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The Expository Writing Program offers 

topic-based seminars that help first-year OU 

students to develop their critical reading, 

thinking, and writing skills.

The defining feature of an Expo course is 

the students’ collaboration with their lecturers. 

The faculty in our program are experienced 

teachers with advanced knowledge of their 

subjects and passion for helping students de-

velop their writing. Over the course of the se-

mester, Expo students work closely with their 

lecturer through classroom discussions, exten-

sive written feedback, and one-on-one 

conferences. 

Students who successfully complete an 

Expo course come away with the knowledge 

they’ll need to explore the wider academic 

world that the university has to offer and the 

skills they’ll need to make their voices heard 

within that world.

Brainstorm is the journal of student writing 

published by the Edith Kinney Gaylord Ex-

pository Writing Program at the University of 

Oklahoma. The essays in this issue were writ-

ten by students in Expository Writing classes 

during Spring 2013 and Fall 2013 semesters 

and then revised again for publication. 

The Expo faculty are extremely proud of 

our students and their efforts, and we hope 

you enjoy their work as much as we do.
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s I stood with a group of close friends 

outside of Frontline Church in down-

town Oklahoma City, waiting for a local 

rock band to begin their performance, we noticed 

a young teenage girl rounding the corner of the 

youth room crying. We had seen her flirting with a 

boy in line earlier, stealing his hat and running 

away—typical Junior High stuff. But now she 

cried as she rushed towards a group of friends 

who quickly began consoling her. We all chuckled 

under our breath. “I guess he wasn’t into it. 

Ouch,” one friend said. I stood there remembering 

my life at that age, and I’ll admit it, I laughed. 

Some of the things I cried over were exceedingly 

laughable. We kept poking fun at the poor girl, 

who was well out of earshot. “Ah, young love can 

be brutal,” I added. I tried to combat the guilt that 

pricked my conscience; as the only girl in the 

group, I felt that it should have been my responsi-

bility to put an end to our remarks. But I played 

along. The comments became crueler, and another 

friend added, “I guess he dumped her ass.” 

Someone even threw out the phrase, “tooted and 

booted,” but I still said nothing. I did not think 

much of the conversation until one of my male 

A

1

Rape Humor: 

Why It’s Not “Just a Joke”
by Amy Jenkins

Amy Jenkins is a Human Relations major 

from Choctaw, OK. She wrote this essay in the 

“Transcending Gender” course taught by Eric 

Bosse.

The Brainstorm Selection Committee voted 

Amy’s essay the “Best in Issue” for 2014.

Trigger Warning: This essay addresses rape 

culture and rape humor.

friends startled me by throwing an unexpected 

remark into the mix of unkindness: “She proba-

bly got raped in the alley back there.” I stopped. I 

tried to block out the sounds of male laughter. I 

looked at him in disbelief, but he laughed at the 

shock on my face. I felt betrayed. A close friend of 

mine, whom I trusted and felt safe around, left 

me feeling—in words that I would later use in 

front of my mother— uncomfortable and angry. 

Why would that be funny? That could have happened! 

Would you laugh if that had happened to her, to me? I 

knew my friend would not understand my anger 

and fear if I vocalized these thoughts. Rape was 

not something he had been taught to fear. He 

could tell this joke and this group of friends 

could laugh at it because they benefited from 

male privilege. He had never been instructed on 

how to prevent his own rape or told that he 

should even worry about rape. This lack of fear is 

possible because he had the privilege as a male to 

Participants at the New York City “SlutWalk”event on 
October 1, 2011. SlutWalk is an international movement 
that stages public events to protest and draw awareness to 
rape culture.



not feel regularly threatened. Unsure how to react 

to his comment, I mentally excused myself from 

the conversation and busied myself with my 

phone until the show started. 

I anticipate several likely responses to this 

anecdote: you might think that my friend took an 

already mean joke much too far, and either sym-

pathize with my silent reaction or feel frustrated 

that I did not speak my mind. You also might be-

lieve that my feelings of anger were too sensitive, 

and might have criticized me if I had decided to 

vocalize my disapproval. Or you might also think 

I’m a colossal jerk for laughing at a crying girl. 

These responses exemplify the very different 

views of rape humor we see in our culture. The 

dominant view, that rape humor is acceptable, is 

one we are constantly exposed to through all 

types of media and comedy, such as jokes among 

friends, in movies, and in stand-up comedy. Some 

people reject this aspect of our culture and be-

lieve that rape jokes are, without exception, unac-

ceptable. Women tend to have a particularly rigid 

response to rape humor, as they more commonly 

share the same experiences, fears, and emotions 

as I did after my friend joked about rape. 

While it is easy to view rape humor as wholly 

acceptable or wholly wrong, it is actually very 

complex. This “black or white” outlook encour-

ages wagging your finger at anyone who says the 

word “rape” in any context other than disgust. 

However, rape jokes can, in fact, work well as a 

form of satire for many adult audiences, depend-

ing on the context, the punch line, and whether 

the jokes actually contains any humor. While 

there may not be a universal line that defines 

which rape jokes cross from social satire to vio-

lent speech (i.e. speech that can cause real harm 

to listeners by causing trauma, recalling past 

trauma, or generally making them feel less safe), 

those who write or perform comedy should con-

structively use their positions as significant con-

tributors to our culture. There is a monumental 

difference between laughing at the act of sexual 

assault—which encourages an apathetic attitude 

toward rape and even perpetuates sexual vio-

lence—and satirizing the things that perpetuate it, 

such as sexism or our rape culture. In other 

words, we should ridicule our twisted rape cul-

ture, not rape victims. 

In recent years, the discussion of the appro-

priateness of rape humor has gained attention on 

the internet; however, these discussions have yet 

to change the attitudes of many comedians who 

tell rape jokes. Rape humor became the focus of a 

huge web debate after the Daniel Tosh, well-

known comedian, sparked rage among feminist 

bloggers with a joke he told at Hollywood’s 

Laugh Factory in 2012 (Jacobson). He alleg-

edly—in fact, none of this discourse was recorded, 

so all quotes are alleged—claimed that all rape 

jokes are funny, regardless of context or content. A 

female audience member spoke up and claimed, 

“Actually, rape jokes are never funny.” In re-

sponse to her perceived heckling, he looked at her 

and then asked the audience, “Wouldn’t it be 

funny if that girl got raped by like, five guys right 

now? Like right now? What if a bunch of guys 

just raped her…” (Ryan). Feminists reacted 

fiercely online and many criticized the use of any 

type of rape humor (Siddiquee). Soon after this 

response, Tosh apologized on Twitter, saying, “All 

the out-of-context misquotes aside, I'd like to sin-

cerely apologize," and attached a link to the blog 

post that reported the events at Hollywood’s 

Laugh Factory. This resulted in several comedians 

defending Tosh via Twitter. Dane Cook took a 

stance on the subject without directly mentioning 

Tosh when he tweeted, "If you journey through 

this life easily offended by other people's words I 

think it's best for everyone if you just kill your-

self." And in response to Tosh’s Twitter apology, 

Patton Oswalt tweeted, "Wow, Daniel Tosh had to 

apologize to a self-aggrandizing, idiotic blogger. 

Hope I never have to do that [again]." Jim Norton 

tweeted, "Some attention-seeking woman heckled 

a comedian, so if anything, she owes him an apol-

ogy for being a rude brat" (Corneau). The contro-

versy surrounding Daniel Tosh’s joke was just one 
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part of a larger discussion. While people have 

furiously tried to hash out this issue through 

blogs and comments, the debate seems to have 

puttered out. 

If you did not already notice, take note that 

the mentioned comedians who defended Tosh’s 

joke are all male. If you consider the fact that men 

are the majority of perpetrators of rape and—

while women are not the only victims of sexual 

assault—women do make up the majority of vic-

tims, you can start to get an idea why mostly 

women had a problem with Tosh’s joke (Black et al 

3). In 2010, The National Intimate Partner and 

Sexual Violence Survey found that “nearly 1 in 5 

women (18.3%) and 1 in 71 men (1.4%) in the 

United States have been raped at some time in 

their lives, including completed forced penetra-

tion, attempted forced penetration, or alcohol/

drug facilitated completed penetration” (Black et 

al 1). Rape is a sensitive and persisting crime, and 

it is insensitive, to say the least, to ignore the fact 

that a significant portion of most audiences on 

some level identify with the victims of rape and 

sexual assault jokes. This is why we mostly see 

women, particularly feminists, combating the use 

of rape humor; they may fear sexual assault, 

know someone who has experienced sexual as-

sault, or have been assaulted themselves. These 

possible factors are not only frightening, but they 

also shape women’s everyday lives. Virtually 

every young woman has heard lectures regarding 

their safety at some point: Don’t live in that neigh-

borhood. Don’t walk alone at night. Never take your 

eyes off your drink at parties—better yet, don’t go to 

parties. And when the very real fear of rape that 

our culture constructs is mocked in a joke, cogni-

tive dissonance is to be expected. The most com-

mon response that I see women exhibit after hear-

ing an uncomfortable rape joke is silence or artifi-

cial laughter. A joke may make a woman uncom-

fortable, but she often chooses to respond with 

apathy to defend herself from the discomfort that 

she feels at hearing rape victims mocked. There is 

a strong sense of powerlessness when one is in 

this position, and it was powerlessness in not 

knowing what to do that I felt when my friend 

made his comment. The conflict between one’s 

desire to say something and fear of confrontation 

or disapproval often results in silence. 

So, rape jokes are bad, right? No one should 

tell them because they don’t know who it could 

offend. Unfortunately, it isn’t that simple. 

Rape humor is much different than most 

types of “offensive” humor. Take for instance 

Holocaust jokes or jokes that use profanity (not 

that these jokes are comedic gold either, but stick 

with me): most people in our culture do not fear 

the Holocaust or profanity on a daily basis. So 

while these jokes are still offensive, triggering 

emotional trauma in an audience member is not 

very likely. Furthermore, while jokes that target a 

certain race are considered taboo, these jokes 

seem much less offensive when told by someone 

of the race that the joke targets, as we may as-

sume that there is either some truth to what they 

are saying or that they are satirizing racist atti-

tudes or stereotypes. Similarly, when women tell 

rape jokes—as rape jokes, more often than not, 

speak of a man assaulting a woman—the perspec-

tive of the joke changes. As a result, women tend 

to make fun of the rapist or our cultures view of 

rape—particularly views that normalize or excuse 

rape, which is also referred to as rape culture. For 

instance, Sarah Silverman successfully uses a 

joke—that is certainly only for mature audi-

ences—to call to attention problems with our cul-

ture: 

We need more rape jokes. We really do. I love 

that some people applauded that. Needless to 

say, rape, the most heinous crime imaginable. 

Seems it’s a comic’s dream, though. Because it 

seems that when you do rape jokes that like 

the material is so dangerous and edgy. But the 

truth is it’s like the safest area to talk about in 

comedy. Cause who’s going to complain 

about a rape joke? Rape victims? They don’t 

even report rape. I mean, they’re traditionally 

not complainers. Like the worst maybe thing 
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that could happen, and I would feel terrible, 

is like after a show maybe somebody comes 

up to you and is like, “Look I’m a victim of 

rape, and as a victim of rape I just want to say 

I thought that joke was inappropriate and 

insensitive and totally my fault and I am so 

sorry.”

In one joke, Silverman calls to attention the tact-

lessness of many rape jokes, the silencing effect 

that they can have, and the problem of unre-

ported rape. On the surface, it may appear that 

Silverman is ridiculing victims of sexual assault, 

but in fact her joke draws attention to the prob-

lem of unreported rape, a problem that our rape 

culture causes. The joke provokes valuable 

thoughts regarding our rape culture, and is, 

therefore, a great joke. 

Hopefully, it is becoming clear why rape 

jokes can be so tricky; rape jokes in general are not 

the issue, but rather the very specific components 

of rape jokes, which can do more harm than 

good. Lindy West addresses the delicacy of rape 

humor in her article, “How to Make a Rape Joke,” 

which she wrote in the midst of the web debate 

that ensued after Tosh’s controversial joke at The 

Laugh Factory. She responds to several argu-

ments made by social media and—more nota-

bly—popular comedians on the internet who de-

fended the making of any type of rape joke. She 

clarifies that she does not believe rape humor is 

“bad” when she says, “Nobody is taking away 

your right to talk about rape, make jokes about 

rape, or use the word ‘rape.’" However, she does 

believe that that rape victims should not be used 

as the butt of jokes. At the end of her article, she 

provides examples of rape jokes that she finds 

appropriate. Her examples include the following 

line, spoken by the title character of the movie 

Borat: 

In Kazakhstan the favorite hobbies are disco 

dancing, archery, rape, and table tennis.

As a movie, Borat satirizes Western views of East-

ern culture, so what Borat says is actually a reac-

tion to American prejudice towards Kazakhstan’s 

culture. In this particular quotation, Borat and the 

characterization of rape as an element of Ka-

zakhstan’s culture serve as the objects of the joke. 

The fact that Borat does not realize his confusion 

of a criminal activity with a hobby is humorously 

ironic. The joke ridicules his neutral tone towards 

rape rather than victims of sexual assault. After 

taking a look at this joke, it actually has a surpris-

ingly constructive effect, as it laughs at apathy 

rather than suffering. 

Other jokes about rape that West singles out 

as appropriate include the following two pieces 

from comedians John Mulaney and Ever Mainard, 

respectively:

Late at night, on the street, women will see 

me as a threat. That is funny—yeah! 

That is funny. It's kind of flattering in its own 

way, but at the same time it's weird because, 

like, I'm still afraid of being kidnapped. 

The problem is that every woman in her en-

tire life has that one moment when you think, 

“Oh! Here's my rape!” 

Both Mulaney and Mainard (a female comedian) 

choose to make light of the fear that women expe-

rience when walking alone at night—a fear that 

has been inflated by our culture. Mulaney, on one 

hand, ridicules himself; he implies that he is a 

wimp because he thinks of himself as threatened 

rather than the threat that women might identify 

him as. Mainard, on the other hand, shows the 

women’s perspective of the scenario. I can per-

sonally say that I have experienced this moment 

of fear—walking down a street late at night with 

my hand gripped around my phone—and it feels 
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good to laugh at it. It feels as though I am laugh-

ing at all the people who have warned me to not 

walk alone at night, and it feels truly healing to 

laugh at those who have placed fear in me. Also, 

because she shares a story of her own fear, rather 

than mocking another person’s possible trauma, 

Mainard and the audience laugh together at 

shared fear, rather than laughing at someone 

else’s fear, which would make this joke cruel.

I don’t agree with all of West’s conclusions 

about when rape humor is acceptable, though. 

West also accepts the following joke by comedian 

Louis C. K.:

I'm not condoning rape, obvi-

ously—you should never rape any-

one. Unless you have a reason, like if 

you want to fuck somebody and they 

won't let you. 

West claims that Louis C.K. should be given the 

“benefit of the doubt,” as he “has spent 20 years 

making it very publicly clear that he is on the side 

of making things better.” This argument is not 

quite enough for me to give this joke my approval. 

While I do believe that his intent was to satirize, 

as West says, “the absurd and horrific sense of 

entitlement that accompanies taking over some-

one else's body like you're hungry and it's a deli-

cious hoagie,” this intent isn’t clear enough. 

While an audience member who is familiar with 

Louis C.K.’s style may laugh at the rapist, another 

audience member not as familiar with his com-

edy may laugh at the image of rape and simulta-

neously associate the word “rape” with laughter. 

This joke had good intentions, but satire is worth-

less if it is unrecognized. West’s article falls short 

of identifying the “gray area” surrounding Louis 

C.K.’s joke, but otherwise she successfully illus-

trates how rape jokes can have a constructive 

message for our culture. 

In response to West’s and other bloggers’ ar-

guments against rape humor, some—such as Ro-

sanne Barr and those who write inflammatory, 

anti-feminist comments on feminist blogs— in 

their immense wisdom, sought to discredit femi-

nist bloggers by accusing them of calling for cen-

sorship. However, the argument is not about cen-

soring comedians or whether people should be 

“allowed” to tell certain types of jokes. West ex-

plains this in a debate between her and comedian 

Jim Norton, previously mentioned for defending 

Daniel Tosh on Twitter after he received criticism 

for his rape joke made at The Laugh Factory. In 

this debate, Norton argues that if comedians face 

repercussions for jokes, then the audience is de-

claring that that “it’s all okay, or none of it is 

okay.” His point is that if people declare certain 

topics off limits for comedians, soon comedians 

will have nothing to joke about. West then clari-

fies what many people meant when they said 

something along the lines of, “People should not 

tell rape jokes”: There cannot and should not be 

legal repercussions simply for telling these jokes, 

as everyone has a right to free speech. However, 

while everyone agrees that comedians—and our 

peers who sometimes mistake themselves for co-

medians—should always have the legal right to 

joke about what they want, when they want, lis-

teners also have the right to—in the not-so-gentle 

words of Lindy West—“choose to call them a 

dick.” No one calls for legal censorship regarding 

this issue; however, they do call for a discussion 

to challenge our rape culture so that victims of 

sexual assault are treated with respect. 

Norton and West both make essential, rele-

vant claims about whether or not rape jokes 

should be considered socially appropriate. They 

actually agree on some points, such as the right to 

claim that a comedian “sucks for what they said,” 

as well as comedians’ legal right to say what they 

want. What they don’t agree on, however, is the 

power of words. Norton argues that when people 

walk into a comedy club, they look to relieve 

themselves of the problems of the world through 

laughter and that “comedy is not a cause of what 

happens in society; a lot of times it is often a reac-

tion to what’s happening.” While comedy can 

work therapeutically for some, West argues that 

there are, in fact, “systemic forces affected by 
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speech.” (Jacobson) All kinds of speech have an 

effect on our culture, regardless of the lack of sin-

cerity they are meant to have. We must ask our-

selves: is laughing at the evil that happens in our 

society worth not only traumatizing victims of 

rape, but also possibly perpetuating future sexual 

assaults? 

Norton’s argument, that rape jokes and the 

people who make them do not condone or per-

petuate rape, is common among those who de-

fend rape humor, which often includes comedi-

ans or peers who have been criticized for a rape 

joke they’ve made. They feel that those who 

frown on rape jokes obviously just do not have a 

sense of humor. Why are they being so opinionated/

sensitive/dramatic? They just can’t take a joke. Audi-

ences are not meant to take jokes literally, nor 

should they. However, while rape jokes may not 

directly condone rape, they can desensitize their 

audience to it. Manuela Thomae and Viki Ten-

dayi, who conducted a study on a related issue of 

the correlation between rape proclivity and sexist 

jokes, argue: 

If a person holds hostile sexist attitudes, then 

exposure to sexist jokes may create a situation 

which not only enhances tolerance of dis-

crimination against women, but also appears 

to elevate the propensity to commit rape. 

These results sound a note of caution towards 

the use of sexist jokes in social settings (Tho-

mae and Tendayi 264).

The correlation between humor and human be-

havior is existent and frightening; this study 

proves that comedy is, in fact, more than “a reac-

tion of what happens in society,” as Jom Norton 

describes it (Jacobson). Thomae and Tendayi go 

on to discourage jokes that discriminate against 

women, as they “can create a circle of hostility 

and discrimination that culminates in physical 

violence against out-group members” (Thomae 

and Tendayi 264). The jokes that they use in the 

study include: 

Why are women like carpets? If you lay them 

properly the first time, you can walk all over 

them for years.

Why do women have small feet? So they can 

get closer to the sink!

How many women does it take to change a 

light bulb? None, let her do the dishes in the 

dark.

What is the best thing about a blowjob? Ten 

minutes’ silence.

The jokes used in Thomae and Tendayi’s study 

refer to stereotypical domestic and social roles of 

heterosexual relationships, male dominance, and 

the silencing of women; these themes are also 

found in many rape jokes, which are often sexist 

jokes that focus on physical dominance. With this 

in mind, it is probably safe to conclude that the 

correlation would likely be stronger among those 

who find rape humor funny and rape proclivity. 

This isn’t to say that every person who laughs at a 

rape joke is a rapist. However, it does show the 

harmful effects that rape humor can have. 

College campuses give us a real-life example 

of where inappropriate rape humor and height-

ened threats of sexual assault occur. Campus or-

ganizations have made national headlines with 

disturbing public displays of crude, sexist humor. 

In 2012, CNN presented a video of Yale fraternity 

pledges chanting, “No means yes, yes means 

anal,” on campus near the dormitories where 

freshman women live (Daily News and Nature). 

While this was obviously meant as “just a joke,” it 

does not improve the already suffering fraternity 

reputation regarding campus rape culture. This 

reputation is not unwarranted, as statistics show 

that fraternity members are, in fact, more likely 

than other college men to commit rape (Gray). 

The chant not only potentially traumatized 

women in earshot, but it also exemplified these 

young men’s apathetic attitude towards noncon-

sensual sex. Another shocking video that received 

a great deal of negative publicity shows a group 

of students at St. Mary’s University participating 

“in a frosh-week chant” which declared, “SMU 

boys we like them young. Y is for your sister, O is 

for oh so tight, U is for underage, N is for no con-

sent, G is for grab that ass” (Tutton). Even female 

students participated in this chant; perhaps they 
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were unaware of our harmful rape culture, or 

perhaps they just blindly followed their peers. 

Nevertheless, it is disturbing to think that they 

contributed to our perverse rape culture when 

such a chant speaks of them as the victim. College 

women are at a particularly high risk of experi-

encing sexual assault, as one in four women who 

attend college experience rape or attempted rape 

within their four years as a student (Gray). Facts 

such as these illustrate the consequences of our 

rape culture that Thomae and Tendayi warned 

against. The desensitization caused by certain 

types of rape humor infects college campuses and 

propels an unsafe college environment. 

The effect of jokes that mock victims of as-

sault seems to be fairly consistent among audi-

ences, which is why comedians like to use them: 

rape jokes evoke an emotional response. They are 

used by comedians and the media to cheaply 

shock the audience into awkward “did-they-

really-just-say-that?” laughter. When audiences 

allow this sort of humor, it desensitizes them to 

the horrors of sexual assault; eventually, audi-

ences associate the use of rape in a joke with 

laughter and consider sexual assault legitimate 

comedic material. This effect of rape humor is 

deeply disturbing—it seeks to make sexual as-

sault funny. I imagine that three possible events 

occur in audience members’ heads after hearing a 

rape joke: laughter due to shock/discomfort; 

mindless laughter; or the terrifying, literal image 

of a rape occurring. It takes courage to speak up 

when someone tells a joke that crosses the line 

from comedic wit into tasteless, knee-jerk-

reaction laughter—especially considering that 

women most commonly attempt to combat these 

jokes, and often become disregarded as sensitive 

and humorless. 

My fear of being disregarded is the reason 

that I said nothing when my friend made his up-

setting comment, “I bet she got raped in that alley 

back there.” I had no idea how to respond, or 

even if I should respond; I only knew that if I did, 

I would have risked disapproval from my 

friends. Almost immediately, I regretted my si-

lence, but the conversation quickly changed and 

my opportunity to speak up passed. It wasn’t un-

til several weeks later—when I started writing 

this essay–that I talked to my friend about the 

instance. I simply explained that the joke made 

me uncomfortable, as it reminded me of my own 

fear and the precautions I’ve had to take because 

of the dangers of sexual assault. I also mentioned 

that jokes such as the one he told could poten-

tially trigger the trauma of someone who has ex-

perienced sexual assault or knows someone who 

has, and he cannot know who those people may 

be. He responded with understanding and sin-

cerely apologized for making me feel uncomfort-

able. Since then, I have made a point to subtly 

communicate when a joke is taken too far or sim-

ply is not funny. This can be as simple as not 

laughing or giving a disapproving look. 

So, how can one distinguish an appropriate 

rape joke from a harmful rape joke? It is a matter 

of who or what the joke mocks, the effect the joke 

has on the audience and culture, and if the joke is 

truly humorous. If the joke mocks a rape victim or 

implies humor in the act of rape, rather than the 

culture that surrounds it, the joke can have detri-

mental effects on society’s attitude towards rape, 

which can be seen in Thomae and Tendayi’s 

study. If the joke implies images of rape, it can 

either desensitize or strike fear into its audience. 

The act of rape itself is not funny, and there is 

never a reason to laugh at it.
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n the closing moments of the 1970s, President 

Jimmy Carter urged the people of the United 

States to oppose the rising forces of “fragmen-

tation and self-interest” that threatened to extin-

guish a cohesive American identity. Carter’s diag-

nosis of a “crisis of confidence” came in the wake 

of the Vietnam War and Watergate, two events 

that had eroded the public’s trust in authority, 

undermined national character, and so created a 

“longing for meaning” that would redefine 

American values. For Carter, as for us, the decade 

appears as a period of stagnation, in sharp con-

trast the “passion, grandeur, and tragedy” that 

characterized the Sixties, as Bailey and Farber ar-

gue in America in the Seventies (1). Yet this view 

does not do justice to the momentous reconsidera-

tions—of government, relationships, and self—

that have come to characterize Americans’ self-

understanding. Disgusted over the Watergate 

revelations of governmental corruption and de-

ceit, Americans turned to personal identity and 

ambition as sources of meaning, and, rejecting the 

model of American identity as a melting pot, 

withdrew into increasingly homogenous commu-

nities that transformed America into a mosaic of 

translucent social prisms. Francis Ford Coppola’s 

1972 film The Godfather charts this transformation 

of American identity from the unity of the melting 

pot to the fragmentation of prisms through the 

film’s portrayal of characters in a world of corrup-

tion and distrust. 

I
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If before the Seventies, Americans saw them-

selves as a glorious melting pot overflowing with 

assimilated cultures, the crises of the Seventies 

prompted a turn to processes of internal reflec-

tion as Americans recreated their identities. Bai-

ley and Farber chronicle how Americans revisited 

spiritualism by “renewing their Christian faith,” 

relieved their crises through self-help books, and 

explored new personal boundaries through drug 

use and extramarital sex (5). Similarly, Capozzola 

argues that, instead of acclimating to previous 

versions of American identity, individuals in the 

Seventies entered the private realm of the family 

and the community and adopted quests “for 

[ethnic] roots” to “express American patriotism 

from an ambivalent, sideways angle” (38-39). The 

Godfather suggests that this pursuit of individual 

identity, a mission rooted in family, ethnic be-

longing, and self-help movements, leads to the 

formation of social prisms. Faced with the pros-

pect that a single pot of cultural soup that mixed 

together diverse identities might not effectively 

describe American identity, the American people 

congealed the stew into newly separated social 

prisms that distinguish and isolate individuals 

and groups from the rest of the pot.

The mafia world depicted in The Godfather 

exemplifies one of the most isolated prisms of the 

United States in the political and socioeconomic 

climate of the time. The Godfather’s tale of the 

Corleones, an Italian-American mafia family in 

New York, mirrors the segmentation and local-

ization of American society and links it to the 

decline of popular support for the United States 

government in the Seventies. The chaos, para-

noia, and corruption that underlie Coppola’s film 

reflect the rampant turmoil and injustice of the 

1970s. The film follows the youngest son of the 

Corleone family, Michael, on his journey from a 

young, well-adjusted Italian-American male to 

the head of one of the most powerful Italian-

American mafias. His change allegorizes that of 

the American public between the Sixties and Sev-

enties—an intense shift from patriotism and 

shared values to cynicism and self-identification. 



Coppola introduces Michael in the first scene 

of the film, the wedding of Connie Corleone, the 

only daughter of the family. In this scene, Michael 

wears a United States military uniform, in 

marked contrast to the typical business attire that 

the members of the mafia sport. The uniform em-

phasizes Michael’s military background, his 

status as a war hero, and casts him as a symbol 

for American pride and the ideals of the early 

Sixties— a man who has chosen a normal Ameri-

can lifestyle, complete with an all-American 

sweetheart, over his family ties. 

If Michael exemplifies the national and civic 

ideals of the 1960s, his family’s allegiances are 

much less overt. Mafia business saturates the 

wedding—the guests include mob leaders and 

other people who wish to benefit from Don Vito 

Corleone, Michael’s father, and his power; even 

the baker who made the wedding cake asks for 

the Don’s help. Yet even though Michael point-

edly ignores and distances himself from his fam-

ily’s underhanded business—and is, in turn, ex-

cluded from it—he does not exclusively reflect 

patriotism identity and fortitude. In the context of 

the Seventies, his uniform symbolizes the war 

and failure in Vietnam and so presages a newly 

developed ambiguity of American identity. He 

never wears the uniform again in the movie, 

marking the start of his transformation as he re-

linquishes his arguably muddled American im-

age. 

In Long Time Gone, Bloom argues that the Six-

ties “interconnect[ed]” “the political, the cultural, 

and the social,” such that “the personal became 

political, and the cultural and political seemed to 

be two parts of a whole” (8). Yet, at a national 

level, this very integration of culture and politics 

spurred the dramatic response against the gov-

ernment in the 1970s. The public had lived in a 

world where to defend American ideals was to 

fight against external sources—particularly com-

munism abroad—not one’s own leaders. The 

revelations of governmental failure and duplicity 

shattered the idea of personal security. The Viet-

nam War that began in the mid-Fifties drove the 

dramatic decrease in public support for the ad-

ministration, as antagonism toward the war effort 

sucked away American patriotism. The majority 

of Gallup poll responses supported America’s 

involvement in the Vietnam War in August 1965, 

with 61% of polled Americans in favor of the war. 

The approval rating quickly declined, and by May 

1971, the amount of public support had reached 

28% of polled Americans (Mintz and McNeil). 

Armed service officials denounced the war policy; 

one lieutenant stated, “When the law becomes a 

crime… am I to condone it? My answer is no” 

(qtd. in Franklin). The New York Times reported 

that many young men whom the government had 

drafted deserted and fled the country (Wilner 32). 

Students joined together in dissent and disaster 

when a Kent State University protest on May 4, 

1970 ended with National Guardsmen killing four 

students and wounding nine others,” an event 

that further increased bitterness toward the na-

tional administration (Miller 51). By 1972, the Wa-

tergate scandal magnified the already widespread 

distrust of the federal government. As the Water-

gate hearings revealed the extent of Nixon’s 

crimes, the people were “shocked at the pure use 

of power for cold political ends,” recognizing that 

they had been “so naïve about government” prior 

to the trials (qtd. in Summers and Ganesan). 

The Godfather reflects this dynamic. Amerigo 

Bonasera, an Italian immigrant who appears in 

the first scene of The Godfather, emblematizes the 

consequences of this recognition when he tells 

Vito that he had “believe[d] in America,” but that 

his trust vanished when two young American 

men “went free” with only a suspended sentence 

after they were tried at court for beating his 

daughter “like an animal.” He explains that he 

has come to Vito “for justice,” indicating that the 

American legal system has, in his eyes, failed to 

provide such integrity. Amerigo’s name, Italian 

for “good night, America,” further highlights the 

man’s separation from the nation. By turning to a 

man of local power for justice when he loses con-
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fidence in his American identity, Amerigo epito-

mizes the turn to locally grounded identities. 

Similar to Nixon’s America, in the world of The 

Godfather, corruption accompanies conventional 

forces of law. Police captain Mark McCluskey’s 

involvement in the crime business illustrates this 

alliance. Bound by his position to the task of serv-

ing the American people, Captain McCluskey 

neglects that responsibility when he collaborates 

with the antagonist of the movie, Virgil Sollozzo. 

His crooked behavior demonstrates why normal 

civilians stopped believing in official American 

authority. 

The Godfather thematizes the public’s fall 

away from the government, and suggests that 

Americans re-examined and re-discovered their 

respective places in the nation by means of the 

practices surveillance and self-surveillance. In The 

Seventies Now: Culture as Surveillance, historian 

Stephen Paul Miller defines self-surveillance as 

“the self-monitoring and self-regimenting” of “an 

object, an institution, an area, a group, or a per-

son” and states that “self-surveillance [was a] 

dominant trait… of seventies culture” that 

“sometimes reinforce[d] identifications put into 

place by external surveillance.” External surveil-

lance, the “monitoring” of individuals, incites 

self-surveillance as a reaction to observatory eyes 

(Miller 2). Nixon’s scrutiny of average Americans 

caused the public to internalize the idea of con-

stant observation and, intentionally or not, to be-

gin a cycle of national voyeurism; the Watergate 

scandal resulted in a loss of respect for personal 

and public boundaries. As Farber writes, “After 

Watergate, the mass media stopped turning a re-

spectful eye away from the stray presidential slip, 

awkward moment, or human foible as had been 

done for decades” (13). The American public 

looked at the President with a critical eye after 

Watergate; they saw Nixon’s actions as an attack 

on American ideals and maintained their threat-

ened values through self-surveillance, “rein-

vent[ing] themselves and form[ing] new institu-

tions and new communities”—social prisms con-

sisting of their personal interest groups that up-

held and protected their principles (7). Americans 

increasingly called a single national identity into 

question—or rather, completely challenged the 

idea that a complete national identity still existed. 

Miller indicates that demographic identification 

“flourished in the Seventies” as “Americans were 

broken up into urban professional singles, young 

suburban housewives, retired senior citizens, and 

so on” (41). Copozzola points out that even the 

Bicentennial celebration in 1976 with “more than 

sixty thousand separate events” arising “across 

the country” attested to such fragmentation (39). 

It took place during a time of “a host of political 

scandals,” “economic downturn,” and cynical 

sentiment, so what should have been a celebra-

tion of national pride and survival instead “oper-

ate[d] as a retreat into the private realm of the 

family and the community and a rejection of the 

divisiveness of [Nixon’s administration]” (30, 38). 

The scattered Bicentennial celebrations exhibited 

the shift from a national society to one of self-

interest.

In The Godfather, external and self-surveillance 

underlie the mafia members’ game of Spy vs. Spy. 

As the wedding scene progresses, Vito clandes-

tinely oversees the festivities from his office, 

keeping watch on both his family and his fellow 

mafia members. Later, Sollozzo traps Tom Hagen, 

the Corleone’s adopted son and lawyer, indicat-

ing that the drug dealer had observed the law-

yer’s movements in order to force him into a 

meeting. Vito catches sight of two men walking 

toward him as he purchases fruit, and he recog-

nizes the potential danger seconds before the as-

sassins pull out their guns. While Vito and Sol-

lozzo understand the importance of surveying 

their enemies, Michael’s lack of awareness about 

what he sees and how and when he is seen em-

phasizes the distance between him and the mafia. 

In the beginning of the movie, Michael as-

sures Kay that the criminal lifestyle belongs to his 

family, not him. He exudes a sense of normality 

into the Corleone mafia dynamic when he drags a 
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laughing and carefree Kay into the family picture 

during the wedding. Kay, with her questions, 

characterizes the naivety and innocence that the 

mafia world lacks. When the two of them go 

shopping, they lack the paranoia of external sur-

veillance as they walk down an open street. Their 

lifestyle is a sharp contrast from the mafia life—

just before this scene, Vito discusses the drug 

trade with Sollozzo. Immediately following, the 

scene cuts to one of Vito’s men putting on a bul-

letproof vest, anticipating a dangerous mission. 

The juxtaposition of these scenes emphasizes Mi-

chael’s distance from organized crime; his disre-

gard for potential danger attests to his original 

inattention to external surveillance in the mafia 

world.

Michael’s ignorance of surveillance changes 

decisively when Sollozzo attacks his father. Just 

as it had for the American public of the Seventies,  

the endangerment of Michael’s personal identity 

provokes his rebirth. When he calls Sonny after 

the assault, his brother tells him to “Come home, 

Kid,” to return to his place in the family. Michael 

rejoins the household and strengthens his posi-

tion in the mob realm, his father’s critical state 

impressing upon him his own vulnerability and 

susceptibility to Sollozzo as well as enlightening 

him on the eyes that are watching his family’s 

movements. By recognizing Sollozzo’s surveil-

lance on his family and leaving behind his obliv-

ion, Michael embodies the American public after 

Watergate—a man who detects the external sur-

veillance, rises to protect himself and his family, 

and creates a social prism in which he can fulfill 

this mission. 

Yet this prism excludes those who do not be-

long—those who belong to Michael’s old identity. 

The scene in which Michael calls Sonny takes 

place in a telephone booth, visually foreshadow-

ing Michael and Kay’s troubles: Michael stands in 

the rectangular prism, focused on his family af-

fairs, while Kay peers into the telephone booth 

from beyond the transparent barrier. This physi-

cal separation emphasizes the contrast of their 

lifestyles and resembles the outcome of Michael 

and Kay’s relationship: though Kay can see Mi-

chael in the booth, she cannot hear him; likewise, 

in the future, though Kay is Michael’s wife and 

the center of his personal life, she does not under-

stand his business affairs. Michael’s new enlight-

enment and Kay’s continued oblivion separate 

the two on different sides of the prism.

Michael’s detachment from Kay begins as he 

constructs his new social prism. The dinner scene 

between the two radiates with uneasiness, its at-

mosphere dense and conversation stifled; Michael 

quickly leaves, refusing Kay’s request to accom-

pany him to the hospital. The tension in this scene 

and Michael’s ultimate denial of Kay’s compan-

ionship indicates the imminence of Michael’s 

commitment to his family and subsequent rejec-

tion of his “civilian” life, including his girlfriend.

When Michael goes to the hospital, he quickly 

perceives the imminence of danger; he acts rap-

idly to save Vito, exerting his own form of sur-

veillance when he scans the hallway for strangers. 

He confronts Enzo, an Italian immigrant indebted 

to Vito, and, with the firm authority of an experi-

enced mafia leader, orders him to wait outside. 

Michael’s level-headedness in this dangerous 

situation displays his switch from civilian life to 

mafia life. Once Enzo leaves, Michael returns to 

his father, and in a short whisper to a barely con-

scious Vito, he joins the family business, declaring 

that he is “with [his father] now.” The result of 

this declaration appears instantaneously; Michael 

reunites with Enzo outside and tells him without 

hesitation, “Put your hand in your pocket like 

you have a gun.” When hired assassins emerge at 

the hospital, Michael tricks them into leaving. 

Michael’s skillful execution of his impromptu 

scheme illustrates his new identity as a mafia 

man. Afterward, Enzo attempts to light a ciga-

rette, but his civilian nerves overtake him, his 

hands shaking too much to handle the lighter. 

Michael takes the cigarette lighter from Enzo and 
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produces a flame on his first attempt. After Enzo 

accepts the flame, Michael looks down at his 

hands: they do not tremble at all. This specific 

edit emphasizes the action of looking down, re-

vealing that Michael not only recognizes external 

surveillance, but also has begun to survey him-

self. This moment confirms Michael’s acceptance 

of the family’s criminal lifestyle—a cycle of sur-

veillance and self-surveillance. In response to the 

dangers of external scrutiny, he no longer identi-

fies as a normal American civilian but as a part of 

the dangerous family business he had rejected for 

so long. For his father, Michael leaves behind the 

life of an American war hero and a normal citi-

zen. Michael’s later schemes to kill Sollozzo and 

McCluskey and to influence the media depend on 

his close observational skills and foresight; the 

successful implementation of these plans illumi-

nate how he has fully adapted to his life in his 

family’s prism. With the formation of his sense of 

surveillance, Michael’s prism consolidates, and 

his new identity, one of control and manipulation, 

emerges.

The establishment of societal prisms had a 

profound impact on American identity by mak-

ing obsolete the “melting pot” metaphor that had 

labeled the United States population since the 

start of mass immigration and replacing it with 

the idea of a social mosaic. The pieces of colored 

glass that form a mosaic possess their individual 

qualities, never blending with the other parts. In 

the 1970s, America left behind its collective iden-

tity as a melting pot of cultures and, through the 

construction of small individual prisms all over 

the nation, assembled an American mosaic of dif-

ferent factional identities. The prisms differed 

from the melting pot ideology because each 

prism reflected a hybrid culture. Like the glass 

shards that form a mosaic, the translucent quality 

of a prism eliminates completely solid colors; 

within each social prism flourished a hybrid cul-

ture that the melting pot system had stifled. The 

mosaic allowed for a diversified American identi-

ty—one that allowed for multiple hybrid cultures 

to arise rather than the single national culture of 

the melting pot. Michael Corleone’s character and 

loyalty change reflects this national transforma-

tion of the Seventies as he rejects the conformist 

image of an American civilian to create a localized 

vision of himself that allows for the complexity of 

his identity.

Some might argue that the Seventies do not as 

much attest to the formation of a new cultural 

mosaic as it reveals a retreat into already existing 

identities: since Michael already had his roots in 

the mafia—since he was born into the fam-

ily—when he gives up his identity as an Ameri-

can war hero to become a mafia don, he simply 

falls back onto his original identity as an Italian. 

Yet Michael does not truly belong to Italy. When 

he is exiled to Sicily after killing Sollozzo and 

McCluskey, he relies upon Italian translators, call-

ing himself “a stranger to this country.” On the 

other hand, he is also not the idealized American 

of the time when he joins his family business. The 

formation of identities in the cultural mosaic ul-

timately relies on Michael’s decision. Rather than 

making a forced decision to return to the family 

realm, Michael turns away from his national iden-

tity through conscious choice. While his older 

brother, Sonny, inherits his role in the mafia by 

birth, thereby belonging to the melting pot be-

cause his personal identity blends with the others, 

Michael’s mafia identity develops through the 

surveillance of his family. Michael then, like the 

American people of the Seventies, has the choice 

to register or ignore the surveillance; by selecting 

the former, Michael combines his original Ameri-

can identity with his new, externally produced 

persona, creating a hybrid culture in a prism. The 

adamant determination that the people of the 

Seventies possessed to establish their own identi-

ties and escape from a single national identity 

eliminated the melting pot analogy and set into 

place the American cultural mosaic that, to this 

day, defines diversity in the United States.

The Godfather takes place in “a world where 

emotional ties are strong, loyalties are somewhat 
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more flexible at times, and tempers are short” 

(Murphy). This world reflects America in the 

Seventies. As loyalties toward the American gov-

ernment fluctuated, local emotional ties grew and 

flourished. The Seventies sustained social prisms; 

hence “The Godfather seems to take place entirely 

inside a huge, smoky, plastic dome, through 

which the Corleones see our real world only 

dimly” (Canby). American individuals of the 

decade also viewed the country from within a 

localized community; the lack of faith in the gov-

ernment caused the creation of new, focused 

identifications based on self-surveillance, a regi-

mented devotion to personal ideals. The national 

government’s betrayal of American trust led to a 

decade of local distinction and stunted growth as 

personal interest outweighed American progress. 

Michael claims that his actions in the mafia are 

“not personal” but “strictly business.” Perhaps 

the decade was all business when it came to gov-

ernment chicanery and mafia ruthlessness, but 

for both the American public and Michael Corle-

one, they confronted their respective situations in 

ways that appeared, in the words of the film, 

“very, very personal.”
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e all know television is a major influ-

ence on people’s daily lives. What we 

see on screen reflects our values and 

thoughts. Television teaches us how to feel, how 

to act, how to interact with people, and—espe-

cially if we’re woman—how to interact with the 

opposite and same sex. But how many times have 

you watched a show and not seen yourself repre-

sented on screen? And then how many times have 

you gone out and been misrecognized as a carica-

ture instead of yourself by others? Televised im-

ages of ill-drawn “Mary Sue” characters tell us 

who we are, who we ought to be, and how we 

should expect to be treated. They tell us how (and 

how not) to dress, what to think, what to say, and 

how to act. Yet these characters rarely have any 

depth, are usually employed in typically feminine 

jobs, or stay at home with children—and they’re 

usually one of two personality types: the beautiful 

but dumb slut or the mother figure. We know 

such women all too well from shows such as The 

Middle, where Patricia Heaton plays pandering, 

sarcastic mom Frankie Heck, or The Big Bang The-

ory, featuring Penny (she doesn’t even have a last 

name) played by Kaley Cuoco, a small-town girl 

who moved to California to chase her dreams and 

be constantly demeaned by and demeaning to her 

nerd next door neighbors. This is not to say these 

characters lack depth, but rather it is as if TV can 

only imagine them within this ‘two types of 

W
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women’ context. Even though bland female char-

acters designed to represent as many women as 

possible at once outnumber multi-faceted charac-

ters such as Robin Sherbatsky on How I Met Your 

Mother, Allison Argent and Lydia Martin on Teen 

Wolf, or the lead female characters on Game of 

Thrones, things are changing. Expanding diver-

sity in TV networks and new viewer demands 

are now driving television. No longer are viewers 

passively absorbing images of women portrayed 

as side characters for male enjoyment. Viewers 

today use blogs and participate in online forums, 

all of which serve to bring the fictional world into 

the real one, building communities centered on 

the exploration of complex male and female 

characters, and viewers today are more vocal 

about how they should be represented on screen. 

The overly sexualized ‘slut next door’ and com-

pletely nonsexual mother characters no longer fit 

the viewers’ expectations, and they are being re-

placed by female characters that are strong, inde-

pendent, and sexually empowered, with their 

own stories and battles outside of their male 

counterparts. 

Two Game of Thrones fans dressed as Daenerys 
Targaryen.



The misrepresentation of women on televi-

sion is a problem because representation tells us 

the type of people it is okay to emulate in every-

day life. For women in particular, representation 

is a smoking gun. Men still dominate television 

shows, despite the recent increases in female 

characters. Often, a female character feels more 

like she is filling a quota rather than being her 

own character. Journalist Nina Bahadur found 

that only 38.9% of speaking characters featured 

during the 2012 spring prime-time television sea-

son were women. And of all fictionalized televi-

sion characters of the previous two years, women 

made up only 41% of the characters on television 

(Azad). Today, Bahader observes, omen on televi-

sion have hovered around the 30% of characters 

for the past few decades, with exceptions during 

the 1970s and the reemergence of the women’s 

liberation movement. Women are often still por-

trayed as primarily working in the domestic 

fields, and several long running sitcoms continue 

to be man-centered and revolve around men 

more frequently than women. Despite the modest 

increase of roles for women on TV, shows such as 

Two and Half Men and The Big Bang Theory tend to 

feature female characters who are merely ver-

sions of the protective, asexual mother figure or 

the over-sexualized, slutty, girl-next-door figure. 

When these shows do focus on women’s sexual-

ity, they are dismissive, shaming, and ridiculing 

to women who are sexually dominant. Female 

characters who know what they want and how to 

get it are demonized as ‘bitches’ and swiftly pun-

ished for their actions. Such misrepresentation of 

women, Bahadur suggests, encourages its male 

and female audiences to believe that what 

women offer to the men in their lives, either 

sexually or by cleaning up the kitchen, is the most 

important aspect of their personality, their job, 

and their personhood. 

Fortunately there are female characters on 

television that counteract the old tropes, express-

ing what it means to be a modern, everyday 

American woman in an atmosphere that is 

crowded by loud male voices. Thanks to the 

growing voices of unhappy viewers, an emerging 

number of female characters on television now are 

young women who are dealing with their own 

femininity and what it means in their own ways, 

instead of being built on pleasing men. Take a 

look at How I Met Your Mother’s Robin Sherbatsky, 

played by Cobie Smulders. Originally developed 

as the ‘one who got away’ love interest for the 

series main lead, Ted Mosby, Robin has spun off 

into her own strong independent character in the 

series. She’s smart, funny, beautiful, and drinks 

scotch like a man. A successful journalist as well, 

Robin decides to move halfway across the world 

to Japan at one point, leaving her friends and fam-

ily behind. A female character originally intended 

to be on the pedestal, Robin instead causes fights, 

screams at her peers, and has trouble expressing 

her emotions. Robin also loves sex and enjoys be-

ing sexually appealing, dressing provocatively 

repeatedly to draw attention to herself. In an epi-

sode last season, Robin embarrassingly admitted 

to getting off on images of herself anchoring the 

news while in bed with her partner (“The Pre-

Nup”). Her vanity and enjoyment of her own 

body and sexual prowess are admirable in a tele-

vised environment that often tells women such 

enjoyment is only acceptable at the permission of 

a man and should otherwise be demonized and 

punished. Sex positivity, the view that consensual 

sexual activities are healthy and pleasurable for 

everyone, is a large facet of Robin’s personality. 

Refusing to be shamed for her sexual enjoyment 

of herself and others, Robin takes pride in her 

body and her work. From one episode to another, 

she proves again that it is okay for a woman to 

put her career first, that it is all right to want to be 

strong and feel weak, and that a woman can be 

equally masculine and feminine without her peers 

putting her down or shaming her for having feel-

ings or not expressing those emotions. She repre-

sents the contradictions of being a modern 

woman in America, feeling torn between love and 

job, family and friends, sex and power. Robin’s 
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sex positivity and image are a breath of fresh air 

in a misogynistic network television world domi-

nated by over-sexualized and slut shamed 

women. 

Women on television are still associated with 

often-negative images of femininity, and teen 

girls usually receive the brunt force of opposition 

to sexual images on television. Leading the van-

guard against this negativity, MTV’s hit show 

Teen Wolf explores sex positivity in a safe and 

consensual context. Written, directed, and pro-

duced by Jeff Davis, Teen Wolf is a supernatural 

take on the modern American teenager in a world 

that is refreshingly absent of racism, homophobia, 

and sexism. Teen Wolf represents the American 

teenage girl in Lydia Martin and Allison Argent, 

played by Holland Roden and Crystal Reed. 

These girls are frequently shown discussing 

clothes and fashion together, a traditional facet of 

their femininity, and never once are they put 

down for it. In one memorable scene, Lydia figu-

ratively puts on her ‘war paint’, a full face of 

make-up, at night, only for herself (“The Tell”). 

She uses a traditionally aspect of femininity often 

perceived as weak to make herself feel strong and 

in control of herself and her environment. Alli-

son, who is introduced as the pretty new girl, 

quickly evolves from love interest into badass 

hunter in her own right; she is strong when 

needed, but also soft and feminine. Allison is a 

werewolf hunter’s daughter, and her story arc in 

season one is about being strong: “That night at 

school, I felt utterly weak. Like I needed someone 

to come and rescue me. I hate that feeling. I want 

to be stronger than that. I want to feel powerful” 

(“Wolf’s Bane”). In season two and the first half 

of season three, Allison’s arc is about juggling her 

duties as daughter, girlfriend, student, and leader. 

Halfway through season 3, she assumes her right-

ful position as leader of the Argent family. But 

besides the Allison and Lydia’s individual 

strengths, their sex positivity and the message 

they send to young girls is also important. Allison 

and Lydia, like Robin, refuse to be shamed for 

their sexual identity or their enjoyment of the 

power it gives them. These young women are not 

shunned for their sexual enjoyment, unlike in 

shows such as Gossip Girl and Glee that feature 

similar teenage girl characters who are called 

sluts for being sexually active in high school and 

put down in a culture that encourages misogyny 

and sexual negativity. Allison and Lydia’s peers 

do not punish them for their actions, and they are 

popular at school for their intelligence instead of 

their sexual conduct.

Teen Wolf is refreshingly free from the male 

gaze—the objectification of women’s bodies for 

the assumed male viewer—and the only exploita-

tion for the viewers is that of the male were-

wolves, who show off their well-defined abs and 

pectorals in the moonlight. This reversal carries 

through its portrayal of the normal teen high 

school romance. Allison is in charge of the physi-

cal part of her relationship with Scott, while Scott 

calls the emotional shots. She is the first to hold 

his hand, to suggest a date between only the two 

of them, to kiss, and the first to procure condoms. 

Instead of the traditional, passive symbol of blos-

soming teenage sexuality, Allison is assertive and 

takes initiative in her relationship. The atmos-

phere of the show projects a supportive, consen-

sual environment where Allison and Lydia are 

free to explore their growing sexual urges. 

This characterization is particularly important 

because sex positive images in television are still 

hard to find for young girls, especially teenage 

girls. In a study led by Rita Atwood, a sample of 

viewers was interviewed about the images and 

portrayal of women on television. Only 36.7% of 

those interviewed identified and described female 

characters as strong or independent, versus 43.3% 

who identified women as “stupid sex objects or 

incompetent housewives” (Atwood). The num-

bers for negatively associated female traits, such 

as “gossipy,” “emotional,” or “weak,” were much 

higher than those for positive traits, like “ra-

tional,” “objective,” and “strong,” and those 

viewed negatively directly relate back to their 
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sexual or nonsexual identity (Atwood). Sex posi-

tivity is important for women and teenaged girls 

because it allows women to reclaim their sexual 

identity and bodies for themselves, without fear 

of being put down as sluts. It is a way of gaining 

control over the constant objectification of 

women in television and real life, and a way to 

firmly hold tight of a woman’s agency. Allison 

and Lydia represent teen girls in a welcome way, 

as diverse individuals who are given free reign of 

their sexualities and identities in a television 

market that traditionally balks at any such liber-

ties.. 

Sex positive women also feature heavily in 

HBO’s fantastic fantasy crossover hit, Game of 

Thrones. Based on the fantasy series A Song of Ice 

and Fire by George R. R. Martin, the series details 

the intimate power struggles between and within 

warring families as they battle it out to rule the 

kingdom of Westeros. What truly sets the show 

apart is the diversity of women. Despite how lim-

iting a medieval fantasy world could be, the vari-

ety of women is not limited to teenage girls; from 

maidservants and whores to queens and warrior 

princesses, there is a female character of every 

kind. The second season focuses on the women 

more than the men, exploring the characters of 

Cersei Lannister and Daenerys Targaryen in their 

individual struggles. Cersei Lannister is beautiful 

and fiercely competitive; she envies her brothers 

for being men and wishes she could rule 

Westeros herself. Lena Headey, who plays Cersei, 

says [Cersei] “burns with anger… because she 

wasn't born a man,” and she envies her brothers, 

“because they're so respected because they're 

guys’” (Keveney). Traditionally, Cersei falls into 

the asexual mother figure, hated for her power 

and callousness, but the show is careful to navi-

gate around traits older viewers might hate her 

for. Her ‘bitchiness’ is valued and a key aspect of 

her survival and her hard heartedness enables 

her to keep her emotions in check and manipu-

late her son, the king. Daenerys starts her journey 

on the show as a young, naïve girl who is forced 

to marry for what her brother perceives as a 

power advantage for their family. After the death 

of her brother and her husband, she assumes the 

role of ‘Khaleesi,’ a warrior queen and mother of 

dragons who leads her people into battle. Not 

only are these women diverse in character and 

age, but they also become sexually empowered in 

different ways. As with any HBO show, there is a 

lot of nudity. Some argue that this is sexist, but 

actress Michelle Fairley (Catelyn Stark) claims, 

“The women do not come over as victims. [They] 

seem to be in control of their own destinies… 

There is a lot of sex in it because that's the nature 

of the world they live in, the time they live in, 

which could be said about today and the way 

women in the media use their sexuality to further 

their careers” (Keveney). Game of Thrones high-

lights a patriarchal and medieval practice of ad-

vancing women for how they appear and act 

around men, and by smartly bringing it to the 

viewers’ attention, the show examines how this 

dynamic is still, unbelievably, in effect today. But 

unlike the real world at times, the women of Game 

of Thrones use their sexuality boldly and are as 

complex as they are beautiful. They are not be-

holden to men to advance in the world. Daenerys 

wins the loyalty of her people and steps out of the 

shadow of her ruined family by herself, choosing 

which battles to fight and which cities to call 

upon for allies. Critics who argue that the sexual 

overtones of the shows are sexist and marginalize 

the women are not seeing the larger picture. In a 

world where a son guarantees a lineage, kingship, 

and powerful future, sex is the natural resulting 

currency and a source of power for the women of 

the time. Beholden to sexual negativity and pri-

vacy, these critics would impose a puritanical 

ideology on a fantasy world where sex is power 

and survival, and then only apply it to the 

women. Sex for pleasure in Game of Thrones has 

public consequences, for men and for women, 

from producing an heir to the throne to invalidat-

ing a marriage contract. The women in the world 

of Game of Thrones range from the strong to the 
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weak, from feminine to masculine, and many 

times turn out to be just as strong if not stronger 

than the men, something that many older net-

work television shows are reluctant to bestow on 

female characters. 

The success of Game of Thrones suggests that 

the American public has not idly sat by and pas-

sively absorbed the images of good girls next 

door, as if Penny of the Big Bang Theory were the 

only good representation of women on television. 

Ask a television aficionado about the women of 

television and you will hear the good and the 

bad. The bad is the quantity, with only 37% of 

female characters on shows representing 51% of 

America’s population (Azad). In a world where 

women are the primary viewers of almost every 

major network show, it is surprising to learn that 

women are not portrayed equally. Growing atten-

tion to the qualitative effects of female characters 

on television now reflects a changing attitude 

towards women. Women are strong, they are 

funny, and they are unabashed in their enjoyment 

of life and sex. They hold a myriad of jobs, posi-

tions of leadership, and won’t stand being 

shamed for their gender. Sex positivity and indi-

vidual character arcs for female characters are 

now a normal viewing option for the American 

public. The digital era’s shift from passive audi-

ence to active viewing communities has forced 

network television channels to compete with 

what could be considered niche TV markets and 

give viewers varied female characters, and the 

representation of women stuck in domestic fields 

or figuring passive doll figures is fading away. 

The Penny’s and Sue Heck’s of the world are be-

ing rewritten as women with the liberty to enjoy 

their sexuality on their own terms. The Allison 

Argent’s, Robin Sherbatsky’s, and Daenerys Tar-

garyen’s are taking their place on television and 

in the hearts of the American viewers. America’s 

new breed of sweetheart is on television, and 

she’s here to kick your gender norms in the ass. 
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n America, we tend to demonize those who 

aren’t like us. Whether the differences are due 

to gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, sexuality, 

religion, or financial class, the dominant society of 

America has a way of building up a tall and seem-

ingly indestructible wall between “us” and 

“them.” We are all familiar with “No Irish Need 

Apply,” Japanese internment, black and white 

segregation, and social or political movements 

against specific minority groups. One of the many 

examples of American prejudice is that against 

Muslims. A decade after the 9/11 attacks, many 

Americans still see Muslims as the enemy—the 

Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) states that 

from 2009 to 2010 alone, anti-Islamic hate crimes 

spiked by 50% (“FBI”). Another example would be 

American society’s continued opposition to ho-

mosexuality, as illustrated by hate crimes against 

homosexuals rising significantly since the early 

2000s (“LGTB”). Though of different natures, both 

of these prejudices signify a lasting attitude of ha-

tred that resonates through some Americans’ 

views of the “other.” Strangely enough, the road 

that leads away from such hateful behaviors and 

towards more accepting ones is paved by some-

thing not entirely unfamiliar: superheroes. Super-

heroes, whether in comics, TV shows, or movies, 

are accepted, revered, and enthusiastically loved 

by their fans, especially in today’s culture, which 

produces successful and popular superhero mov-

ies on a more-than-annual basis. 2013 witnessed 

new films starring Iron Man, Superman, Wolver-

ine, and Thor, and eleven new superhero movies 

I
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featuring Captain America, Spider-Man, and Ant 

Man, among others, are scheduled to release over 

the next five years (“Superhero”). Superheroes 

are characters people care about intensely in to-

day’s society, and they can be put to good use, for 

superheroes have the ability to embody groups of 

people that are feared and present them in a posi-

tive and heroic light that audiences respond well 

to. By providing a meaningful and familiar con-

text, superheroes, such as the X-Men and the 99, 

help give America’s dominant society a human-

ized view of the “other” by showing the reper-

cussions of their fears about people they don’t 

understand, and pushing them to eliminate bar-

riers they have built between themselves and 

those they have marginalized.

Since the 9/11 attacks by the radical Islamic 

group Al-Qaeda, the path to acceptance for 

American Muslims has not been a smooth one. 

As of 2013, the Southern Poverty Law Center 

(SPLC) lists 36 active anti-Muslim groups across 

12 states as well as in Washington D.C., with the 

highest concentrations in New York and Califor-

nia (“Active Anti-Muslim”). These groups, al-

most all of which arose in response to the 9/11 

attacks, paint Muslims as “irrational, intolerant 

and violent,” and claim Muslims wish to to over-

throw American democracy through hostile ac-

tions (“Anti-Muslim”). However, American anti-

Muslim sentiments reach farther than the views 

of radical hate groups. The New York Police De-

partment held investigations for six years that 

included “spying on Muslim neighborhoods, 

eavesdropping on conversations, and cataloguing 

mosques” as a part of their Demographics Unit 

(“NYPD”). Such investigations could be tipped 

off by as little as individuals speaking Urdu or 

emigrating from certain areas of the Middle East-

ern country Lebanon (“NYPD”). As discussed by 

the Daily News, the NYPD traced Muslim stu-

dents and sermons and, as reported by CNN, 

labeled all the city’s mosques as terrorist organi-

zations in order to legally justify keeping an eye 

and ear out for anything that could hint at possi-

ble terrorism under their roofs (“NYPD”, Lean). 



According to CNN reporter Nathan Lean, the 

FBI actively uses such profiling as well. In 2010, 

the Bureau paid an informant named Craig Mon-

teilh thousands of dollars a month “to disguise 

himself as a convert to Islam, infiltrate Southern 

California mosques, and have sex with Muslim 

women,” all while with trying to coax out infor-

mation from Muslims by suggesting terrorist top-

ics. The FBI, as well as immigration officials, can 

also “blacklist” and “flag” the applications of in-

nocent Muslim Americans applying for citizen-

ship because of their name, home country, or 

travels to watch-list countries, therefore “sidelin-

ing their path to nationality for years on end” 

(Lean). State laws have also been in compliance 

with recent anti-Muslim sentiments, as shown by 

the 32 legislators working to ban Islamic 

“Shariah” law—efforts in which seven states have 

succeeded—or by the use of zoning, parking, or 

traffic regulations to fight mosque construction 

(Lean). 

The most remarkable aspect of these gov-

ernment investigations and operations however, 

is that they largely don’t manage to achieve their 

intended goals. Six years of the NYPD’s profiling 

and spying investigations led to zero terrorist 

leads, and Craig Monteilh, the FBI’s undercover 

informant, was reported to the FBI by the very 

people he was trying to trap (Lean). The policy is 

not only morally wrong, as it implies that an en-

tire group of people is evil based solely on the fact 

that they share a religion with radical terrorists, 

but it also doesn’t work. Yet, John Brennan, Presi-

dent Obama’s “top counterterrorism advisor,” 

stood by operations such as the NYPD investiga-

tions, remarking that their efforts were necessary 

and a model of unity, and that "the success [of the 

investigations] is in the record, in terms of keep-

ing this city safe" (“NYPD Spying”). Whether it is 

through hate or fear, distinguishing Muslims as a 

dangerous “other” has thus far only made it more 

difficult to heal wounds over a decade old. Amer-

ica desperately needs these wounds to be treated. 

Naif Al-Mutawa offered such a treatment. In 

the early 2000s, Al-Mutawa began working to 

develop a comic, The 99, that he hoped would 
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stop “the nooses tighten[ing]” around those who 

didn’t think in compliance with dominant ide-

ologies, as well as eliminate the post-9/11 “re-

definition of Islam” (Solotaroff). Though there 

was conflict over blasphemous interpretations of 

Islam in the comics, The 99 did manage to gain 

significance and popularity in many Middle East-

ern countries fairly early on in its publication. 

However, there was quite a social backlash 

against these Islam-based comics in America, es-

pecially when the television channel, the Hub, 

picked up the comic to air as an animated series. 

Several people, including New York Post colum-

nist Andrea Peyser and blogger Pamela Geller, 

spoke firmly against the comic and its possible 

TV adaptation, their arguments relying largely on 

radical anti-Muslim sentiments. Peyser argued 

that the show would take advantage of impres-

sionable children in order to make this “posse of 

righteous, Sharia-compliant Muslim superhe-

roes” appear as “the good guys,” speaking spe-

cifically about the dangers of characters such as 

Jabbar the Powerful and Darr the Afflicter (“Mer-

ica,” “99”). Geller said that anything that portrays 

Islam or Muslims as anything but “misogynistic, 

violent, and oppressive to non-Muslims” is pure 

falsity (“99”). While Al-Mutawa has stated that he 

hopes The 99 can provide “positive role models to 

all children,” Geller remains fixed in her beliefs, 

arguing that the comic is “cultural jihad aimed at 

radicalizing American children” (“99”).

However, such radical claims about a take-

over of American culture through Muslim media 

are absurd. The 99 was created to present a posi-

tive image of Muslim heroes for children to look 

up to. It was written so that each of the charac-

ters’ powers represents one of the 99 attributes of 

Allah. Through this, the comic was built on the 

hope of bringing readers an understanding of the 

positive values of Islam, such as wisdom and 

generosity, which, in reality, run through all relig-

ions. It’s a comic built on the ideas of diversity, 

acceptance, and teamwork. The team members 

are from all around the world and of all different 

races, and no nation or skin color takes prece-

dence. They are composed of a fairly wide span of 

ages, ranging from young teenagers to adults in 

their early thirties (Al-Mutawa). It is not skin 

color, economic situation, nationality, age, or relig-

ion that binds these characters together. Instead, 

they are brought together by the power of the 

Noor stones, which allow them to manifest their 

specific attribute of Allah (Al-Mutawa). 

Even the characters that people like Peyser 

have denounced as dangerous have a solely posi-

tive message. The origin story of Jabbar the Pow-

erful, an enormous, muscular male character, is 

replete with values such as the importance of fam-

ily and control over one’s abilities. Darr the Af-

flicter, a young man with the power to cause pain, 

was disabled by a drunk driver-inflicted car acci-

dent that killed his family, and he devotes his 

powers to punishing those who committ similar 

crimes (Al-Mutawa). Yet, even with such a seem-

ingly destructive power, it is this character that, 

within pages of being introduced, teaches readers 

the importance of forgiveness and moving for-

ward, as he literally takes back the pain he had 

inflicted on others. By demonstrating these 

names, or attributes, of Allah such as power and 

affliction, these characters provide positive and 

constructive lessons through an Islamic lens, a 

context foreign to most American comics. And 

while the basis of the comic is clearly and inten-

tionally Muslim, its promotion of the need for 

universal acceptance of diversity is a lesson rele-

vant throughout the entire world. By emphasizing 

moral values that are present throughout multiple 

religions, The 99 allows non-Muslim readers to 

make connections with their own religions and 

understand that Islam can be quite similar. Such 

understandings help build tolerance and compre-

hension of Islam and its followers and help non-

Muslim readers see Muslims as they would see 

those who follow their own religion. In creating 

The 99, Al-Mutawa was able to create something 

greater than a mere financial success. He was able 

to create something that made “an impact cultur-

ally and socially,” something that could lead to 

change on a larger scale (Solotaroff). 
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But American prejudices are not targeted 

solely against Muslims. Gay, transgender, and 

bisexual people also have a significant history of 

oppression in America, and they are constantly 

pelted with negativity from social, religious, and 

government institutions. As with the stigma 

against Muslims, these reactions and prejudices 

are prevalent and powerful to this day. According 

to a study by the SPLC, “homosexuals are far 

more likely than any other minority group in the 

United States to be victimized by violent hate 

crime” (Smith). As shown in another study by the 

SPLC, there are 34 active anti-gay hate groups in 

America, spread across 20 states, and the District 

of Columbia. Anti-gay prejudices are different 

than anti-Muslim prejudices. While anti-Muslim 

hate is fueled by a skewed understanding, and 

therefore fear, of Islam and those who follow it, 

anti-homosexuality hate is fueled by homopho-

bia, which, as shown in a study by University of 

Arkansas psychologists, “originates not out of 

fear or anxiety…but from feelings of disgust” 

(“Disgust”). The fire that burns at the heart of the 

anti-gay movement is one of revulsion towards 

one trait of a group of people that is otherwise 

very much like them. 

Because of these feelings, homosexuals are 

constantly dehumanized by being labeled as un-

natural, or even against the word of God. Groups 

such as the heavily extremist Westboro Baptist 

Church, whose official website’s URL is 

“godhatesfags.com,” attack homosexuals directly 

and harshly, constantly stating how the Christian 

God they follow specifically hates them. Even 

churches that do not preach such extremist and 

brutally hateful ideas, such as those of the Catho-

lic, Baptist, Mormon, and Methodist denomina-

tions, have sided against certain gay rights. As 

one example, the United Methodist Church has 

stated in their Book of Discipline—the extensive 

document that details the law and doctrine of the 

Methodist church, including its stance on contro-

versial topics such as abortion, gun laws, and gay 

rights—that they “support laws in civil society 

that define marriage as the union of one man and 

one woman” (“Stances”). Methodist ministers are 

also not allowed to ordain same-sex marriages or 

be non-celibate homosexuals (”Stances”). 

Representatives of the American federal gov-

ernment and many American state governments 

have fought against gay rights for decades, rein-

forcing the societal stigma against non-

heteronormative sexuality. California’s Proposi-

tion 8, passed in 2008, states implicitly “only mar-

riage between a man and a woman is valid or 

recognized in California” (“Text”). The Defense of 

Marriage Act (DOMA), a United States federal 

law passed in 1996, states that “no State shall be 

required to accord full faith and credit to a mar-

riage license issued by another State if it relates to 

a relationship between persons of the same sex” 

and that “the terms ‘marriage’ and ‘spouse,’ for 

purposes of federal law only…refer exclusively to 

relationships between persons of the opposite 

sex” (“Report”). The latter of these sections, the 

part dealing with the definition of “marriage” 

and “spouse,” was declared unconstitutional in 

2013 as a result of the court case United States v. 

Windsor (“United”). Despite this change, Ameri-

can prejudice and marginalization against homo-

sexuals remain significant, and the community 

continues to face constant attacks from our 

churches, our government, and our society.

The X-Men, heroes made super by genetic 

mutations and constantly feared and distrusted 

by the human populations they try to save, pre-

sent one of the best metaphors for American oth-

ering in comics today. This comic, especially in 

scenes that refer directly to homosexuality and 

homophobia, not only offers an introspective out-

look on how we think when isolating a group of 

people through judgment or fear, but also what 

negative effects those prejudices have on those we 

are attacking. In Joss Whedon and John Cassa-

day’s X-Men comic “Gifted,” the X-

Men—comprised of Cyclops, Miss Frost, Shad-

owcat, Wolverine, and Beast—find themselves 

fighting against both a strange, extra-terrestrial 

antagonist and humans pushing for a cure for the 

mutant “disease.” This particular comic deals 
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very intimately with the harsh reality of being a 

“mutant.” The developer of the cure, Dr. Rao, is 

not portrayed as a stereotypical villain, but as an 

educated and well-meaning scientist with a 

narrow-minded perception of mutants. As she 

presents the cure, she refers to mutants with both 

humanizing phrases—such as when she states 

that mutants have “committed atrocities and been 

victim to atrocities” or that they “are people, no 

better or worse by nature than anyone else”—and 

demonizing phrases, such as when she states mu-

tants have “been labeled monsters…not without 

reason” (Whedon). She describes the mutant gene 

itself as a “disease” and “corruption of healthy 

cellular cells” (Whedon). Rao does not see mu-

tants as evil, but she does see them as dangerous 

and a problem to be righted. To her, mutants are 

simply afflicted humans who need to be saved, 

and this philanthropic intention blinds her from 

the social damage she is truly causing. She has 

turned an entire group of living, thinking, feeling 

people into a two-dimensional flaw that must be 

eradicated. 

Yet, again, Rao is not evil, and it is because 

she is not evil that this particular comic is so good 

at allowing readers to take the story into the 

realm of the real world and confront their own 

prejudices. Few people see themselves as flawed 

or incorrect in their core beliefs. Several religious-

based organizations, such as the Presbyterian 

“OneByOne” program and the Jewish “JONAH” 

program, actively encourage followers to put 

homosexuality behind them and adopt hetero-

sexual lifestyles (“OneByOne,” “JONAH”). These 

groups don’t see their actions as hurtful, isolat-

ing, or marginalizing; they believe they are doing 

God’s work. Usually, people support and feed 

prejudices not out of pure anger or spite, but be-

cause they believe they are adding to a legitimate, 

greater good. Because Rao is both destructive and 

well-meaning in her actions, she allows possibly 

homophobic readers to judge her and the greater 

issues she embodies fairly; they can see them-

selves within her and work to face and eliminate 

their own prejudices, fear-based judgments, and 

generalizations.

The most monumental success of this comic, 

as well as the entirety of the X-Men comics, is in 

allowing readers to humanize and empathize 

with a feared and misunderstood “other.” At a 

welcoming ceremony for mutant children at the 

X-Mansion, Emma Frost sets a surprise simula-

tion of giant robots attacking the assembly room 

in order to teach the new recruits “the first les-

son” (Whedon). Speaking of humans, she tells the 

students:

They will always hate us. We will never live 

in a world of peace, which is why control and 

non-violence are essential. We must prove 

ourselves a peaceful people. We must give the 

ordinary humans respect, compliance, and 

understanding. And we must never mistake 

that for trust. (Whedon)

In this scene, we get a glimpse of the mutants’ 

predicament and a sullen example of a solution: 

they will put constant effort into proving them-

selves unthreatening, respectful, and utterly hu-

man, but at the end of the day they are still alone, 

misunderstood, feared, and hated. Emma’s beliefs 

are echoed in the words of Wing, a student with 

the ability to fly. Wing discusses his love of flying 

and fear of losing his ability to the cure with Kitty 

Pryde, also known as Shadowcat. In a genuine 

attempt at encouragement, Kitty tells Wing that 

the mutants are “a community” that is stronger 

than the cure, and that “no one can make [the mu-

tants] be who [the humans] want.” She says that 

with teamwork and calm thinking, mutants could 

overcome any struggle. And Wing replies: “Miss 

Pryde…are you a #&$%ing retard?” (Whedon). 

At one point, while confronting Dr. Rao about 

the cure, Emma furiously asks if Rao plans on 

“eliminating the gay gene” next. When Rao re-

plies that gays are not a threat to society, Emma 

snaps back that the two are “clearly watching dif-

ferent televangelists” (Whedon). Neither Emma 

nor Wing believes in the optimistic sentiments of 

empowerment and acceptance held by some of 
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the other X-Men. They see the world for what it 

really is: largely out to get them. With this out-

look, as well as the direct connection between the 

characters and gay sympathizing, readers are 

provided with insight into the hatred and isola-

tion the homosexual community feels. They can 

see how asking gay people to find strength from 

within only their own communities in order to 

face the immense amounts of hate that are con-

stantly stampeding them is, as Wing states when 

later remarking on Kitty’s reassurances, incredi-

bly “patronizing” to homosexuals and the strug-

gles they face on a daily basis (Whedon). When 

discussing his conversation with Kitty with an-

other student, Wing starts to discuss his anger 

that Kitty can have these beliefs when she has 

personally fought against the forces he feels are 

suffocating his freedom and his safety (Whedon). 

Unlike Kitty, Wing does not see the mutants’ bat-

tle for equality as one that is easily—or even pos-

sibly—won. In order to bring about true equality 

and peace, efforts must be made from more than 

the mutant—or homosexual—populations. The 

dominant society, the chief implementers of hate 

or prejudice, must realize the need for radical 

changes in, not only personal opinions, but politi-

cal policy and religious teachings on tolerance, 

and they must strive to make those changes for 

the better. The X-Men comics remind us that it is 

the dominant, and in this case heterosexual, soci-

ety that must work to alter their views and move 

towards acceptance, in order to convince those 

like Emma and Wing that trust is a possibility 

and that those who are different will not always 

be hated. 

It is true that not all comics speak out for tol-

erance, acceptance, and diversity. In his article 

“Who Cares About the Death of a Gay Superhero 

Anyway?” Perry Moore lists over 60 examples of 

homosexual superhero characters, including 

Northstar, Batwing, and Electro, and how they 

are portrayed negatively in their comics, such as 

being villains or being graphically tortured or 

killed (Moore). One character, DC’s Ice, is seen in 

hell after her death (where many religious groups 

believe homosexuals belong), and Marvel’s Free-

dom Ring is killed by being impaled by 28 spikes, 

one of which shoots “through the groin and pro-

truding from his anus” (Moore). Superheroes can 

also reinforce the idea of power coming only from 

the dominant society. Most well-known superhe-

roes, such as Superman, Batman, Spider-Man, 

Iron Man, Captain America, and Hulk—all of 

whom have been featured in successful and 

popular films within the past three years—are 

white, male, heterosexual, and presumably Chris-

tian Americans; these heroes are models for the 

dominant American society in modern popular 

culture, but they leave audiences that don’t fit 

into those classifications without superheroes to 

empathize with. These superheroes also rob audi-

ences of the dominant society of chances to love 

and understand characters who are largely differ-

ent from them. Comic books and films, like all 

mediums of popular culture, reflect the beliefs 

and perceptions of those creating them and those 

expected to buy them. While these heroes and 

their fates and identities reinforce the ideas of the 

dominant society, they also provide a commen-

tary explaining what that society thinks about 

those who are not a part of it. They represent the 

real-world ideas and beliefs that must be 

changed—the perceptions, assumptions, and 

judgments that must be eliminated—in order to 

attain an accepting and tolerant American society.

American dehumanization and phobia about 

many groups, including Muslims and homosexu-

als, is a very real and ongoing problem apparent 

in our daily lives and our government’s policies, 

as well as in attacks by the truly cruel. In a coun-

try built on ideas of diversity and tolerance, it is 

extremely detrimental to build up walls of mis-

guided and misinformed hate, anger, and fear. 

Americans are capable of leaving stigmatization 

and hate behind them, of becoming tolerant, ac-

cepting, and loving individuals. Superhero com-

ics can humanize the “other” and create charac-

ters that embody the acceptance of a foreign idea, 
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and they can represent those who are persecuted 

and despised. Through the superheroes that we 

love and understand, we are able to grasp the 

implications and roots of our hate, and are able to 

move forward and learn about and accept those 

we don’t fully understand. 
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he Harry Potter series by author J.K. Rowl-

ing is the best-selling book series in the 

past 50 years. The series as a whole has 

sold over 450 million books in over 65 languages. 

This hugely successful series sports an equally 

large fandom of amateur writers, readers, and 

Quidditch players who all find their sense of 

community amongst other fans of the series. 

These writers write everything from additions 

and alterations of the story to erotic tales involv-

ing various characters. Rowling has historically 

been supportive of her very large and active fan 

base. This support from the author has made 

some wonder if her involvement with the fan 

community influences her view on the world, and 

the characters she created. Critics argue that fan 

fiction does little to generate lasting impact on the 

main work at all, but the evidence in Rowling’s 

Harry Potter provides a potential counter to that 

stance. In Rowling’s case, the relationship be-

tween producer and consumer is a dynamic, ever-

changing dialogue in which the readers can have 

a profound effect on the stories. This relationship 

creates the possibility of a cyclical flow of infor-

mation between the author and the audience—al-

lowing those who were originally consumers of 

stories to potentially produce new sources of 

canon.

The relationship that exists between cultural 

producers and consumers is best addressed by 

T
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first discussing the concept of “poaching,” as 

Henry Jenkins III borrowed it from Michel de 

Certeau. “Poaching” refers to fan writers taking 

cultural source material as it is officially recog-

nized by the producers (generally referred to as 

“the canon”) and breaking it apart, using only 

specific details for their own tales. These details 

are then utilized and ordered in a way that best 

serve the interests of the amateur writer who is 

producing the new story (87). According to de 

Certeau’s concept of “poaching,” the details of 

the stories that don’t suit the fan author’s pur-

poses are either ignored or deliberately altered. 

Stories written in this way have a tendency to be 

personalized to the needs of the writer and the 

small community for whom they write. When 

described this way—as poachers of the original 

author’s ideas rather than as creators in their own 

right—fan writers have a very negative stigma 

attached to their work.

On the surface, poachers would appear to 

have virtually no impact on the canon as a whole. 

By choosing to serve as producers for their own 

small niche in their respective fandoms and par-

Fan-created image of Albus Dumbledore and Gellert Grin-
delwald, two characters from J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter 
series.



ticular fan communities, and by refusing to con-

tain their writings within the confines of undis-

puted canonical fact, the fan authors bind them-

selves to only the most exclusive segments of the 

fan community. The belief that fan works are only 

of value to a small segment of the fan base is an 

easy belief to understand, but in some cases the 

writing of fan-made stories, regardless of how 

they were originally intended to be viewed, can 

become so noteworthy as to influence the existing 

canon of an ongoing series. Since the consumers 

who write fan fiction are able to potentially con-

tribute to the canon and culture surrounding the 

original work, they should be regarded as people 

that bring lasting life to a literary work, not as 

poachers who denigrate or destroy it without 

making any meaningful contributions of their 

own.

The influence from consumer to producer in 

the Harry Potter fandom can be most effectively 

demonstrated through the “slash” section of fan 

fiction. Slash fan fiction, for the uninitiated, is a 

form of fan fiction that focuses on erotic relation-

ships between characters. There is no require-

ment for the characters to have an actual relation-

ship in the original work; the justification for 

slash relationships is entirely at the discretion of 

the fan who is writing it. In the Harry Potter fan-

dom, a significant portion of the slash writings 

are homoerotic (Tosenberger 200). One particu-

larly popular sub-set of Harry Potter slash fan fic-

tion focuses on an assumed relationship between 

Hogwarts Headmaster Albus Dumbledore and 

his boyhood friend Grindelwald. Grindelwald 

and Dumbledore’s perceived relationship took 

advantage of the character’s vague backstory, 

introduced in book 7 of the series, Harry Potter 

and the Deathly Hallows. The fans’ response to the 

possibility of a Dumbledore/Grindelwald rela-

tionship was so immediate that 

Grindeldore.livejournal.com, a website devoted 

to Grindelwald/Dumbledore fan fiction, was cre-

ated just one day after The Deathly Hallows was 

published. This infatuation among the fans with 

the possibility of such a relationship ultimately 

set the stage for a highly controversial an-

nouncement by Rowling herself. Nearly six 

months after Deathly Hallows was published, dur-

ing a discussion at Carnegie Hall, Rowling was 

asked if Dumbledore ever found love. She replied 

that she “always thought of Dumbledore as gay” 

(Tosenberger 201). The announcement, while sur-

prising to most, would not be a shock to the more 

active members of the online Potter fandom— 

especially those readers on Grindeldore.com.

Rowling’s announcement caused controversy 

on multiple fronts. In a column, journalist Jeffrey 

Weiss stated, “If you didn’t put it in the books, 

please don’t tell us now” (Weiss). The primary 

criticism of Rowling’s announcement centered on 

the fact that it seemed to be more in response to 

the growing speculation of her work by the fan 

community, rather than the existing canon. Others 

still believe Rowling’s announcement served po-

litical purposes, due to Rowling’s socially liberal 

leanings and support of the gay rights movement 

in Europe. Rowling claims that she “always” con-

sidered Dumbledore to be gay, and that her views 

were not “extra textual” (Tosenberger 204). It is 

impossible to truly know the full truth behind 

Rowling’s claims, but it seems atypical for an 

author to limit the potential interpretations of 

their writings after publication unless they be-

lieved it to be imperative to the understanding of 

the work as a whole—which Dumbledore’s sexu-

ality clearly is not due to the fact that his orienta-

tion does not affect the story in any meaningful 

way.

Since Rowling asserts that Dumbledore’s ho-

mosexuality is present in the text, we shall turn to 

the text and visit one of the more often cited 

pieces of evidence of Dumbledore’s sexual orien-

tation. One of the examples pointed to by LA 

Times staff writer Deborah Netburn is Dumble-

dore’s phoenix, Fawkes. Netburn cites Fawkes as 

gay symbolism, due to the phoenix being a burn-

ing bird—thus implying that Dumbledore is 

“flaming”. Netburn is correct in inferring a char-

acter symbol from the bird, but one could easily 

say that she is misinterpreting the bird as a sym-
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bol of sexuality as opposed to the more clear 

symbolism of the phoenix being an allusion to 

Guy Fawkes—the man who is known for the 

Gunpowder Plot in England. If the phoenix rep-

resents Guy Fawkes, Rowling potentially in-

tended the bird to represent of Dumbledore’s 

own rebellious nature, not as a statement on his 

sexuality. Both arguments may be considered in 

terms of symbolic value, as discussion and dis-

agreement are an integral part of fan activity. 

Dumbledore’s homosexuality is certainly debat-

able, but it brings us to question the honesty of 

Rowling’s statement, and it also brings forth the 

question of whether Rowling was influenced by 

an outside source. The outside source in this case 

would be fan fiction—and in this instance, the 

slash variety depicting the love between Grin-

delwald and Dumbledore in countless ways.

To understand the legitimacy of the slash fan 

fiction speculation towards Rowling’s an-

nouncement of Albus Dumbledore’s homosexual-

ity, it is important to understand Rowling’s own 

tendency to participate in and cultivate the 

growth of her series’ growing fandom. Rowling 

has established the online fan forum Pottermore. 

Pottermore is a website that promotes fan writing 

and discussion—Rowling herself has been known 

to participate in these discussion on occasion, as 

well as introduce previously unknown informa-

tion into the Harry Potter canon. Rowling’s activ-

ity in the fan forums, along with her penchant for 

adding new information is indicative of the exist-

ing dialogue that she has created between herself 

and the fans of her series. In 2007, Rowling 

elected not to pursue legal action against George 

Lippert, a fan author who had written his own 

fan fiction sequels to the Harry Potter series. Ac-

cording to a representative of the author, “J.K. 

Rowling’s reaction is that she is very flattered 

that there is such great interest in her Harry Potter 

series” (Waters). This information suggests that 

Rowling is invested in both her series and the 

continuation of her books’ universe through the 

fans’ work. Rowling’s heavy investment and par-

ticipation in her own series’ fandom points to the 

potential for the creative discussions, critical es-

says, and fan fiction that stem from her creation to 

influence the author’s official definition of the 

canon.

The accusation that Rowling was influenced 

by the Harry Potter fan fiction has quite large im-

plications, because it shows a potential shift in 

creative power to the fans. The growth of the 

various theories revolving around Dumbledore, 

Grindelwald, and their alleged sexual relation-

ship, coupled with the belated timing of Rowl-

ing’s announcement, creates an unusual situation 

for the fans. The timing of Rowling’s announce-

ment and the controversy surrounding it both 

highlight the possibility of fan communities hav-

ing a real impact on a story’s canon. This marks 

the first instance in the post-internet age of con-

sumers potentially breaking the traditional, one-

way stream of canon from author to audience. 

This potential exchange creates the possibility of a 

new dynamic—one where consumers and pro-

ducers exist in a cycle of canon that is responsive 

to the audience that experiences it. The subtrac-

tive nature of fan fiction is still an obstacle to be 

overcome in regards to canonicity (where fan 

authors often ignore key details within the 

canon), but with the recent nature of the Harry 

Potter fan fiction, the obstacle would appear to be 

more and more surmountable. 

Does this even matter? Is the cleverness of 

Rowling’s fans really that important? Does this 

fact have any real impact on fandoms or the 

works they follow? The answer to these questions 

is not a simple one. The most important thing to 

take away from this idea is that the fans were able 

to create real, tangible, ideas about the story be-

fore the author of the series revealed them and 

that Rowling was aware of these fan-made sto-

ries’ existence. This illustrates how close the ties 

between producers and consumers have become, 

and that in these ties the potential now exists for 

canon to change. The once linear, manufactured 

nature of communication between an author and 
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her audience can now exist as a more cyclical 

process, allowing for a continued flow of new 

information between the author and audience. In 

the case of Dumbledore’s sexuality, it does not 

ultimately matter whether Rowling was inspired 

by her fans to change one of her characters’ sex-

ual preference or not. What matters is that the 

potential for this eventuality existed due to the 

nature of the Harry Potter fandom’s canon. This 

key point is essential to the understanding of ca-

nonicity in relationship to fandoms, especially 

when the original cultural producers are active in 

those fandoms. Thanks to the Harry Potter fan-

dom, fandoms now have been demonstrated as 

having the potential to create and enforce canon 

in certain situations.

It is important to realize that ultimately the 

controversy and claims against Rowling will re-

main, for the most part, irrelevant in terms of the 

story as a whole. What is truly worthy of notice is 

the fact that so many people care so passionately 

about Harry Potter and the preservation of its 

universe. The passion demonstrated by most 

fans, be they for or against Rowling’s announce-

ment, illustrates the fact that the writers of fan 

fiction, through their various means, have man-

aged to become truly relevant in any discussion 

surrounding the world that Rowling has created. 

While the stories may at first be influenced by an 

amateur author’s own experiences, it is apparent 

that fan fiction, as it pertains to the Harry Potter 

franchise, has evolved into much more. So now, 

whenever an author makes changes without an 

apparent cause, one must look first to the fan fic-

tion.
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s society has progressed, people have 

watched as means of creative expression 

and consumption have evolved. Print 

preceded radio, and television and film soon 

stemmed from that medium. Cultural platforms 

have been changing for the last century, but the 

concept of celebrity has basically remained the 

same. Some of the earliest celebrities were artists 

who gained fame from their mastery in literature, 

art, or work on the stage; today’s celebrities usu-

ally earn their places in the spotlight because of 

their artistry in modern media such as film, televi-

sion, and recorded music (Ward 58). Until today, a 

celebrity has been defined as someone who has 

gained recognition in the mass media, but this 

notion is changing with creation of new media 

that are molding a new kind of “niche celebrity.” 

A large portion of these celebrities that appeal to a 

small section of society hail from the social net-

work YouTube where users can easily share video 

clips and creators can interact directly with their 

fans through comments and video content 

(Brainstorm Media). YouTube is part of the con-

cept of Web 2.0, which is “a new way of using the 

Internet for collaboration and sharing of data 

among individual users” (Straubhaar 256). This 

new interactive element of the celebrity-fan rela-

tionship is spurring a change in the concept of 

celebrity. Grace Helbig is one of these original 

content-creators, and she has become a superstar 

A
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of sorts on the platform. To most, Helbig seems 

obscure, but to her millions of channel subscrib-

ers, she is the ultimate celebrity (Helbig). 

Through her use of new media, Helbig is chang-

ing the definition of celebrity and quickly becom-

ing a pioneer of the next technology that will alter 

the way media is consumed.

If you had asked Grace Helbig what she had 

wanted to be in college, she probably couldn’t 

have given you a straight answer. At Ramapo 

College in her home state of New Jersey, Helbig 

created her own degree with a combination of 

editing, writing, digital filmmaking, and general 

media courses (Carrie). While interning at the N 

(now known as TeenNick), Helbig read scripts for 

the show Degrassi and decided she should try 

writing after reading a handful of bad drafts 

(Carrie). She enrolled in her first sketch writing 

class at the Peoples Improv Theater while intern-

ing in New York where she discovered she had a 

knack for making people laugh (Grace Helbig). 

With her newfound love of and talent at writing 

and performing, Helbig decided to move to New 

York to pursue comedy after graduation 

(Lanning). Before moving to Brooklyn, Helbig 

took a job housesitting in New Jersey. During this 

time, she began posting daily vlogs of her house-

sitting adventures (“Grace Helbig Talks…”). Hel-

big continued to make videos when she moved to 

Brooklyn with her friend Michelle Vargas 

(Lanning). While working as a performer at the 

Peoples Improv Theater, Helbig booked an acting 

job with the website My Damn Channel – an op-

portunity she did not realize would turn her 

seemingly trivial hobby into a full-fledged career 

(“Grace Helbig Talks…”).

Helbig narrated the web series Bedtime Stories 

on My Damn Channel, in which she parodied clas-

sic fairytales with adult language and humor 

(Hoffberger). After linking her vlogs in her per-

former biography on the website, she soon gar-

nered the attention of My Damn Channel CEO Rob 

Barnett, who offered her the opportunity to create 

a daily vlog for the site. The first of these videos 



premiered under the name DailyGrace, but the 

show soon moved to YouTube because, as Helbig 

herself put it, “it’s insanely difficult to ask an 

audience to go somewhere other than YouTube to 

watch videos” (Carrie). Helbig’s Internet home 

for the last five years grew to well over two mil-

lion subscribers (Kavner), until her contract with 

My Damn Channel expired on December 31, 2013 

(Thank You Grace!). Helbig quickly moved on to 

her next venture without a network, when she 

debuted her new channel It’s Grace on January 

6th, 2014 (Kavner). Within a few weeks the chan-

nel had already amassed nearly 1,500,000 sub-

scribers (Helbig, It's Grace). Through her journey 

working both for a network and for herself, Hel-

big has managed to retain creative control of her 

content, even though her intellectual property 

may not have always legally belonged to her 

(Johnson). Today, Helbig is better referred to as an 

Internet personality than a vlogger, but her origi-

nal intentions to entertain people are still there. 

She is still the same fresh-faced, irreverent college 

graduate from her early housesitting vlogs, but 

she has overcome some of the unknowns of the 

new media field while simultaneously demon-

strating that it has potential to be the next big 

shift in media consumption.

YouTube is almost synonymous with online 

videos today. It is the third largest website (be-

hind Facebook and Google), and over 800,000,000 

people visit it in a month (Brainstorm Media). 

With numbers like that, it is easy to see that on-

line video content is quickly becoming one of the 

main avenues for entertainment. Mark Thomp-

son, director general of the BBC, calls this genera-

tion of dual-purpose users “the Active Audience” 

because these users have the opportunity to be 

both consumers and creators of online content 

(Rosen). People are no longer solely on the receiv-

ing end of media, and they make more decisions 

about their media consumption habits than ever 

before. On YouTube in particular, users can create 

their own content while simultaneously being 

interactive fans of others creators. Without inter-

active viewers, content-creators cannot survive 

on the medium. YouTubers are not usually major 

companies with large budgets or big names. The 

majority of them are everyday people who de-

cided to pick up a camera and talk about their 

day or make cheap, creative clips, and then sud-

denly woke up one day to find themselves with 

an audience who was demanding more. Without 

this audience, these channels would die. Unlike 

traditional fans of fame, viewers who create the 

niche celebrities are not just idle consumers. They 

are an essential part of the YouTube community 

and the lifeblood of its successful users. This in-

teraction is a defining difference between the ce-

lebrity cultures of traditional media and new me-

dia. 

This recent pull toward online content has 

naturally created celebrities of a sort within the 

medium. These creators go against the “typical” 

celebrity, who has historically gained fame from 

conventional media like movies, television, or 

recorded music. “The work is almost an excuse 

for the celebrity…Celebrity, then, is the real narra-

tive – the real achievement,” writes Neal Gabler 

(Ward 65). According to Gabler, a celebrity is 

someone who exists only to be acknowledged for 

their calculated image in mass media and not so 

much for their work (Ward 58). His description 

tends to be the definition that most people associ-

ate with the word “celebrity”; however, with the 

successes of online platforms like YouTube, it is 

becoming more obvious that public image is not 

the only way to gain recognition. There are nu-

merous creators like Helbig that have weekly 

shows and dedicated fan bases, but their person-

alities within their work are more responsible for 

their fame. Viewers gravitate toward the person-

ality and not so much the quality or content of the 

video. Helbig’s recent transition to It’sGrace ex-

emplifies this. She quickly regained an audience 

despite losing all of her Daily Gracecatchphrases 

and familiarity to legal obligations with My Damn 

Channel. Her audience was enamored with her 

specific personality rather than the content she 

was obligated to make. New media celebrities like 

Helbig are created more by their unique, imper-
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fect personalities than the carefully planned pub-

lic images of traditional celebrities. The appeal of 

traditional celebrities is the narrative that is their 

life, but the appeal of this new type of celebrity is 

their authenticity (Ward 67).

YouTube’s feeling of authenticity draws in the 

everyday people who watch online videos. They 

see themselves in their favorite YouTubers, so it is 

normal that they may fantasize about living life 

as one. The evolving nature of celebrity because 

of new media has made fame of some sort acces-

sible to virtually everyone. On YouTube, the play-

ing field is basically even. There is an equal op-

portunity for anyone with video recording capa-

bilities to upload content – though not everything 

is necessarily equal in value. Like fame from tra-

ditional media, the “best” still tends to outshine 

the rest. This greater accessibility to public recog-

nition has made people increasingly obsessed 

with attaining their own taste of fame. One of the 

co-founders of YouTube, Chad Hurley, once said: 

“Everyone, in the back of his mind, wants to be a 

star” (Chaudhry 19). From recent poll conclu-

sions, it is easy to deduce that this is true in mod-

ern culture. An Interprise poll in 2000 claimed 

that 50 percent of children under 12 “believe that 

becoming famous is part of the American 

Dream”; another poll in 2004 showed that the 

average college freshman dreams of having a ca-

reer in the entertainment business (Chaudhry 20). 

The most stunning conclusion comes from a Har-

ris poll conducted in 2000 that states that 44 per-

cent of people between the ages of 18 and 24 and 

six in ten people in their late twenties believe 

they will be famous for at least a short amount of 

time (Chaudhry 21). 

Besides demonstrating the importance of ce-

lebrity to modern culture, these numbers also 

show how much the accessibility of new media 

has caused people to want to be noticed. Fame is 

no longer reserved for a select group of people, 

because there are endless niches that glorify par-

ticular people within those unique interest 

groups. This may be a major reason people flock 

to YouTube at all. Along with the social and psy-

chological benefits that come from interacting 

with others in the community, there is a previ-

ously unheard of accessibility to potential star-

dom. A person is capable of making their own 

spot in culture by either creating or consuming 

media and then being recognized by a particular 

audience that would not be able to do so other-

wise. A major defining difference between fame in 

traditional media and fame in new media is that 

with the social aspect and the sheer size of new 

media, the pursuit of recognition on some plat-

form is now not such a farfetched desire. One day, 

the “niche celebrity” may rule the game of fame. 

As it becomes easier for the majority of society to 

attain at least a taste of fame in some circle, the 

concept of fame may become watered down and 

not mean as much as it currently does or has in 

the past.

The mutual relationship of need between 

consumers and creators of new media feeds into 

the younger generation’s growing desire to feel 

appreciated and its obsession with fame 

(Chaudhry 19). The creator needs the consumer to 

take in their content and to interact with them so 

that they stay relevant in the medium. The con-

sumer also needs the creator, but for a different 

reason. These “niche celebrities” tend to be closer 

to their fans than mass media celebrities, and this 

relationship can feel very real to their viewers. 

YouTube channels like to Helbig’s have a main 

demographic referred to as “Generation C”. This 

group is made up mostly of teenagers and young 

adults. Typically, this is a time period in a per-

son’s life in which they are seeking to find their 

own significance. Viewers of this age have made 

the most popular channels famous, mostly be-

cause these creators are relatable in comparison to 

other types of celebrities (Laporte). “Thirteen-

year-olds don’t want a glossy celebrity to look up 

to; they want a warts-and-all friend who ac-

knowledges them on video and in comment 

threads” (Laporte). This sense of relatability ex-

plains why major celebrities’ efforts to join the 
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Internet train, including Amy Poehler’s channel 

Smart Girls at the Party and Sarah Silverman and 

Michael Cera’s Jash channel, have not succeeded 

in crossing over to YouTube like those of grass-

roots YouTubers such as Helbig (Laporte). 

Sparkly celebrities that do not necessarily under-

stand the celebrity culture of new media have 

difficulty creating the feeling of a personal rela-

tionship which is a main reason that new media 

audiences are much more devoted to their par-

ticular stars.

Helbig’s followers are an overwhelmingly 

significant aspect of her success on YouTube. Her 

show revolves around interaction with her fans. 

Without it, Helbig would not have a show every 

day or such a loyal audience. “It’s a great way for 

the blog to feel more interactive,” she says, “and 

for my audience to think that they’re creating this 

beast along with me” (Hoffberger). Helbig often 

refers to herself as her viewers’ “awkward older 

sister” (Brainstorm Media). The nature of You-

Tube allows her fan base - which is mostly young 

adult females - to feel like they have a personal 

relationship with her (Hoffberger). This depend-

ency and connection between Helbig and her fans 

is what has made her a pioneer of this new type 

of celebrity.

Because Helbig’s channel started as an ama-

teur venture and still largely continues to be one, 

she has a more intimate relationship with her fans 

than more of typical celebrities do. The home-

made aspect of her creative process is an attrac-

tive quality for her viewers. She does everything, 

from shooting and editing to promotion, for her 

videos (Brainstorm Media). Helbig said it best in 

the documentary Please Subscribe: “There are 

times when I post videos that have severe editing 

errors in them and there are times that I post vid-

eos where I say wrong information about 

things…at the end of the day, I’m really not that 

different of a person than the people that are 

watching the videos. I just sat at home and 

started making them myself, so I think people 

resonate with that” (Brainstorm Media). This as-

pect of Helbig fits into the amateur nature of 

YouTube, which is essentially an industry built on 

mistakes; however, this is changing. There is a 

growing professional side to YouTube that large 

YouTubers like Helbig are beginning to discover – 

and sometimes pay the price for. Creators who 

signed onto networks in the early days of You-

Tube are now dealing with the consequences of 

their naivety and amateurism as contracts expire 

and they are faced with the fact that they do not 

necessarily own all aspects of their original con-

tent (Johnson). Without daring pioneers like Hel-

big, however, the medium might not have grown 

into what it is today. Their early mistakes are 

leading to the next change in consumption. Major 

media executives are now getting involved in 

YouTube and its many benefits economically, and 

they are becoming more concerned with content-

creators such as Helbig, as opposed to only seek-

ing out talent (Laporte). Successful YouTubers are 

not as big of a risk for these big companies to 

delve into because not only do they come with 

the talent they have historically sought out, but 

they also have with the ability to create content, 

possess stronger economic backgrounds, and, 

most importantly, boast devoted fan bases that 

will carry through into whatever endeavor they 

jump into.

Despite this growing professional side, online 

video content is still ephemeral, and people forget 

about duds quickly. Unlike in traditional fame, 

online celebrity flaws are not harped on repeat-

edly in the media. If they miss a day or say some-

thing wrong, their careers are not tarnished, be-

cause the Internet culture has a way of repairing 

its own errors. Helbig often acknowledges when 

she posts a bad video through self-deprecating 

jokes within her content. Her system of creating 

and posting a daily video allows her breathing 

room. If today’s installment of It’s Grace was not 

good, her viewers will quickly forget about that 

three to five minute clip because tomorrow there 

will be a new opportunity for success. There is no 

one judging her content except for her and her 

viewers, and she ultimately has the final say on 

what gets posted. For a more traditional celebrity, 
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this luxury of control is not present. There are a 

myriad of people contributing to the work, im-

age, and success of a world-renowned pop star or 

the latest Oscar winner. Because Grace Helbig is 

responsible for every aspect of her content, in-

cluding her successes and defeats, she seems to 

audiences as genuine and relatable. This is why 

she has such a dedicated fan base. Her young 

fans can connect better with her because there is a 

feeling of authenticity to everything about her. 

While Helbig’s work ethic and personality are 

crucial to her rise to popularity, her adorers are 

largely responsible for solidifying her place as a 

pioneer of the niche celebrity. 

Helbig’s fan base is demographically similar 

to that of many typical mass media celebrities, 

but her admirers appreciate her for a different 

reason. There may not be a better example of a 

“relatable” mass media celebrity than pop sensa-

tion Taylor Swift. People love Swift because she 

seems like an everyday girl. Helbig’s fans love 

her for the same reason, but her relatability feels 

more genuine. Swift has a team that is responsi-

ble making sure she maintains her particular pub-

lic image, but for the most part, Helbig is respon-

sible for herself and herself alone. When there is a 

veil of glamour over someone who is supposed to 

seem “normal”, their ordinariness appears less 

legitimate. Helbig, a celebrity of sorts herself, has 

even commented on this in various videos where 

she caricatures Swift’s fabricated realness and 

over-exaggerated naivety. Because of Swift’s lack 

of control of her image, she appears a lot less 

authentic than Helbig. 

Helbig has avoided losing control of her 

authenticity through the interactive nature of her 

online fame and her much smaller but more dedi-

cated fan base. Swift’s large-scale fame prevents 

her from seeming approachable like Helbig and 

other niche celebrities. Her fame has made her 

into the image of perfection. This keeps a distinct 

barrier between Swift and her fan base, a barrier 

that is not necessarily present for Helbig. The 

niche nature of her fame allows her fans to inter-

act with her and influence her work directly. 

The control Helbig has over her public image 

also makes her into a much “realer” version of a 

relatable young woman than Swift and other 

similar celebrities, because she is a lot less pol-

ished for the public eye. In her videos, she often 

burps, cusses, gets drunk, or talks about subjects 

that society likes to pretend girls avoid. Some-

times she shoots a video with no makeup on and 

with her hair thrown messily on top of her head. 

She is not as concerned with her appearance or 

her image as a whole, because she doesn’t have to 

be. This new breed of celebrity has free rein with 

their image and work. Helbig created her Internet 

empire from the bottom up, as opposed to mass 

media celebrities, such as Swift, who usually have 

a publicist that deals with keeping up their repu-

tations and public profiles. Because of this, Helbig 

gets to enjoy the best of both worlds. Helbig has a 

normal private life that parallels her online celeb-

rity. Because Helbig has a small fan base in com-

parison to those of typical celebrities, she is capa-

ble of living a relatively normal life for a young 

woman her age – a luxury Swift has given up: “I 

walk around every day and I don’t get recog-

nized. It happens, maybe, once a month or every 

two months, and it’s usually when I go to a For-

ever 21…it hardly happens, and that’s a really 

cool thing about it” (Zaino). As a niche celebrity, 

Helbig gets to experience the perks of normality 

and fame simultaneously; because of this, she 

seems more genuine than typical celebrities 

whose sense of authenticity gets masked by their 

images.

While YouTube is changing celebrity, it is also 

creating avenues for entrance into more tradi-

tional media. YouTube has become a “recruitment 

tool” for music labels, talent agencies, and pro-

duction companies to find new talent that has 

already amassed massive audiences (Brownstein). 

Soon, Grace Helbig may be one of these talents 

currently being fostered on YouTube. After all, 

before discovering online fame, she was working 
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towards becoming a comedy writer and actress in 

traditional media. She did not start on YouTube 

with the intention of getting her name out. She 

was simply having fun vlogging about her expe-

riences in the awkward transition into adulthood. 

In fact, she felt somewhat violated when her real 

life and her Internet life began to merge. One of 

the first instances of this was when Helbig was 

performing at the Peoples Improv Theater and 

noticed a fan wearing a shirt with a Daily Grace 

catchphrase on it. “I was like, ‘oh no, my private 

world!’ But it wasn’t private. It was online for 

everyone to see – and it was catching on” she said 

(Kavner). That freaked out, clueless twenty-

something may now be the future of the next new 

media. “I’d love to be one of the pioneers trying 

to figure out what’s next,” she said (Lanning). 

Following Web 2.0, “what’s next” will more than 

likely follow the interactive trend - a field of en-

tertainment that Helbig has become an expert in. 

Helbig commented on the future medium in her 

typical crassly comedic fashion: “A lot of ques-

tions I get are, what’s the future of TV and Inter-

net? Will they fight to the death or will they have 

sex with each other? And I think that they need to 

have sex with each other because neither one is 

going to go away entirely, but the idea of collabo-

ration and supplemental content on another plat-

form I think is a smart way to bring new life to 

old media” (Lanning). She may soon be the inno-

vator of that next new media.

Without knowing it, Helbig recently gave the 

industry an insight into the future of the interac-

tive phenomena when she booked a traditional 

media job with Lowe’s. She is currently starring 

in a series of commercials for the hardware store, 

and after they went on air, the Internet commu-

nity exploded with delight over its beloved Hel-

big being on television (“Grace Helbig”). Lowe’s 

was equally ecstatic with the attention it was get-

ting because of Helbig’s Internet stardom. 

Though she did not get the job strictly because of 

her Internet fame (in fact, according to Lanning, 

she almost didn’t get the job because of some rac-

ier videos from a job with G4’s Attack of the Show), 

the reaction to her being on a traditional medium 

indicates that a mixture between the two genera-

tions of media is almost inevitable. 

Helbig is already putting her own twist on 

traditional media through opportunities that have 

arisen from her work and fan base on YouTube. 

Helbig and her two best friends, Mamrie Hart of 

You Deserve a Drink and Hannah Hart of My 

Drunk Kitchen, were united through YouTube 

(Zaino). Together the three women (who are re-

ferred to as The Holy Trinity by their online fol-

lowings) have collaborated on numerous hilari-

ous videos (Gutelle), toured the country with an 

“Internet variety show” called #NoFilter that ran 

off of audience participation via social media 

(Zaino), and filmed and produced the movie 

Camp Takota which they promoted while still film-

ing. Along with these major accomplishments, 

Helbig is currently working on other self-made 

projects including a book of essays and advice 

and a pilot with the E! network that will “ideally 

‘bring the Internet to TV’” (Kavner). Without the 

Internet and her position as a “niche celebrity,” 

Helbig probably would not have received these 

unique opportunities, nor would she be paving 

the way for future media consumption.

“I’m an adult and I sit at home by myself and 

talk to a camera. It’s so cool!” Helbig says, “it 

might not be other people’s definition of cool, but 

it’s sure as hell mine” (Brainstorm Media). Back 

when Grace Helbig was sitting in her tiny Brook-

lyn apartment talking to a webcam, she probably 

never imagined that one day she would have well 

over two million people watching her videos. She 

probably never imagined that she would star in a 

movie with two people she met because of the 

Internet. She probably never imagined that she 

would win two IAWTV Awards and two Strea-

mys – honors that didn’t even exist at the time 

(“Grace Helbig”). She probably never imagined 

that she would become a new kind of celebrity 

that is altering what it means to be famous, and 

she probably never imagined that one day she 

would be one of the few people walking the in-

creasingly blurred line between traditional media 
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and new media. The girl who looked up to great 

female comedians including Tina Fey, Amy Poeh-

ler, Lisa Kudrow, and Kristen Wiig now repre-

sents a similar figure to so many young people 

(Lanning). Through her use of YouTube and other 

types of new media, Grace Helbig has changed 

the definition of a celebrity and will continue to 

make waves in the future of media as she leads 

the way to its next identity. “The future is the pre-

sent!” Helbig emphatically exclaims in the docu-

mentary Please Subscribe. She is right, but she is 

the future. 
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nvasion of the Body Snatchers is a sci-fi/horror 

film from the 50s about aliens that come to 

earth and replace human beings one by one. 

These aliens mimic the humans voice and appear-

ance perfectly but their personality is different. 

Reviewers of the film called the concept “the 

nightmare that threatened the world” (“Invasion of 

the Body Snatchers”). Such a scenario is not re-

stricted to the realm of science-fiction, however, as 

there is a body snatching phenomenon happening 

in our society right now: Alzheimer’s disease 

(AD). The symptoms of Alzheimer’s disease are 

not unlike the characteristics in the movie that 

signify an alien is masquerading as a loved one: 

the diagnosed person looks and sounds exactly 

the same as the person once known, but their per-

sonality changes completely, and often they lose 

the memories that connect them to the people 

around them. To most people, it appears as if their 

loved one has been replaced with an alien entity, 

despite their physical body being unchanged. 

From this idea, it becomes apparent that we per-

ceive ourselves in terms of our mind and all of its 

capabilities. The individualized notion of identity, 

created and determined by our own conscious-

ness, is shown to be a paradox in the context of 

AD. People diagnosed with AD never claim that 

they feel a loss of their own identity, but they con-

I
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tinue to view themselves as the same individual. 

The people around them, however, claim the pa-

tients have lost their identity, and with it their 

personhood. When the situation is looked at from 

the point of view of the person diagnosed with 

AD, the body snatcher is not the disease, but so-

ciety. In fact, once examined more closely, it be-

comes apparent that AD is not a disease at all, 

but a condition constructed by society. The medi-

cal establishment brands people with the label of 

AD, causing the rest of society to replace their 

humanity with a socially constructed alien entity. 

The notion that a disease is merely a social 

construction might seem ridiculous for an obvi-

ous reason—how can other people “create” bio-

logical symptoms? There are obviously physical 

consequences of AD, or else it would not be con-

sidered a disease. But in reality, despite the fact 

that it has a long history of research being done 

about it, not much is known about AD and its 

effects on the human body. AD symptoms in-

clude cognitive decline, memory loss, and per-

Photograph of Auguste Deter, a patient of Dr. Alois Alz-
heimer.  In 1902, Deter would become the first patient diag-
nosed with ythe condition taht would become known as Alz-
heimer’s Disease.



sonality change, with the affected person often 

becoming more hostile and aggressive. There is 

no known cause or reason why people develop 

AD, and the progression of its symptoms varies 

from person to person. A lot of the symptoms 

found in people with AD are also found in 

healthy elderly people, and medical anthropolo-

gist Elizabeth Herskovits claims that “the long-

standing historical image of the old person as 

‘naturally’ senile has more recently been trans-

formed into the notion of the pathologically de-

mented old person with Alzheimer’s” (149). AD 

is considered a disease of the brain; however, 

when the brain of someone with AD is compared 

to that of a healthy individual of the same age, it’s 

pretty hard to tell them apart, indicating that the 

difference between who is considered healthy 

and who is considered diseased is not based 

completely on hard facts and observable science 

(Herskovits 149). In fact, within the medical 

community there is much discussion and debate 

over “whether Alzheimer’s is a qualitatively 

pathological state or whether it is a quantitatively 

extreme form of an essentially normal age-related 

state” (Herskovits 149). By this, doctors mean that 

we all inevitably get older and our brains deterio-

rate, causing us to lose our mental faculties. Peo-

ple diagnosed with AD may just be deteriorating 

at a more extreme rate than others, rather than 

being afflicted with a pathogen. The physiological 

realities that are considered to be a manifestation 

of the disease, like memory loss, are undeniably 

there, but the devastation that they cause people 

are no less significant if they are considered to be 

a normal part of aging and not a pathogen. Eve-

ryone wants to live as long as possible, but not at 

the risk of losing the way their life is now. The 

undesirable parts of aging, like the perceived loss 

of mental capabilities and personality change, are 

lumped together by society as part of a social 

construction of “Alzheimer’s disease.”

A large part of the social construction of AD 

is personality change as a physiological symptom 

of the disease. Tom Kitwood, a social psycholo-

gist who has done a lot of work in trying to un-

derstand dementia patients, claims that “it is im-

possible to hold the view that all of the personal 

deterioration associated with dementia comes 

about as a result of a neurological process” (46). 

Kitwood believes that the changes in behavior of 

an AD patient are not always a direct result of the 

disease itself, but also a result of the way that the 

patient is treated. The experience Kerry Hannon 

had with her father after he was diagnosed with 

AD helps to illustrate this point. After their father 

became too much for the family to care for alone, 

Hannon’s family decided to put him in a nursing 

home. Hannon says that at first the family 

thought the nursing home “was doing the best 

possible job under difficult circumstances” (Han-

non). However, as time went on, they began to 

notice how overworked the staff seemed, with a 

constant shortage of workers. As Hannon’s father 

spent more time in the nursing home, his disposi-

tion worsened. He wouldn’t eat and was con-

stantly fighting against the staff. Then, after a 

“glancing blow” to a nurse, Hannon’s father was 

involuntarily committed to a psychiatric facility 

(Hannon). After some digging, Hannon found out 

that the forced removal from a nursing home to a 

psychiatric institute was not an uncommon fate 

for Alzheimer’s patients. Often, nursing homes 

will send a difficult AD patient to a psychiatric 

institution because it is an easy way to bypass the 

normal standards and protocols necessary to re-

move a patient. Once he was finally released from 

the institute, no other care facility would accept 

him. The family was left with no choice but to 

bring him back home. Shortly after, Hannon’s 

father came down with pneumonia and was 

given two days to live. Hannon remarks that her 

father “wanted more—and he got it. He started to 

speak. He smiled again and even laughed” (Han-

non). In the end, Hannon’s father lived seven 

more weeks (Hannon). 

This story about Hannon’s father illustrates 

the complexities involved in the identity of a per-

son and the inconsistencies in our beliefs about it. 
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Hannon was under the impression that her father 

was being treated poorly by an overworked staff 

and that he in turn acted out because of the poor 

treatment. This most likely caused the nursing 

staff to shrug him off even more and neglect him 

further, since “caregivers are often advised that 

when the person diagnosed with AD behaves 

‘inappropriately,’ it is the disease, not the person, 

that is responsible for the behavior” (Herskovits 

152). Kitwood uses the term “neuropathic ideol-

ogy” to describe the common misconception that 

“mental and emotional symptoms [of AD] are a 

direct result of a catastrophic series of changes in 

the brain that lead to the death of brain cells—

and nothing more than that” (40). Basically, it is a 

neuropathic ideology to believe that the only rea-

son the psychological symptoms of AD arise is 

because the patient is afflicted with a disease, 

rather than the symptoms being caused by some-

thing else, like poor treatment. This neuropathic 

ideology that society abides by is exemplified in 

the case of Hannon’s father. Once Hannon’s fa-

ther was brought home, he began to act like the 

person he was before being diagnosed, almost as 

if all of the “pathological” deterioration that eve-

ryone thought he was experiencing started to re-

verse itself. Most likely, being back in a familiar 

environment and surrounded by familiar people 

who treated him as a person instead of a diseased 

body led to the reversal of his personality change. 

Once he was treated like the person he was before 

diagnosis, he began to act more like that person, 

showing that his identity clearly did not disap-

pear due to the deterioration of his brain cells. 

The neuropathic ideology is an important part of 

the larger social construction, which makes the 

“person” disappear, and become replaced with a 

“disease,” as everything the person does is 

chalked up to being manifestations of the disease, 

rather than the willful actions of a person. This 

allows society to discredit a person as being “dis-

eased” in what is considered a morally acceptable 

way. Hannon’s father’s identity never disap-

peared due to disease; he was made to disappear 

by the people around him.

The washing away of people’s humanity 

through the label of disease is the main reason 

behind the social construction of AD. By essen-

tially replacing the entire patient with a pathogen, 

society removes them from society—sometimes 

literally, like in the case of Hannon’s father. Soci-

ety desires to remove these people diagnosed 

with AD because they pose a contradiction in how 

we conceive of identity and personhood, and this 

contradiction threatens our individuality-based 

society. In modern western society, being able to 

form our own identity “seems to be part of the 

widely accepted, apparently individually, as well 

as collectively exercised, political right to self-

determination” (Hughes, Lou, and Sabat 80). In 

other words, we are the authors of our own sto-

ries; we create our own identity through our be-

liefs, and our beliefs are the products of our 

minds. Our values center around the individual 

and the mind, and are the bedrock of society. If 

the contradictions to this belief system generated 

by the normal effects of ageing are instead inter-

preted as being caused by a disease, they can be 

invalidated as a part of the person and the larger 

human experience, since what they are experienc-

ing is depicted as the work of a pathology, not the 

person itself. Thus our ideals concerning the indi-

vidual don’t come into question. Calling an inevi-

table age-related condition a disease is comforting 

for society. By constructing these parts of aging 

into a disease, we reconcile our desire to live 

longer with our fear of the deterioration of the 

mind, which is construed to be the loss of what 

makes an individual a person. It also introduces a 

discourse of hope—if it is a disease, there could be 

a cure out there, and these symptoms could pos-

sibly be avoided and eradicated. 

The decline in cognitive abilities that comes 

with AD exposes the mind-body dualism implicit 

in our concept of personhood. Tom Kitwood de-

fines personhood as “a standing or social status 

that is bestowed upon one human being, by oth-
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ers, in the context of relationship and social be-

ing” (8). Even though personhood is a social 

status granted to people by others around them, 

society’s desire to attribute everything to the in-

dividual leads us to the use of the mind as the 

basis for giving or not giving someone person-

hood. John Locke identifies a person as “a think-

ing, intelligent being, that has reason and reflec-

tion, and can consider itself as itself” (Hughes, 

Lou, and Sabat 165). Personhood is pictured as 

equivalent with mental competence. Without rea-

son and self-reflection, the ability of the individ-

ual to function independently is lost. The inter-

pretation of symptoms of AD as a normal aspect 

of aging would imply that the notion of an 

autonomous, mind-controlled self is a myth. In-

stead of reevaluating everything that society is 

based on, it is much easier and less unsettling to 

submit to a social construction and chalk up the 

symptoms we fear as the work of disease and 

nothing more. 

Identity, like personhood, is considered to be 

a consequence of the rational individual, and this 

has important ramifications for how we grant 

personhood to others. However, thinking about 

identity only as a product of the individual is 

short-sighted, because no one lives in complete 

isolation from other people. Bourdieu’s concept 

of habitus helps us better understand the signifi-

cance of the public in an individual’s identity, as 

it examines identity in the context of other peo-

ple. Habitus is “the way society becomes depos-

ited in persons in the form of lasting dispositions,  

or trained capacities and structured propensities 

to think, feel and act in determinant ways, which 

then guide them” ("Bourdieu and 'Habitus'"). The 

concept of habitus is very complex, but at its sim-

plest, it asserts that individuals unconsciously 

form a way of thinking and acting through inter-

actions with other people. What is considered 

“appropriate” or “normal” for people is deter-

mined by the habitus that is created within each 

individual by the rest of society. The way that 

individuals construct their identity and behave 

towards others is determined by the interplay 

between people and groups within society. Andre 

Smith interprets dementia to be the failure of 

habitus. The characteristic cognitive decline in 

people with AD can be viewed not as a loss of the 

ability to form an identity, but as a loss of the abil-

ity for other people to understand the person’s 

habitus (Smith 39). People around the AD patient 

no longer understand the identity being por-

trayed, since it is no longer conveyed in what is 

considered a socially normal way. Their behavior 

falls outside of the unconsciously agreed upon 

ways of behaving, causing society to be confused 

and unable to interpret the behavior. Further-

more, this leads to the misunderstanding of the 

person as a whole; their entire identity has be-

come impossible to interpret in a socially mean-

ingful way by the rest of society. This lack of un-

derstanding the identity on the observer’s part 

ends in the idea that there is no identity there at 

all. I argue that the misconstruing of habitus is 

not accidental though, and is actually another 

facet of the social construction of AD. The goal of 

the construct is to make the person with AD es-

sentially disappear, and the stakes are not trivial. 

To admit that people with AD do indeed have an 

identity would mean that identity is not, as Locke 

held, dependant on an individual consciousness, 

but rather mediated and dependent on the inter-

action and cooperation of other people. The threat 

to our ideas of an autonomous, rational, inde-

pendent person leads to the destruction of the 

person with AD through the construction of a 

“diseased” person. 

Ignoring that people with AD have an iden-

tity and treating them merely as diseased bodies 

can become a self fulfilling prophecy, since iden-

tity cannot be formed in isolation from society. 

Radden and Fordyce argue that the “politics of 

recognition” play an important, and often under-

emphasized, role in identity development 

(Hughes, Lou, and Sabat 72). The self-awareness 

that Locke and others argue is a necessity for per-

sonhood “depends upon and grows out of the 
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contribution, and particularly the recognition, of 

other persons” (Hughes, Lou, and Sabat 74). If 

emphasis becomes redirected from the capacities 

of the individual to the role of other people, the 

possibility then opens up that “other people 

might sustain someone’s identity as her own ca-

pacity to do so is eroded” (Hughes, Lou, and Sa-

bat 72). That our identity depends on the partici-

pation of other people points to the latent inhu-

manity of the construction of AD. Letting every-

one believe that the devastating effects of AD will 

be curable some day, and thus avoidable, means 

that those symptoms don’t have to be understood 

as another part of the human experience—and 

thus our experience. The consequence is all too 

often that we don’t consider people with AD as 

humans. 

“The nightmare that is threatening the 

world” is not as unavoidable as it might seem. 

The deterioration of the brain may be an objective 

biological part of AD, but how we react to it cer-

tainly isn’t. We are removing the personhood and 

humanity from AD sufferers and forcibly replac-

ing them with alien entities for our own selfish 

reasons. The symptoms often attributed to AD, 

such as a “loss of self,” have little to do with biol-

ogy and everything to do with how society feels 

about and reacts to an individual. It is not a pa-

thology that is snatching away people and their 

personhood, but society itself. The construction of 

AD may be comforting for society, since it lets us 

keep the values that we hold dear, but the com-

fort derived is a superficial one. Replacing elderly 

people and their deteriorating minds with patho-

logical entities may seem to be the easiest solu-

tion, but it has harmful impacts on all of society. 

By taking away the personhood of people with 

AD, we forfeit our own ability to maintain an 

identity through all of life, since it is likely that 

the brain deterioration is more a consequence of 

old age than pathogens. By socially constructing 

this disease, we are restricting humanity’s poten-

tial to live longer as persons and condemn people 

with AD to an unnecessary social death. 
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ideo games are in metamorphosis. As 

computer technology advances exponen-

tially, the tools available to game devel-

opers grow in number and potency. Mass Effect, a 

science fiction series produced by Canadian de-

veloper Bioware, arrived in the thick of it. The 

medium has only just begun to gain respect as an 

art form. In a case study on Mass Effect 2 pub-

lished in the Bulletin of Science Technology Society, 

Jim Bizzocchi and Joshua Tanembaum argue that, 

“In spite of ongoing improvement in the technol-

ogy of digital games, the poetics of videogame 

narratives remain in an early state, especially 

when compared with more mature and sophisti-

cated narrative forms such as cinema and litera-

ture” (Bizzocchi and Tanenbaum 1). Books and 

film have had time to spread their roots and im-

pact society, while video games have just begun to 

bear fruit. Mass Effect in particular shows that 

games are now culturally significant. In its por-

trayal of gender and gender non-conformity with 

depth of narrative previously unseen in video 

games, this series advances the prominence of so-

cial issues and cultural influence in video games. 

With Mass Effect, Bioware has taken a medium 

formerly intended as a distraction or toy and de-

livered an 80+ hour journey full of character, di-

versity, and life that carries several progressive 

implications about gender equality in its design.

V
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The Mass Effect series isn’t flawless, falling 

victim to the limiting aspects of the relatively 

new medium such as processor power and the 

complexity of weaving a multi-faceted story into 

endless lines of code. In terms of gameplay, it has 

the same sort of dull moments (you hack security 

panels by playing tedious memory games), 

graphical problems (textures often “pop in” after 

a few seconds during scene changes), and frus-

trating aspects (enemies can be ruthless depend-

ing on the difficulty, so sometimes it takes several 

attempts to clear a level). Because of its format, 

though, the audience must take the good with the 

bad. Almost all games face these sorts of issues, 

but also offer something essential that books and 

movies can’t. Choice. The medium’s interactivity 

hands part of the authoring process over to the 

consumer, allowing them to have a say in how 

the story plays out. In a sense, the player is able 

to “plug” their brain in to their character, Com-

mander Shepard. As long as the player is en-

gaged, s/he is Shepard and Shepard is him/her. 

This bond allows for a type of cross-influence, 

having the player determine details of the story 

while the game subjects the player to not-quite 

brainwashing, a sort of educational experience. 

Games will often use this phenomenon to project 

a political message, and Mass Effect seizes the 

Fan art depicting Miranda Lawson, one of the non-player 
characters in Mass Effect 2 and Mass Effect 3.



opportunity to influence its audience’s view on 

gender and sexuality.

The prominence of gender issues in video 

games didn’t start with Mass Effect, and it has 

changed quite a bit throughout their history. In 

November, 2012, TIME Magazine published a list 

of the top 100 video games of all time, catego-

rized by decade of release (TIME). Starting in the 

1970s, the list mentions seven games that feature 

player “characters” with no sex, gender, race, or 

any recognizable human attribute. They’re simply 

tools used to play an electronic sport – little 

shapes shooting asteroids and bouncing balls 

around the screen. The reign of testosterone in 

interactive media began in the 1980’s, when a 

definitive male-specific character shows up on 

this list for the first time: Pac-Man. Ironically, 

without the gendered title, players would have 

no idea whether Pac-Man was a man, woman, or 

neither. It wasn’t until Ms. Pac-Man came around 

that this gendered implication fully solidified. 

Ms. Pac-Man was one of the first distinctly female 

characters to show up in video games at the time, 

signified by lipstick and a little red bow. But, like 

in Mass Effect, the difference in gender has no ef-

fect on the gameplay. “Ms. Pac-Man was every bit 

as capable as Pac-Man,” says Jeremy Parish in his 

foreword to 1Up’s weeklong series on gender and 

sexuality in video games, “unlike the female 

game characters who had come before (e.g., Don-

key Kong's Pauline)” (Parish). But this re-

branded Pac-Man remained a minority. Among 

the few recognizably gendered characters appear-

ing on TIME’s list, most appeared male: Pac-Man, 

Castle Wolfenstein’s unnamed Nazi-killer, and 

Jumpman (later rebranded as one of the most 

iconic video game characters of all time, Mario.) 

Whenever women did appear in a video game, 

they tended to fill the role of a damsel-in-distress,  

like in Super Mario Bros. and The Legend of Zelda. 

This digital patriarchy continued for over two 

decades, with little dissonance. Of TIME’s top 100 

games, 60 were released in the 1990s and 2000s. 

Only two games released since 2010 made the list, 

including the third installment Mass Effect. Of 

these 60 more recent games, most featured dis-

tinctly male main characters or, if multiple play-

able characters were available, didn’t offer many 

non-male options. Games like Tomb Raider stand 

out with strong female leads, but, “It’s debatable 

whether Lara Croft represents female empower-

ment or crass objectification in polygonal form” 

(TIME). For a while, the message from developers 

has been clear: the target audience is straight, 

white males, and therefore games should be about 

straight, white males. In order to achieve the 

depth and impact desired by storytellers and con-

sumers hungry for something more meaningful 

than shallow, digital toys, writers would need to 

expand their scope to a much wider demographic. 

When role-playing games (RPGs) like Mass Effect 

came along, it became clear that developers were 

now ready to tackle these challenges. Careful at-

tention to player experience and desire for choice 

became one of the most powerful techniques for 

creating video game narratives, allowing players 

to tweak the experience to their liking. Mass Effect 

uses these techniques to their highest potential, 

and it tarts with the ability to play with gender 

identity.

The first menu in the first Mass Effect game 

presents you with an option: are you male or fe-

male? It doesn’t matter which the player identifies 

with in the real world – it’s an opportunity for 

him or her to step into the shoes of another “type” 

of person. When a male player selects a female 

avatar, or vice versa, they’ve already experienced 

part of the game’s gender-bending narrative. 

Next, you select a couple of backstory-related de-

tails and your character class. This class is a com-

bination of conventional combat skills, techno-

logic prowess, and biotics – a telekinetic ability 

enabled by the talented use of a fictional element 

used as a plot device to explain the impossible 

technology in Mass Effect, Element Zero. Finally, 

you get the option to run with a preset character 

design or to customize everything from skin tone 

to nose shape. Despite this level of personaliza-

tion, the gender binary offered in Mass Effect, and 

RPGs in general, has room for criticism. Perhaps I 
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want my “female” Shepard to have a penis? See-

ing as genitals are never shown in the game, 

however, this aspect is up to the imagination of 

the player, so the “sex” vs. “gender” distinction 

isn’t much of a problem. That said, the stereo-

typical difference in body types between male 

and female characters can be seen as a shortcom-

ing of an otherwise diverse and somewhat unre-

stricted game. Male Shepard always appears 

muscular, while Female Shepard is thin, almost 

dainty. It’s the only aspect that isn’t customizable, 

and in terms of gender narrative, it is a severe 

limitation. As stated, though, video games are 

still evolving, and this flaw can be explained par-

tially by technical constraints. Animations, re-

gardless of character model, play out the same 

way, so if players had been given the option to 

adjust body height/weight, the risk of having 

characters oddly clip through walls and other 

scenery appears. The choice to limit body type 

was likely made partially to avoid breaking im-

mersion – anything that reminds a player that 

this is a video game and not real life damages the 

narrative impact of the game. Even so, this flaw, 

when seen alongside other gendered aspects of 

the game, contributes to that question and overall 

theme – Are you male or female? 

After they design their character, the player 

takes control of Commander Shepard’s fate. A 

Council of alien races grants Shepard the rank of 

SPECTRE, above-the-law status, in order to hunt 

down a rogue agent. This gives the player the 

illusion of choice in a way that’s believable in-

universe. Mass Effect then tracks every detail of 

player choices across all three games, saving mas-

sive amounts of data that shapes the narrative 

throughout the entire series. This results in a uni-

verse that ends up almost completely unique to 

each player. Non-player characters (NPCs) re-

member conversations you have with them years 

later. Deciding to land on one planet may result 

in the irreversible death of an ally on another. 

Rushing into a final confrontation without ade-

quate preparation can even get your entire team 

killed. Of course, players are limited by the num-

ber of dialogue options available, part of this illu-

sion of choice. The over-arching story essentially 

plays out with the same beginnings, middles, and 

ends for every player. In the words of TIME’s 

Matt Peckham, “Mass Effect is in that sense more 

a story-telling than a role-playing game” (Peck-

ham). Bioware has a particular story to tell, but 

the limited amount of freedom they give the 

player creates a universe that feels slightly differ-

ent with every playthrough. Through dialogue 

and action, the player tells the story of Shepard, 

their Shepard, and his or her fight against the big-

gest threat in the history of the galaxy. 

Embedded in an epic tale of misfits banding 

together to stop an ancient race of machines bent 

on destroying all organic life in the galaxy is a 

story of trust, loyalty, love, and sexuality. Player 

choice not only affects the outcome of firefights 

and politics, but also opens up a world of ro-

mance. Through dialogue and various choices 

across all three games, Commander Shepard can 

pursue romantic interests, each of which eventu-

ally leads to a love scene. The depiction of sex in 

the first game ended up causing quite a stir at Fox 

News, which ran a segment entitled, “‘SE’Xbox?” 

Among other poorly researched claims slamming 

the game, one correspondent reported:

“[Mass Effect] . . . features full digital nudity. 

Imagine! And the ability for players to engage 

in graphic sex – the person who’s playing 

gets to decide what’s going to happen be-

tween the two people, if you know what I 

mean.” (FOX NEWS) 

Had the reporter played the game, she would 

have noted that the sex scenes throughout the 

series, while steamy, are actually pretty tame. 

They show nothing that wouldn’t pass censors on 

network television (no nipples, genitalia, etc.) and 

involve no direct player interaction during the 

scene itself. (The “role playing” aspect of romance 

stops after conversation and seduction.) The con-

troversy stirred up by Fox News exemplifies a 

deep-seated fear that video games are a bad influ-
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ence. The network focused on the idea that sex in 

media is pornographic by nature, but does not 

acknowledge the important role of sex in fiction. 

Sex scenes have been depicted in movies for dec-

ades. Love and sex are extremely common as-

pects of storytelling, playing minor to key roles in 

countless films. They drive humans on a funda-

mental level, as Hilary Goldstein, a video game 

critic and columnist, notes that, “Sex is very 

much a part of our culture and should not be ig-

nored by anyone hoping to tell a complex narra-

tive.” Tracing sex scenes in Mass Effect reveals 

how the series bacame more complex as it pro-

gressed. Mass Effect capitalizes on the human 

(and, apparently, alien) need for companionship 

and support. Goldstein argues that, “For most 

characters, sex is the final barrier of trust. In a 

galaxy at war, there's little room for vulnerabil-

ity.” This vulnerability, woven between the bits 

and bytes of Mass Effect, is a very real, very hu-

man element that reflects one of the most basic 

building blocks of our culture. 

One character illustrates this vulnerability in 

an unorthodox way. Jack, first introduced in Mass 

Effect 2, defies female gender norms in every way. 

Bioware designed her shaved head, tattoos, and 

belt-buckle bikini to give her a visual gruffness 

that reflects her temper and extreme biotic capa-

bilities. Entering Jack’s romance subplot requires 

different tactics than other characters, too. Dia-

logue options that assert Shepard’s dominance, 

arguably to the point of verbal abuse, earn Jack’s 

respect. Keeping this up results in one of the 

more rough sex scenes in the series. But there’s 

another route available. As Goldstein observes, 

getting to know Jack by showing patience and an 

interest in her captive upbringing by Cerberus, a 

human supremacist group, brings about a sur-

prising result:

Those who show Jack kindness and patience, 

who earn her trust and her love, get some-

thing far more potent leading into the crew's 

suicide run against the Collectors. Instead of 

sex, you curl up on the bed with Jack and 

spoon. It's a surprising, soft touch that show-

cases the purpose behind all of Mass Effect's 

romantic scenes.

Lo and behold, the most “grungy” character in the 

series turns out to have one of the most surpris-

ingly tender backgrounds. Jack describes sex as a 

meaningless, primal activity more than anyone in 

the series. Her initial demeanor suggests that she 

is interested in rough, emotionless sex. The exis-

tence of such wildly different possibilities sug-

gests that even “shocking” appearances and be-

haviors are not only acceptable, but to be cele-

brated. But it’s not just her romantic interaction 

with Shepard that makes Jack interesting. Her 

complex story is further complicated by her inter-

action with other non-player characters.

Jack’s antithesis comes in the form of Miranda 

Lawson, a Cerberus agent also introduced in the 

second game as a possible romantic interest for 

(male) Shepard. She’s designed in every way to be 

the perfect woman. Her character model is based 

on her voice actress, Australian actress Yvonne 

Strahovski, who is known for her role as the sexy 

and unlikely romantic interest of the titular char-

acter of the TV series Chuck. Bioware clearly knew 

what they were going for in selecting Strahovski 

as the model for Miranda – a beautiful woman 

and nerd icon many fans would kill to have a shot 

with. Jack is the dramatic opposite of Miranda in 

a yin-yang, almost symbiotic relationship, and the 

game plays on this directly. Due to her traumatic 

history with Cerberus, Jack immediately displays 

hostility toward Miranda. It’s up to the player, 

through Shepard, to intervene and keep the peace, 

consequently uncovering both characters’’ inner-

most insecurities and demons. Despite their huge 

difference in outward appearance, the two charac-

ters eventually reveal a stark inner similarity. Mi-

randa harbors an intense resentment toward her 

father, and even though she’s fully aware of her 

“perfection”, she doesn’t see her value as a per-

son. Similarly, Jack’s childhood abuse left her feel-

ing worthless and furious. Both Jack and Miranda 

have attributes that make them more physically 
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capable than most men (and aliens) in the galaxy. 

Over time, as these women grow closer to the 

other cast of characters and go through various 

experiences with the player, gameplay makes 

them independent and diverse. Model-esque girls 

with heavy makeup and hourglass figures exist in 

the real world. So do tatted-up biker chicks. By 

including these polar opposites alongside dozens 

of other distinct female characters, Bioware rec-

ognizes the diversity of women without necessar-

ily portraying them as sex objects. 

Mass Effect takes its gender representation 

further than, “Women can be unique,” of course. 

The games feature a large variety of alien species 

– from the birdlike Turians to the reptilian, war-

mongering Krogans. One race stands out, how-

ever, in the discussion of sexuality in video games 

– the Asari. This blue-skinned, humanoid race of 

powerful biotics have only one sex, with every 

member resembling a human woman. They re-

produce through “melding,” a telepathic linking 

of the minds that, according to game lore, creates 

what amounts to a scramble of DNA, resulting in 

pregnancy. This allows Asari to mate with mem-

bers of any species, including humans. Romance 

subplots come into play here, but with a twist. In 

the first game, a naïve young Asari scientist, Liara 

T’Soni, finds herself aboard the Normandy, 

Shepard’s spaceship. Unlike the other romance 

subplots in the first game, which require a She-

prad to be a specific gender in order to create a 

heterosexual match, players can woo Liara re-

gardless of the gender they chose for Shepard. 

Unfortunately, the opportunity for a female 

Shepard to romance a female-appearing Liara is 

the only representation of same-sex love in the 

first game, leaving homosexual males by the 

wayside for the time being. But Liara’s bisexuality 

did spark an interesting idea that laid a frame-

work for Bioware to expand upon homosexuality 

in the sequels. Human players, as sexual repro-

ducers, see a human female romantically pursu-

ing an alien that looks like a human woman and 

call the attraction “lesbian.” This label never 

comes up in the games, though. Any homophobic 

argument of, “It’s not natural; they’re making a 

choice,” can’t be made regarding these aliens – 

their attraction is undeniably biological. When a 

player is plugged into this world, the developers 

can play on the cognitive dissonance created by 

this situation, having the narrative effect of advo-

cating for homosexuality in the real world.

Of course, the inclusion of an entirely bisex-

ual race of alien women can be argued to appeal 

primarily to male players’ horniness. The first 

game can give that impression, but by the end of 

the series, Mass Effect 3 continues every possible 

romantic subplot from the first two games and 

adds several more, finally including both male-

male and female-female options involving two 

humans. Furthermore, all of these romantic sub-

plots involve fairly deep emotional narratives. 

While in the first Mass Effect, all sex scenes are 

identical, aside from substituted character mod-

els, the sequels feature a unique scene for every 

character pairing. Bioware simply needed to 

warm up a bit with their romantic writing. After 

offering only one human-human same-sex option 
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in Mass Effect 2, Mass Effect 3 finally offers several 

choices for a homosexual Commander Shepard. 

Cognitive dissonance becomes an even stronger 

asset at this point. When various characters drop 

hints at their sexuality, most notably Steve Cortez, 

the Normandy’s shuttle pilot, Shepard’s pre-

scripted reaction gives the player no choice but to 

be accepting. Apparently, in the future, homo-

sexuality has become as ordinary as sexuality 

itself – an implication that Bioware makes based 

on current sociological trends. Whatever the 

player’s own beliefs may be regarding same-sex 

love, as long as they’re plugged into the mind of 

Commander Shepard, they open themselves to 

that influence and thus discover some small 

amount of acceptance for difference.

Jack, Miranda, and Liara join an entire cast of 

characters in the Mass Effect canon with promi-

nent gender implications. The societal issues 

brought up in this space opera go far beyond the 

romantic path any particular Shepard takes. 

Every character and every race comes with an 

incredibly complex backstory and intense narra-

tives at every turn. Mass Effect is a paragon of 

what video games as literature can do to not only 

entertain, but educate. The way this game shows 

acceptance and normality of gender diversity will 

be absorbed by a player immersed in the story. 

Alongside the thrill of hunting down rogue 

agents, blowing up killer robots, and saving all 

sentient life from annihilation, a seed of accep-

tance is planted in the gamer’s mind – something 

video games don’t often attempt. Mass Effect em-

bodies the cultural influence of video games and 

has and will continue to have a massive effect on 

the medium. As other games follow suit, this in-

creasingly popular, extra-immersive form of en-

tertainment will open more minds and do more 

justice to real-world minorities who deserve bet-

ter and more honest representation.
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