and “impending dislocations of climate change”—problems 
that “compound and amplify each other” (7). These inequal-
ities, which result in the perception that some human lives 
are more valuable and important than others, are among the 
many reasons that explain why the Global North has been 
(too) slow to respond to the environmental crisis in an ade-
quate manner.
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Deep Blue Sea 3 acknowledges that global warming has had, 
and will continue to have, effects on the Global North, as 
well. While the number of 798 people who have fled the ar-
tificial island is, at first glance, relatively small, these 798 hu-
man beings amount to 99.75% of Little Happy’s former hu-
man population (that is, if exactly 800 people used to inhabit 
the island). Although visually erased from the movie, as they 
are mentioned only once, these 798 human beings represent 
climate change refugees who flee from coastal regions in the 
Global South in search of safe(r) ground in the Global North. 
The film thus evokes the fear that rising sea levels may cause 
a colossal wave of climate refugees that will hit the Global 
North in the not-too-distant future.

In Deep Blue Sea 3, this imminent future has infiltrated the 
present in the largely invisible figure of fishermen who have 
to leave behind their ways of living. After having been forced 
to abandon their traditional ways of procuring food—based 
on a cosmology that viewed humans as a “unique species” 
that, however, “interacted and related with other species, 
plants and animals, in a way that showed respect and symbi-
otic interdependence” (Mawere 1)—and adapting to life in 
early twenty-first-century capitalism, the fishermen and their 
families had to desert their self-made outpost, too. For these 
fishermen, two ways of being, two worlds, vanished before 
the film’s action even sets in; before, the movie implicitly sug-
gests, White people even began to notice that changes were 
afoot. As such, the fishermen’s spectral presence conveys the 
idea that the Anthropocene operates, as Kathryn Yusoff has 
so elaborately described, “as a politically infused geology 
and scientific/popular discourse [that] is just now noticing 
the extinction it has chosen to continually overlook in the 
making of its modernity and freedom” (Black Anthropocenes 
loc. 121). Although taking place on a relatively small scale 
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in the Deep Blue Sea 3, the fishermen’s fate showcases the 
“catastrophic ruptures to social and ecological systems [that] 
have already been experienced [in the Global South] through 
the violent processes of empire,” to draw on Elizabeth De-
Loughrey’s work (7).

However, when Emma stresses, “In case you are thinking this 
is someone else’s life, this is what the Florida Keys will look 
like. And Houston. And New Orleans,” her emphasis on the 
near future in the United States has two effects. First, by at-
tempting to refocus the viewers’ attention from pressing con-
cerns in the Global South to impending catastrophes in the 
Global North, the movie demonstrates that its apparent focus 
on the dire situation in Mozambique is little more than a ges-
ture at provincializing the Global North, to allude to the title 
of a book written by Dipesh Chakrabarty. Second, by drawing 
the viewers’ attention to the United States, the film downplays 
the urgency of the situation, as Emma’s utterance projects the 
effects of global warming into the future and renders them 
intangible, rather than bringing global warming “closer to 
home” by stressing that these particular American places will 
be hit by rising sea levels, as well. Indeed, since Emma’s di-
agnosis entails no explicit call to action, this climate-changed 
future even becomes accepted as an irreversible fact.

To be sure, places such as the Keys and the Crescent City may, 
effectively, already be lost; nevertheless, the movie down-
plays the gravity of the situation even further when Emma 
redirects both the implied diegetic and real-world viewers’ 
attention by remarking that “there is another side to Little 
Happy” with a smile on her face: an underwater paradise that 
is “one of the most biodiverse ecosystems on the planet.” As 
Emma and her diving partner Eugene are navigating through 
the world beneath the ocean surface, the images evoke visu-
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ally astonishing nature documentaries (Illustration 2). The 
score lends an air of fantasy to the scene, producing an out-
of-this-world experience, as if viewers were witnessing a mir-
acle. Both the slow, soothing movements of the fish and how 
the divers seem to float through the underwater world em-
phasize what Melody Jue has called “the alterity of the ocean 
environment” (28): breathing, moving, communicating—
all of these processes, actions, and activities are radically dif-
ferent underwater when compared with the terrestrial envi-
ronment. More importantly, time does not seem to operate 
according to the same principles as above the ocean surface: 
time slows down as the fish effortlessly move through their 
habitat. In her reading of Sylvia Earle’s book Sea Change: A 
Message from the Oceans (1995), Jue suggests that “diving can 
also be a science fictional strategy for moving across time” 
(64). The brief diving adventure in Deep Blue Sea 3 introduc-
es a different temporal effect: when Emma and Eugene are 
submerged, the viewers’ perception of time is altered; being 
underwater introduces a different temporality.

Illustration 2: At first, human activities do not seem to have 
impacted the underwater paradise. Screenshots from Deep Blue 

Sea 3 © Warner Bros., 2020.

In addition, the underwater habitat, which seems to be un-
touched, but is now invaded by humans, conveys three inter-
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related ideas. First, ecosystems unaffected by anthropogenic 
activities still exist. This notion clings to a dualist worldview 
that considers the natural world separate from the sphere of 
human influence. Of course, in reality, these domains are in-
terwoven in intricate ways. Second, the discovery of a hidden 
natural paradise indicates that these types of places may still 
be discovered. Paradoxically, the movie suggests that human-
kind needs to continue to explore the planet in order to lo-
cate these paradisiacal places, which humans will invade and 
colonize by subjecting them to Western technoscientific cap-
italism. Significantly, the interconnections between scientific 
innovation, technological progress, and economic growth 
have steered the planet into the current environmental crisis. 
While Deep Blue Sea 3 depicts Big Pharma as a cartoonish and 
abstract villain that is willing to turn anything into profits, 
marine biologist Richard Lowell seems largely unphased by 
Big Pharma’s activities as long as they fund his research, hint-
ing at the links between science and capitalism. By contrast, 
Emma and her team are idealists, studying sharks to protect 
not only them, but rather—since sharks are keystone spe-
cies—the entire planet. Tellingly, the film ignores that sonar, 
which the team uses to track the shark population, impacts 
marine animals’ behavior;1 neither does the movie comment 
on the fact that Emma seems just as interested in her reach on 
Facebook and Instagram as in the sharks’ wellbeing, entan-
gling the scientists’ endeavors with the platform capitalism 
of the twenty-first century. Finally, the opposition between 

1 For example, Lisa Sivle et al. have observed that exposure to sonar 
leads to “changes in the dive behavior” of in three whale species, 
which “impl[ies] disruption of feeding activity” (9), while Lucille 
Chapuis et al. have voiced concern about the fact that, in a study, 
“some sharks changed their behaviour in response to a … sound 
level” that is much lower than “[m]ost anthropogenic sources (not 
only high intensity sources such as seismic air guns, pile driving and 
sonar, but also background noise like shipping)” (7).
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ending particular ways of human existence above the ocean’s 
surface and uncovering natural abundance beneath connects 
the beauty of the underwater world to the environmental 
destruction above: destruction brings about—or at least re-
veals—natural beauty. The worlds annihilated are, tellingly, 
Black, while Western scientists try to benefit off the natural 
beauty and abundance that the reef provides.

However, the movie soon makes clear that the underwater 
sanctuary is, in fact, not entirely cut off from the world of hu-
mans. When she informs viewers that the waters surround-
ing Little Happy are shark nurseries, Emma stresses that 
“their home, like ours, is under threat from climate change. 
Carbon emissions are absorbed by the ocean, more and more 
every year, resulting in warmer water temperatures, rising sea 
levels, food source loss, ocean acidification, and species ex-
tinction.” Bull sharks, rarely seen in the region because of the 
constant presence of great whites, emerge as the symbolic 
embodiments of the environmental threat. They mangle two 
great whites, which causes shark scientist Richard Lowell to 
speculate “that they’re adapting to climate change faster than 
the whites, which is making them highly aggressive towards 
everything . . . They’ll destroy everything we’re working to 
save.” The bull sharks become monstrous due to environ-
mental changes and are figured as drivers of extinction in this 
particular moment.

The bull sharks’ behavior did not change “naturally” in re-
sponse to anthropogenic climate changes, though, as Emma 
and her team come to understand; rather, the sharks escaped 
from a research facility. In the previous film in the series, a 
megalomaniacal scientist discovers a way to “alter the ge-
netic structure of the brain, speeding up evolution in the 
direction of greater intelligence.” He believes that exploiting 
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this bio-technological wonder is “an absolute necessity if we 
want to maintain the supremacy of mankind.” The sharks are 
thus reduced to tools in a transhumanist project of human 
advancement. In view of this underlying narrative premise, 
Deep Blue Sea 2 and Deep Blue Sea 3 repeatedly evoke evo-
lutionary processes and how both targeted human inter-
ventions in Nature’s design and the unintended side effect 
of anthropogenic activities that is global warming speed 
up evolution: processes that usually slowly unfold on a su-
per-human timescale of millions of years suddenly become 
noticeable and measurable in human lifetimes; deep time 
becomes compressed and collapses into historical time. At 
the same time, historical time symbolically expands. Human 
time—and, thus, the human—is no longer “but a blip in a 
history and cosmology that remains fundamentally indiffer-
ent to this temporary eruption,” to turn Elizabeth Grosz’s 
reading of Charles Darwin’s impact on our understanding of 
human insignificance from a planetary point of view on its 
head (24–25). Instead, due to the scale of changes that take 
place within a relatively short period of time, historical time 
augments to the point of being effectively equal to deep time, 
as “human activities have become so pervasive and profound 
that they rival the great forces of Nature” (Steffen, Crutzen, 
and McNeill 614).

SPATIAL DISRUPTIONS AND TEMPORAL COLLAPSE

Similar to Deep Blue Sea 3, Crawl makes climate change an 
explicit issue early on, as a category-five hurricane approach-
es Florida. After introducing Haley as a member of the Uni-
versity of Florida’s swimming team who specializes in front 
crawling to the ever-present rumbling of thunder in the sonic 
background, a television news show warns that “more than 
one million people are . . . facing mandatory evacuation” due 
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to the hurricane. Haley’s sister Beth, who lives in Boston, 
calls. Their conversation exposes the conflicts in the Keller 
family: Beth has a young child, has seen the news about the 
impending hurricane, and is worried about their father, who 
does not return her calls. Their parents have recently divorced 
and their mother is in Paris with her new lover. Haley sides 
with her father, and Beth knows how to exploit this emotion-
al bond. When Haley mentions that she will “check on him,” 
Beth protests briefly, but Haley counters, “Then why did you 
call me?” before, somewhat jokingly, accusing her older sister 
of being “empathetic from a safe distance.”

When Haley reaches her father’s new apartment, the place 
looks deserted. He has not even unpacked all of his moving 
boxes and family photos are scattered across the rooms. In 
her book Family Frames (1997), Marianne Hirsch explains 
that family photos arrest “the flow of family life” and both 
preserve and celebrate “familial myths while seeming merely 
to record actual moments in family history.” Photography’s 
selective memory, she continues, “reduce[s] the strains of 
family life by sustaining an imaginary cohesion, even as it 
exacerbates them by creating images that real families can-
not uphold” (7). Tellingly, as Haley rummages through the 
chaos, the camera catches two photos: the first depicts the 
two Keller sisters at Beth’s graduation ceremony, smiling and 
holding each other, a reminder of a time before tension be-
tween them arose, while the second one shows what viewers, 
at this point, can only assume are their parents, their mom 
smiling into the camera and their father looking stoically. Ha-
ley seems to want these times, when the Keller family was 
closer, to return. Captured in a past moment that is not only 
prior to the parents’ divorce and the family’s dispersal into 
different parts of the world but before the natural force of 
the hurricane came to endanger the lives of two family mem-
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bers, the photographed family functions as “a last vestige of 
protection” (Hirsch 13). In particular for Haley, the younger 
daughter, the family’s disintegration wrested the safe harbor 
of the family away from her. That the family home has been in 
escrow while the lawyers of Haley’s parents try to settle their 
divorce renders the loss of the traditional shelter that is the 
nuclear family even more explicit.

Eventually, Haley finds her father at their old family home 
and not in his new abode, figuratively trapped in the past and 
literally trapped in the crawl space beneath the building. In 
the claustrophobic space, Haley must confront her family’s 
past more explicitly. When Dave begins to regain his con-
sciousness, he utters Beth’s name twice, either wishing her to 
return to Florida or expecting her rather than Haley to come 
to his rescue. As he is coming to his senses, Dave asks, “Why 
did you come here?” instead of thanking Haley. Tensions and 
disagreements define Haley and Dave’s present-day relation-
ship: he used to be her swimming coach, but his blind ambi-
tion strained their relationship outside of sports.

As Haley tries to get Dave out of the crawl space, she pri-
marily moves on all fours, which suggests, as Johan Höglund 
has explained, “that the human-nature divide is illusory. The 
crawlspace as territory forces Haley not only to touch the 
earth of which she is . . . a part; she must also become like an 
animal” (126). Arguably, Haley’s animal-likeness, which the 
movie’s first few moments establish through her association 
with the Florida Gators, becomes most explicit when she 
finds herself in the jaws of one of the reptiles (Illustration 3). 
Animal “predation on humans,” Lorraine Shannon remarks 
in an introduction to a posthumously published collection of 
Val Plumwood essays, “has a unique ability to . . . teach a les-
son from the past we forget at our peril about the unconquer-
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ability of the world we think we master” (ix). Humans are not 
apex predators, even if Dave may suggest otherwise when he 
tries to motivate Haley to exceed her limits. By reducing hu-
man bodies to their material dimension, to their being-food, 
the alligator attacks “provide . . . us with a perspective that 
can help us to see ourselves in ecological terms; . . . disrupting 
our view of ourselves as set apart and special,” to quote from 
Plumwood’s reflections on her nearly fatal encounter with a 
saltwater crocodile (16–17).

Illustration 3: The alligator threatens to reduce Haley to food. 
Screenshot from Crawl © Paramount Pictures, 2019.

While, initially, the blurring of the borderlines that tradition-
ally separate humans from nonhumans is restricted to the 
liminal space of the crawl space, in the final third of the mov-
ie, the force of the water destroys windows, shattering the 
fragile dividing line between the human space of the house 
and the outside world. By invading the family home, the 
alligators collapse what, according to Bruno Latour, could 
be called one of the “great divides” of modernity—“two en-
tirely distinct ontological zones: that of human beings on the 
one hand; that of nonhumans on the other” (10–11). The 
effects of global warming expose this distinction as a fiction 
and defamiliarize the world, highlighting what Rebecca Ev-
ans has described as “the strangeness of the stories that mo-
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dernity has told (about) itself, estranging us from where we 
thought we lived by announcing our location in an unfamil-
iar world” (485). Bill McKibben has called this unfamiliar 
world Eaarth—a world akin to the planet called Earth, but 
simultaneously radically different, an uncanny double of the 
world that we believe to know.

The alligators’ spatial transgression entails a temporal di-
mension, as well, as the reptiles introduce a temporality that 
transcends the human race. Similar to Deep Blue Sea 3, this 
temporal scale simultaneously exposes the insignificance of 
humankind in view of planetary time, which is embodied by 
the alligators, and highlights the increasing impact of capi-
talist activities on planetary processes, which is inseparably 
connected with extractive industries. Notably, whereas most 
of the Crawl’s action is set in the Keller home, the gas sta-
tion across the street becomes a focal point when Haley spots 
three people looting it. As she tries to get their attention, hop-
ing the strangers might help them, the alligators pick off one 
after the other looter (Illustration 4). By setting this violent 
scene at the gas station, it becomes symbolically entangled 
with what Peter Hitchcock has called oil’s “logic of accumu-
lation and violence” (96). After all, on a very basic, material 
level, oil results from the accumulation of death: oil is based 
on dead organic matter and requires “a long, sequential pro-
cess that starts with accumulation of biomass in sedimentary 
(marine or lacustrine) environments,” as Vaclav Smil has ex-
plained (56). Accordingly, petrocapitalism, Justin McBrien 
has noted, “tap[s] into deep time: the decayed, dead world 
[is] harnessed for sake of capital’s world-ecology” (122).

The setting of the gas station exposes contemporary capi-
talism’s extraction of energy and value from both past ex-
tinctions and various types of exploitative practices, past 
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and present. While the looters’ actions seem to be outside 
of, maybe even opposed to, the operating principles of the 
capitalist system, the fact that they move in a boat powered 
by petrol brings the symbolism of the gas station full circle: 
fossil fuel is effectively everywhere—even if we might not al-
ways notice its spectral presence. Through the setting of the 
gas station, Crawl emphasizes the intricate interrelations be-
tween petrocapitalism and the hurricane that collapsed the 
distinctions between human and nonhuman spaces.

Illustration 4: The alligator attacks foreground the gas station 
across the street. Screenshots from Crawl © Paramount 

Pictures, 2019.

Arguably, the human-devouring alligators figure as rep-
resentatives of excessive consumption in this particular 
scene—symptoms of “fossil fuel capitalism’s burning desire 
to maximise profits before everything crashes” (Bould 131). 
However, the reptiles are not allowed to satisfy their seem-
ingly insatiable hunger by consuming Haley, or Dave (the 
alligators admittedly get some bites off him), or the family 
dog. When they find themselves in a seemingly hopeless situ-
ation in the eye of the hurricane, trying to get to a boat, Haley 
embraces Dave’s mantra to become an apex predator, swims 
as fast as she can, and makes it to the boat. Unsurprisingly, 
coming at the seventy-minute mark, the boat does not ensure 
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safety, as a massive wave returns them to their house, where 
they fight off a few more alligators, but they make through 
the horrifying experience alive. Although Haley and Dave’s 
survival may be read as testament to humankind’s capacity 
to adapt to a changing world, problematically, they are res-
cued by a helicopter, powered—one must assume—by jet 
fuel. Accordingly, the movie concludes by figuring a product 
of petrocapitalism as “solution” to the clear signs of environ-
mental collapse that Haley and Dave witness, indicating that 
the fossil-fuel-powered system will continue “accumulating 
extinction[s]” (McBrien) at alarming rates before it will 
break down.

THE DEEP SEA AND THE UNEXPECTED 
CONSEQUENCES OF ANTHROPOGENIC ACTIVITIES

Whereas Crawl and Deep Blue Sea 3 explicitly underscore 
the topic of global warming, The Meg is more subtle in how it 
negotiates the contemporary environmental crisis. Although 
the combination of “subtle” and “The Meg” may seem to be 
oxymoronic, the 2018 blockbuster starring Jason Statham 
exemplifies Mark Bould’s point that “fiction [need not] be 
immediately and explicitly about climate change for it to be 
fiction about climate change” (3).

Based on Steve Alten’s 1997 novel, The Meg focuses on a re-
search team led by Dr. Minway Zhang, who speculates that 
“what we think is the bottom [of the Mariana Trench] might 
actually be a layer of hydrogen sulfide. Beneath that cloud, 
and a freezing cold thermocline, there could be a complete-
ly new world.” When the mission submersible, called Origin, 
reaches the bottom of the ocean, Zhang’s thesis is verified, 
as the sub easily penetrates the layer. As the Origin emerges 
from the fog-like thermocline, the team first confronts utter 
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darkness. They drop lights, and what appears in front of their 
eyes is a healthy ecosystem. As the submersible makes its way 
through the underwater world, the fluorescent, somewhat 
alien lifeforms, and the way in which the sub seems to fly 
through the water evoke a science-fictional journey through 
outer space. In fact, The Meg introduces the aesthetic equa-
tion of the ocean and outer space earlier, when billionaire 
investor Jack Morris visits the research station he has fund-
ed. As his research team leads him through the underwater 
station, the tube-like hallways and the high-tech control 
center recall images of spaceships. When Jack looks out into 
the ocean, the whales and manta rays slowly moving across 
the screen seem to be flying (Illustration 5). And when Jack 
jokingly asks the chief medical officer, “You’re like Bones, 
huh?” the script makes explicit that Meg’s representation of 
the deep sea draws on science fiction aesthetics and tropes.

Illustration 5: The Meg figures the deep sea as outer space. 
Screenshots from The Meg © Warner Bros., 2018.

Upon seeing the first images from the bottom of the ocean, 
Zhang explains, “This ecosystem is completely cut off from 
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the rest of the ocean by the freezing cold thermocline. We 
should find all sorts of species completely unknown to sci-
ence.” This sentence underlines that the adventure to the 
ocean floor is driven by scientific curiosity. Indeed, when 
the Origin deploys lights to illuminate the darkness of the 
deep sea, the positivist Enlightenment concept of science 
portrayed in Meg becomes visually literalized. In addition, 
Zhang’s excitedness about the prospect of discovering un-
known species testifies to how little science, in fact, knows 
about the deep sea. As biologists Michael A. Rex and Ron J. 
Etter have noted, “Since most of the deep sea remains unex-
plored, we can hardly guess what other wonders exist there” 
(x). But Zhang’s hope of finding yet-to-be-discovered species 
in the “uncharted territory” of the world beneath the ther-
mocline also evokes the specter of biodiversity loss. “Spe-
cies,” Stacy Alaimo stresses in a reading of the documenta-
ries Aliens of the Deep (2005) and Cracking the Ocean Code 
(2005), “must be ‘captured’ in some way before they are 
lost forever” (“Feminist Science Studies” 196). Yet by em-
phasizing that the newly discovered world is separated not 
only from the rest of the ocean but also from anthropogenic 
activities, Zhang repeats the treacherous idea that the deep 
sea was unaffected by human activities. However, “the oceans 
have changed more in the last thirty years than in all of hu-
man history before” (Roberts 3).

After a megalodon has attacked the Origin and two submers-
ibles have come to the crew’s rescue, the submersibles’ re-
turn to the surface momentarily collapses the thermocline. 
A team member explains: “When the glider came up, the 
thermocline was intact. So, it was one degree Celsius, right? 
. . . But a minute later, when the Evolution came up, the tem-
perature increased by 25 degrees.” In their quest to conquer 
the next frontier of science, the research team’s exploration of 
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the deep sea, which evokes lost-world tales of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries that imagined encoun-
ters between modern Europeans and their evolutionary pre-
decessors in faraway places (see Rieder), initiates a change 
in temperature. While this human-caused alteration of the 
underwater environment is temporary, it nevertheless brings 
about larger-scale consequences.

Indeed, when the research team penetrates the hydrogen 
sulfide layer, they set in motion what Robert Macfarlane has 
called an “Anthropocene unburial”: “[f]orces, objects and 
substances thought safely confined to the underworld are de-
claring themselves above ground with powerful consequenc-
es.” In this context, Macfarlane thinks not only of the “un-
burials” of mammoths and other prehistoric creatures due to 
melting ice but also of methane deposits that are uncovered 
due to thawing permafrost.2 In The Meg, the penetration of 
the thermocline and the subsequent journey to the bottom 
of the ocean awakes a sleeping giant, as two megalodons trail 
the submersibles to the surface. The deep sea becomes sym-
bolically interconnected with deep time through the figure 
of the prehistoric sharks, which attack in the present histor-
ical moment and which introduce a “derangement of scale” 
(Clark, “Scale”). The super-sized megalodon, which is subtly 
likened to a tectonic shift as it approaches the first research 
submersible, is, to quote Timothy Clark out of context, an 
“emergent scale effect,” as “human actions, insignificant in 
themselves, . . . come together to form a new, imponderable 
physical event” (Ecocriticism 103).

When Zhang concludes that the monster that they have un-

2 For recent articles that—more or less explicitly—discuss some 
of these “Anthropocene unburials,” see Canavan; Fuchs; Keetley; 
Tidwell.
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leashed is the result of a typical human error (“We did what 
people always do: discover and then destroy”), this statement 
problematically imagines a uniform humanity that is at fault. 
This uncritical universalism erases various differences in 
terms of past and present culpabilities in the environmental 
dilemma today. For example, Kathryn Yusoff has pointed out 
that a universal “humanity is deployed as a method of era-
sure that obfuscates climate racism, social injustice in fossil 
fuels, and differentiated histories of responsibilities through 
homogenization in a ‘we’ of the Anthropocene” (“Anthro-
pogenesis” 6–7). Indeed, Zhang’s “what people always do” 
refers primarily to Enlightenment discourses and their long-
term effects on the definition of science as well as the produc-
tion and maintenance of Western knowledge systems.

This aspect is important insofar as Meg decidedly uses its set-
ting in Southeast Asia to distance the Western world from 
some of the environmental problems on display. First, after 
the megalodon has escaped from its sanctuary in the deep 
blue sea, it attacks a fishing vessel. “These sharks have no fins,” 
observes a character. Zhang explains, “They were killed by 
shark poachers. They cut off the fins and throw the shark back 
to die. All for a bowl of soup.” “Looks like the meg evened the 
score,” another character quips. Apart from acknowledging 
the long tradition of animals as agents of Nature’s revenge 
in horror and science fiction, the fact that the scientist de-
tails the cruelty of shark finning in a movie that concludes 
with the visual spectacle of the megalodon’s belly being slit 
open by using one of the Evolution’s wings and hundreds of 
present-day sharks eating it alive reveals The Meg’s double 
standard (Illustration 6): the movie takes issue with human 
activities that endanger the natural world, but at the same 
time, it exploits and spectacularizes the environmentalist 
ideas that some characters embody. Tellingly, the film’s trau-
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matized hero, Jonas Taylor, stresses at one point, “You ever 
think that Mother Nature might know what she’s doing? That 
the thermocline might just be there for a reason?” However, 
Jonas wastes little thought on killing the megalodon, since he 
embraces anthropocentrism: “It’s about the people you save.”

Illustration 6: Modern-day sharks feast on the megalodon. 
Screenshot from The Meg © Warner Bros., 2018.

Returning to the killing of contemporary sharks, The Meg’s 
main setting in the Indian Ocean displaces the problem of 
shark finning to Asia. According to a 2015 United Nations 
report, Spain is among the largest exporters of shark fins on 
the globe (97–103). Although the report acknowledges that 
the United States is “not a major market or producer” (85), 
it also diagnoses a major disagreement between exports re-
ported by the United States and imports from the United 
States reported by countries such as China—the second 
number being more than 70% higher in terms of volume 
(86). Of course, these contexts are glossed over to present 
shark finning as an Asian problem.

Likewise, when the megalodon approaches the southern 
coast of Hainan in China, the shark passes various kinds of 
plastic waste. Although plastic waste is on display for less 
than four seconds and even though the amount of plastic 
pollution in the water may not seem excessive and the coast, 
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in general, appears clean, the very presence of plastic waste 
provides an uncanny reminder of unnatural materials that 
humans have introduced to ecosystems across the planet (Il-
lustration 7). While The Meg places plastic pollution in the 
Indian Ocean, currents may carry plastics to places on the 
other side of the globe, where they are deposited. Or they 
might, as Guangfa Zhong and Xiaotong Peng have reported, 
end up nearly 2,000 meters below the ocean surface. Besides 
its toxic composition and waste produced during its pro-
duction, plastics are practically indestructible; they do not 
biodegrade, but exposure to ultraviolet radiation may break 
them apart. Even so, plastics continue to exist—in the wa-
ter, in the soil, in human and nonhuman bodies, etc. Accord-
ingly, plastics is one of the ways in which, to draw on David 
Farrier, “we will be remembered by the very deep future” 
(loc. 287). At the same time, plastics are monuments to the 
past, produced from fossil fuels that were millions of years 
in the making. Placed in front of the gigantic prehistoric 
shark (that has invaded the present), the small pieces of plas-
tic waste make visible that “[t]he deep time of geology . . .  
is collapsing into the historical time of human technology” 
(Gan et al. G12).

Illustration 7: Plastic pollution and the prehistoric shark. 
Screenshot from The Meg © Warner Bros., 2018.
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AQUATIC GHOSTS OF FUTURES PAST

Gerry Canavan has explained that the monsters rising from 
the deep sea or the hollow earth in blockbusters such as the 
latest Godzilla movies (2014, 2019) are “plain allegor[ies] 
for rising sea levels” (270): figured as giant creatures, glob-
al warming can, in theory, be defeated. However, since “[i]t 
seems to be easier for us today to imagine the thoroughgoing 
deterioration of the earth and of nature than the breakdown 
of late capitalism” ( Jameson xii), one comes to realize that the 
only way to vanquish the beasts is to leverage the very system 
that unleashed the monsters, to begin with. As a result, “even 
‘happy crisis’ figurations of climate change like Pacific Rim col-
lapse in the end into cosmic pessimism” (Canavan 270–271).

To be sure, all three movies discussed in this article celebrate 
human heroism or perseverance. In The Meg, Jonas cuts open 
the megalodon, thus preparing it for the hundreds of oth-
er sharks to feed on; in Crawl, Haley and her dad (and the 
family dog) somehow survive the repeated alligator attacks; 
and in Deep Blue Sea 3, three women of different ethnicities 
decide to return to civilization. In all three cases, the threat 
seems contained. But this “seems” is key. As early as 2001, 
Stacy Alaimo suggested that natural horror movies “could be 
the single most significant genre for ecocriticism and green 
cultural studies” because “these films wrangle in messy but 
piercing ways with the fundamental issues of green philos-
ophy and politics” (“Discomforting Creatures” 279). The 
“messiness” Alaimo highlighted two decades ago echoes in 
Nicole Seymour’s more recent notion of “bad environmen-
talism”—cultural artifacts that “embrace . . . contradiction, 
imperfection, and ambiguity” (232).

For example, Deep Blue Sea 3 explicitly depicts humans as 
the real monsters and that the megalodons merely respond 
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to humans invading their habitat. Nevertheless, all three 
movies, in the end, celebrate human resourcefulness and re-
solve. While some of the human survivors may be more bat-
tle-scarred than others, all three films’ protagonists survive 
their encounters with the monstrous animals. However, as 
already Jeffrey Cohen noted, the monster “can be dispersed 
temporarily, but [it] by definition returns” (5). To be sure, a 
sequel for The Meg is planned and one for Crawl purportedly 
in discussion, but this is not my point. In The Meg, the charac-
ters first believe that one megalodon broke through the ther-
mocline, only to find out that, to quote a different popular 
culture artifact, “There’s always a bigger fish”—so, who’s to 
say that the shark that evolution caught up with was the last 
megalodon? In Crawl, Haley may have trapped one of the ga-
tors in a bathroom, but nobody knows how many reptiles, 
in fact, entered the family home, let alone settled outside it. 
And while the three genetically modified sharks encountered 
in Deep Blue Sea 3 may be dead, the end of the previous film 
saw a larger group escape from the research facility. Where 
are the other bull sharks? In the end, defeating the animal 
monster might appear to be a victory, but it can only be a 
momentary victory that not only dramatically simplifies the 
complexity of the environmental issues anthropogenic activ-
ities have maneuvered the planet into but also literalizes the 
eradication of the natural world.
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