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Editorial Introduction: Co-Constructing Academia 
 

CARRIELYNN D. REINHARD 

 

The Popular Culture Studies Journal has had special issues repeatedly, but none 

quite like this one. This special issue truly lives up to that name as the contents of 

it consider two key anniversaries: the journal’s 10th anniversary and the 20th 

anniversary of the Midwest Popular Culture Association / American Culture 

Association since it was relaunched by Gary Burns in 2002. To celebrate these 

milestones, this special issue contains various reflections on the histories, visions, 

and futures for the journal and its parent association. Gary Burns provides a specific 

essay considering the association’s history and his work with it. Brendan Riley 

provides his thoughts on how the MPCA/ACA’s popular pub quiz started. Various 

MPCA/ACA executives and members from past and present share their memories, 

opinions, and hopes of the organization. Bob Batchelor, Norma Jones, and others 

who helped create the PCSJ reflect on how it all started and what is left to do. 

In collecting these oral histories, my goal has been to in some way demystify 

how academia operates. My hope is that these reflections will demonstrates just 

how much all academic institutions are created by people. Our academic journals, 

associations, and universities – with their array of practices, policies, traditions and 

rituals – are produced and reproduced through the collective actions of professors, 

researchers, scholars, and academics.  

I think that understanding might help younger or newer academics, especially 

those who do not come from academic families. If first generation undergraduate 

and graduate students only understand academia from popular culture, or what 

established and entrenched academics tell them, they may not feel empowered as 

agents of change to address problems in academia. For academia to face the 

challenges of the 21st century, getting more voices and new blood in academia will 

be necessary. We need our younger scholars realize that these academic institutions 

they attend, that give them rules are just people saying, “Okay, we're coming 

together, and we're producing this thing.” That these institutions are not just pre-

existing structures that they just have to move into and through; that they can 

interact with and co-construct academia. That as long as they are interested and 

passionate enough, they can be part of the process that builds academic practices 

and norms, institutions and policies. 
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My hope with this special issue is to talk about how all of this was made, how 

it came to be; to give that story to everyone inside and outside of academia. I want 

students’ parents to understand the co-constructed nature of academia. I want to 

make certain high school teachers, community and technical college instructors, 

and independent scholars all know that they are as welcome in academia as any 

tenured, full professor from the elite universities of the world. We need to 

remember that people with a scholarly mindset and doing scholarly work do not 

just exist in universities. 

This welcoming attitude is meant to reflect a central ethos of MPCA/ACA, as 

noted repeatedly in this special issue. It is definitely indicative of the journal’s 

ethos, as established by Bob Batchelor. I remember Bob, at one point, saying that 

he wanted people to essentially tell a story in their articles. He did not want the 

traditional academic writing that segregates information into specific locations, 

following a stodgy formula of academic writing. To make academic writing more 

welcoming to a larger, general audience, it needs to tell a story, letting the academic 

follow their passion and write from their heart as much as their head. I think that 

sentiment is a really good way of describing what the journal is trying to do. 

Since I became the journal’s Editor, I have sought to expand upon what Bob 

and Norma accomplished before me. Although I have also jettisoned some lasting 

elements of traditional academic journals. For example, many academic journals 

focus on acceptance rate; specifically, they want to keep the acceptance rate low 

with the assumption being do so elevates their status as distinguished because not 

everyone can publish with them. In a publishing world dominated by print journals, 

such discernment makes more sense, although a continuation of it borders on 

elitism.  

For this journal, we do not have to worry about publication space being 

completely online. Without that technological constraint, we can publish more 

works, as well as experiment with form and function. Without that limitation, I 

would rather help people produce their best work than to just say, “well, this is 

never going to work” and just dismiss it out of hand. We do not have to be beholden 

to an acceptance or rejection rate. We can work with anyone and take the time to 

help them develop their ideas if there is anything unique about its contribution.  

This peer-editing approach is intentionally meant to align with MPCA/ACA 

and replicate that incubator feel the association has as it tries to help undergraduate 

and graduate students. As with the conference, the journal wants to help people 

figure out the best way to present their work. Helping emerging academics learn 
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the publishing process seeks to empower them and their ideas, to prevent any self-

censoring and silencing themselves because they do not know the “right” way to be 

an academic and communicate their scholarship. The conference seeks to mentor 

younger scholars through various professional development initiatives and the 

creation of a safe space for exploring ideas.  

The journal also seeks to exist in that niche. To that end, we are starting a 

professional development section in the journal where we have short essays from 

established scholars that cover topics on how to be an academic. Guest contributors 

will be asked to reflect on what they wish they knew starting in academia; to 

provide suggestions for how to develop academic research and communication 

skills; or even just how to survive and thrive in the various academic institutions 

they will encounter. This special section Scholarship Bites begins with Malynnda 

Johnson encouraging students to find their voices by developing their arguments, 

followed by my own reflections as a graduate student on how to become 

interdisciplinary in my own scholarship. 

As always, we also have regular and student articles as well as book and film 

reviews. Julia Brown’s work on Alien3 earned our annual Michael T. Marsden 

award. In this issue’s Student Showcase, Casey James O’Ceallaigh presents a 

fascinating analysis of the depiction of deafness in Hawkeye, while Jessica Sage 

Rauchberg interrogates the limitations of #MeToo. These articles represent the type 

of scholarship we hope to offer more of in the next decade of the journal’s existence. 
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Public Intellectualism and Popular Culture: A Vision 

for the Popular Culture Studies Journal 
 

CARRIELYNN D. REINHARD  

 

Whether scholar or journalist, marketer or politician, we do not just call something 

– be it digital or material, mediated or not – “popular culture” based solely on how 

many people like it. Rather, the term can and should be applied to anything 

produced by the people for the people, an idea pioneered by Ray Browne. In 1997, 

Browne defined popular culture as “the way of life in which and by which most 

people in any society live. […] it is the voice of the people – their likes and dislikes, 

their habits and attitudes – the lifeblood of their daily existence, their way of life.” 

If we cede control of our culture to the few, to those who understand how to control 

information and communication, then we lose the resonance of why it is popular. 

By extension, we lose control over ourselves and our lives. Again, per Browne, 

“The popular culture is the democracy, democracy speaking and acting, the seedbed 

in which political and cultural qualities grow. Popular culture democratizes society 

and makes democracy truly democratic.” Popular culture studies, then, provides 

more than a “fun” outlet for emerging and established scholars to apply their more 

“serious” disciplinary perspectives to those things they love; popular culture studies 

offers a means by which to understand and preserve the power of the people over 

their own lives.  

To that end, popular culture studies should not reside siloed from other 

disciplines, nor from those outside of academia. Popular culture studies should be 

an open forum, an agora space in which everyone can consider, critique, fawn, 

deconstruct, and understand the things that permeate our lives, provide solace and 

respite from reality through individual and communal sense-makings, and promote 

the co-construction of that reality through the production and consumption of 

popular texts. In other words, everyone should possess some working knowledge 

and applicable skills endemic to popular culture studies to utilize them in their 

everyday lives and the political discussions and activities therein. Thus, popular 

culture studies should, at its very core, involve the development of public 

scholarship from the actions of public intellectuals.  

At this moment of reflection for the journal on its tenth anniversary, I am 

considering how the Popular Culture Studies Journal operates toward this ideal of 
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public intellectualism. The oral histories present in this special issue hopefully 

demonstrate this democratizing approach to understanding popular culture studies 

by reflecting on the co-constructive nature of the journal, our affiliation with the 

Midwest Popular Culture Association/American Culture Association, and the more 

general understanding of academia. First, this brief essay argues that popular 

culture studies provides the scholarly space in which to engage with different forms 

of media literacy considered important to the development and maintenance of 

democracy. By analyzing the texts, contexts, and reception of popular culture, this 

discipline can present the skills needed for everyday life in the post-Internet world 

of the 21st century. To do this, however, popular culture scholars need to approach 

their work from the philosophical grounding of public intellectualism. 

 

Public Intellectualism Briefly 

 

After producing the Pop Culture Lens podcast with Christopher J. Olson, I became 

editor for this journal based on a mutual desire to engage in more public 

intellectualism and public scholarship: to engage various publics with ideas from 

the humanities and social sciences to demonstrate how these abstractions can have 

concrete impacts on people’s everyday lives. While in the past a public intellectual 

may have been a scholar from an elite university whose status allowed for a certain 

degree of celebrity (Dallyn, Marinetto and Cederström), today the public 

intellectual is less a media persona and more an approach or temperament that 

informs a desire to do such outreach. At a basic level, professors engage this 

temperament in their teaching practices, but the presence of the Internet allows 

professors to extend their classrooms to larger publics and more diverse 

communities. For example, YouTube provides professors with channels to reach 

more than their own students, through video essays, animations, vodcasts, video 

lectures, and more (Young). Such “personal broadcasting” (Wolf) has risen due to 

the social media capabilities of Web 2.0. 

Media and popular culture studies scholars are experts well-suited to using 

digital communication technologies for their scholarly communication and 

intellectual performances. Such scholars engage with these technologies in their 

classrooms already, whether they teach students how to construct or deconstruct 

texts, and they are experts constantly engaging in the translation of abstract 

concepts and theories into analytical and creative work. Additionally, many 

scholars and educators deal with texts that are important in the lives of different 
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publics and communities, meaning that they already have a built-in audience for 

public scholarship. It should come as no surprise, then, that Avi Santo and 

Christopher Lucas found interest among such scholars to blog, write for online 

magazines, produce podcasts, and moderate online discussions as part of their 

approach to scholarly communication.  

The Pop Culture Lens was an attempt at such a podcast, and the journal has 

sought to expand its multimedia offerings in recent years with the Beyond the 

Article podcast and the livestreamed webseries Popular Culture Dialogues. Such 

projects intend to expand the audience brought into the conversation on popular 

culture texts, contexts, and audiences. These multimedia offerings extend the 

journal’s philosophy of being open access and free to all online through the 

utilization of a research communication style “reflecting how people communicate 

everyday” to “talk to/with them instead of down/at them.”1  

 

The Four Media Literacies 

 

As a popular culture, media, and fan studies scholar and teacher, I am interested in 

media literacy and see the Popular Culture Studies Journal as way to address 

Joshua Meyrowitz’s three types of media literacy: media content literacy, media 

grammar literacy, and medium literacy. The most common understanding of and 

approach to teaching media literacy focuses on “media content literacy,” which 

involves educating people about mediated content to encourage their ability “to 

access and analyze messages in a variety of media.” (Meyrowitz 97) This media 

literacy focuses on deconstructing texts using different theories and concepts to 

understand that which is communicated. Addressing, and even teaching, this skill 

is the primary goal of the journal. Each article analyzes different movies, television 

shows, comic books, musical albums, and more using theories and concepts from 

communication, psychology, sociology, anthropology, economics and so forth to 

understand what the text says about a people, a time, a place, or a practice. As such, 

this primary goal aligns the most with what we do in our classes, while addressing 

texts that may not have received much academic scrutiny.  

While this media literacy represents the primary goal of the journal, we also 

hope that our conversations can educate others about how media texts are 

constructed. According to Meyrowitz, “when content is the focus, not much 

 
1 For more on our Aims and Scope, see mpcaaca.org/the-popular-culture-studies-journal.  

https://mpcaaca.org/the-popular-culture-studies-journal
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attention tends to be given to the particular characteristics of the medium through 

which the messages examined are conveyed.” (99) To add to a media content 

literacy, we also broach issues related to “media grammar literacy” (99) as the 

language of the medium, or the production and aesthetic aspects relative to specific 

medium, and “medium literacy” (103) on how the technological characteristics of 

the medium impact the content regardless of production and aesthetic aspects. The 

conversations in the journal make connections between the text’s content, 

production and aesthetic aspects, and the medium’s technology by bringing up 

production histories, political economic contexts, and/or the impacts of adaptation 

or transmedia storytelling. Thus, we intentionally structure the journal to be as 

informative as possible by touching on these different forms of media literacy. 

Focused more on text and context, Meyrowitz’s classic taxonomy requires 

updating and expanding with the addition of another form of literacy that more 

directly connects media studies to popular culture studies: media fan literacy. 

Popular culture consists of texts, often mediated, and structural policies and 

practices that develop them, such as media industries and government regulations. 

Along with these two areas of study, popular culture scholars also analyze the 

individuals, groups, and communities that engage with these texts within these 

structural contexts. Media audiences and reception are not discussed by Meyrowitz 

as a form of media literacy as the assumption was the need for such people to learn 

how to engage the texts and contexts in appropriate ways, such as to generate an 

informed and critical consumer and citizen. As a subset of popular culture studies, 

however, fan studies repeatedly demonstrates the necessity for audiences and 

individuals to learn how to engage one another about these texts and within these 

contexts.  

“Media fan literacy” operates as a subset of social literacy that focuses on 

helping individuals learn how to appropriately interact with one another (see Arthur 

and Davison). This conceptualization of the importance of teaching social skills 

reflects a movement to develop newer literacies beyond reading, writing, and 

arithmetic.2 Social literacy recognizes the importance of learning how to interact 

with others in mediated and non-mediated communication situations. Given the 

complexity of social and cultural lives and identities, children in post-Internet 

societies need to learn how to navigate a range of situations that involve 

 
2 For more on newer literacies, see Joanne Larson and Jackie Marsh’s Making Literacy Real: 

Theories and Practices for Learning and Teaching (Sage, 2016). 
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encountering different types of people and problems. Social literacy involves more 

specific foci on emotion, communication, collaboration, and other literacies that 

provide knowledge and strategies.3 Media fan literacy, then, is a focused approach 

in teaching the social interaction skills involved in respectful, productive audience 

and reception practices, such as those that develop and maintain a fandom, political 

discourse, citizenry, and so forth. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Our hope for each issue is to keep the tone conversational yet informational, and to 

explain any jargon as we would in our classes. We want to be clear, professional, 

entertaining, educational, and understandable. Our goal is to bring this scholarly 

conversation about media and pop cultural texts to people other than academics but 

in a way that does not “dumb down” such scholarly conversations. Our goal is to 

elevate, to treat everyone like students, and to learn from them as much as they 

learn from us. Everyone is an intellectual of their own lives: everyone makes and 

tests theories as they make sense of their everyday lives (Dervin). We hope that 

having these conversations can help our readers add these ideas to their attempts to 

make sense of their lives and their world. Thus, we want to create a space in which 

everyone can share their views on these texts, their lives, and our world. 
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The Midwest Popular Culture Association: Some 

History and Memories 
 

GARY BURNS 

 

The Midwest Popular Culture Association and Midwest American Culture 

Association (hereafter, MPCA or Midwest PCA or Midwest PCA/ACA) began in 

1973 with a conference in Duluth, Minnesota. An annual conference followed 

every year through 1997, at which time the organization went on hiatus. In 1999 I 

was finishing my term as President of the national American Culture Association. 

I wanted to remain active and consulted with Ray Browne (Secretary-Treasurer of 

the national PCA/ACA) about what I might do that would be most useful. My 

own idea was that I might try to do some fundraising, targeting media and 

entertainment companies as potential donors. Ray asked me instead to try to 

revive the Midwest PCA/ACA, and I agreed. 

That turned out to be quite exciting and rewarding, although I must confess 

that I had very little firsthand knowledge about the culture or structure of the 

organization prior to 1997. I had only attended one MPCA conference – the 1987 

conference in Kirkwood, Missouri. Ray Browne wrote a brief history of the 

MPCA for his 1988 book Against Academia ("Midwest Popular Culture 

Association," in Against Academia). That account reproduces a two-page, first-

person reminiscence by Fred E.H. Schroeder, founder of the MPCA. Ray's 2002 

book Mission Underway, a revised edition of Against Academia, includes Ray's 

historical account (reprinted from Against Academia and including Fred's 

reminiscence), plus a one-page update ("Midwest Popular Culture Association," 

in Mission Underway). The present essay is concerned primarily with the 

"relaunch" of MPCA in 2002, which I initiated, and with the aftermath of that 

resurrection. I will include some (incomplete) information about the earlier 

history of MPCA, which I have been investigating retrospectively. I hope 

eventually to be able to provide a fuller account of the early history. 
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I do not know exactly why the organization became dormant in 1998. Ray told 

me (and also reported in Mission Underway, page 104) that Garyn Roberts had 

ended up spending some of his own money to keep the organization going. The 

first sign of trouble, to my knowledge, was the cancellation of a planned MPCA 

conference in Crystal Lake, Illinois, in 1998. I think Garyn had scheduled the 

conference in Crystal Lake to establish a tie-in with Chester Gould's widow, who 

lived in the vicinity. Gould was the creator of the Dick Tracy comic strip, one of 

Garyn's research interests. The conference was canceled because not enough 

people registered. (I did ask Garyn to let me know whether MPCA owed him any 

money, but he did not respond.) The new version of MPCA that eventually 

emerged built upon the efforts of past leaders of the organization including Ray 

Browne, Pat Browne, Fred E.H. Schroeder, J. Fred MacDonald, Maureen Honey, 

Lew Carlson, Larry Landrum, Jane Bakerman, Christopher Geist, Timothy 

Scheurer, William Schurk, Ruth Meserve, Sammy Danna, Christina Ferreira, 

James Ferreira, Susan Koppelman, Carol Miller, Katherine Pavlik, Garyn Roberts, 

Carl Holmberg, Mary Jean DeMarr, and Gary Hoppenstand. 

My first attempt to revive the MPCA involved hooking up with the Great 

Plains PCA/ACA, which was planning a conference in Cape Girardeau, Missouri, 

in about 1999. The Great Plains group agreed to advertise that conference as a 

joint meeting of the Great Plains and Midwest organizations. Again, the 

conference was canceled because not enough people registered. (The Great Plains 

organization has been dormant ever since but was very helpful to the eventual 

relaunch of the MPCA by providing financial assistance and a mailing list.) 

I next tried, in about 2000, to attach the MPCA conference to the Midwestern 

Conference on Literature, Language and Media (MCLLM), an annual event at 

Northern Illinois University (NIU – my home institution) put on by NIU English 

Department graduate students. Discussions about combining the events proved 

fruitless. 

I had a sabbatical leave for the 2001-02 school year and decided to make a 

concerted effort to revive the MPCA as an independent entity, without connecting 

it with any other extant enterprise. In trying to affiliate with the Great Plains 

PCA/ACA and the MCLLM, I had hoped to achieve synergy, save myself some 

work, and avoid the scary prospect of starting from scratch. When it became clear 

that the only way to restart the MPCA was to create something completely new, I 

consulted with Pat Browne, longtime Program Coordinator for the national 

PCA/ACA. She gave me some very good advice, which was to schedule the 
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conference only in big cities, which are attractive tourist destinations, which have 

numerous colleges and universities to provide attendees, and which have major 

airports that make it easy for people from distant locales to attend. 

Having attended conferences of the Northeast, South, Midwest, and Far West 

PCA/ACA organizations, I understood that there are two basic models for 

academic conference planning. One model is to hold the conference at a 

university campus. This gives you free or low-cost meeting rooms and audio-

visual facilities but may mean an undesirable location, inconvenient travel for 

some people, and limited options for lodging. The other model is to hold the 

conference at a hotel in a big city. This provides the advantages Pat Browne 

identified but is more expensive for both the organization and attendees. Having 

seen MPCA conferences fail to materialize in Crystal Lake and Cape Girardeau, I 

scheduled a "comeback" conference in Milwaukee in 2002. I am eternally grateful 

for Pat's advice and glad that I followed it. The Northeast organization had 

followed the college-campus model with great success, but I thought it made 

more sense to do that in a compact region (New England) than in the vast 

Midwest. As of 2002, the Far West chapter had for many years had an annual 

conference at a hotel in Las Vegas, but the conference was run by Felicia 

Campbell, a professor at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas.1 The annual Far 

West PCA meeting was therefore a hotel conference but closely connected with a 

college campus. Hotel guest room rates tend to be artificially low in Las Vegas as 

a loss leader for gambling tourism, so the Far West business model was actually a 

hybrid and probably not easily transposable to other regional PCA/ACA 

organizations. 

Dealing with hotels turned out to be even more complicated and stressful than 

I had imagined, although it was a good learning experience. I was extremely 

fortunate in 2001-02 to have Lori Abels (now Lori Scharenbroich) as a graduate 

teaching assistant. Her official assignment at NIU was to assist me in editing the 

journal Popular Music and Society, but I "borrowed" some of her time to help me 

plan and administer the MPCA conference.2 Lori's strengths and interests nicely 

 
1 Felicia continued this model until her death in 2020. Since then, because of the pandemic, the Far 

West PCA has had only virtual conferences. 

 
2 Support from Northern Illinois University has been vitally important in the development of 

MPCA over the last two decades. The NIU Communication Department substantially subsidized 

my efforts to reactivate MPCA. Many faculty members and students in the NIU Communication 
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complemented my own, and she therefore ended up doing most of the liaison 

work with our first two hotels, the Wyndham Milwaukee Center Hotel and the 

Marriott Minneapolis City Center. Especially after the MPCA's hiatus, but also 

simply as a matter of good business practice, I thought it was important to have a 

conference planned for 2003, not only 2002. I also considered it essential to be 

able to announce the dates and location of the 2003 conference at the 2002 

conference. This would at least convey an impression that we knew what we were 

doing and that we had built a foundation that would last longer than one year. 

That impression would be helpful to get repeat presenters and for recruitment and 

retention of area chairs. 

The 2002 conference went well, with 178 participants listed in the program 

book. To place the "new" MPCA in a proper context, I list below the dates and 

locations for all MPCA conferences: 

 

1973: Duluth, Minnesota; University of Minnesota-Duluth, 

October 12-13 

1974: Chicago, Illinois; Northeastern Illinois University, October 

10-12 

1975: Kalamazoo, Michigan; Western Michigan University, 

October 9-11 

1976: Bowling Green, Ohio; Bowling Green State University, 

October 21-23 

1977: Normal, Illinois; Illinois State University, October 6-8 

1978: East Lansing, Michigan; Michigan State University, 

November 2-4 

1979: Bowling Green, Ohio; Bowling Green State University, 

October 11-13 

1980: Kalamazoo, Michigan; Western Michigan University, 

October 23-25 

1981: Columbus, Ohio; Franklin University, October 22-24 

1982: Terre Haute, Indiana; Indiana State University, October 27-

30 

1983: Bowling Green, Ohio; Bowling Green State University, 

 

and English Departments have attended MPCA conferences, served in MPCA leadership 

positions, and brought their own colleagues and students into MPCA. 
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October 20-22 

1984: Bloomington, Indiana; Indiana University Bloomington, 

October 4-6 

1985: Chicago, Illinois; Loyola University, October 17-19 

1986: Kalamazoo, Michigan; Western Michigan University, 

October 23-26 

1987: Kirkwood, Missouri; St. Louis Community College-

Meramec, October 16-18 

1988: Bowling Green, Ohio; Bowling Green State University, 

November 3-5 

1989: Lansing, Michigan; Sheraton of Lansing, October 26-29 

1990: Toledo, Ohio; The Toledo Hilton and the Medical College of 

Ohio, October 4-7 

1991: Cleveland, Ohio; Holiday Inn Lakeside, October 17-19 

1992: Indianapolis, Indiana; Radisson Plaza Hotel Indianapolis, 

October 8-10 

1993: East Lansing, Michigan; Michigan State University, October 

1-2 

1994: Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; Marriott Green Tree Inn, October 

7-8 (joint meeting with the Lyrica Society) 

1995: Indianapolis, Indiana; Ramada Plaza Hotel, November 3-4 

1996: Bowling Green, Ohio; Bowling Green State University, 

November 15-16 

1997: Traverse City, Michigan; Northwestern Michigan College, 

October 22-25 

1998: No conference (a conference had been scheduled for 

October 15-17 at the Holiday Inn / Holidome in Crystal Lake, 

Illinois, but was canceled) 

1999: No conference 

2000: No conference 

2001: No conference 

2002: Milwaukee, Wisconsin; Wyndham Milwaukee Center Hotel, 

October 4-6 

2003: Minneapolis, Minnesota; Marriott Minneapolis City Center, 

October 17-19 

2004: Cleveland, Ohio; Radisson Hotel-Gateway, October 8-10 
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2005: St. Louis, Missouri; Westin St. Louis, October 14-16 

2006: Indianapolis, Indiana; Sheraton Indianapolis Hotel & Suites, 

October 27-29 

2007: Kansas City, Missouri; Crowne Plaza Kansas City 

Downtown, October 12-14 

2008: Cincinnati, Ohio; Hilton Cincinnati Netherland Plaza, 

October 3-5 

2009: Detroit, Michigan; Westin Book Cadillac Detroit, October 

30-November 1 

2010: Bloomington, Minnesota; Sheraton Bloomington Hotel 

Minneapolis South, October 1-3 

2011: Milwaukee, Wisconsin; Milwaukee Hilton City Center, 

October 14-16 

2012: Columbus, Ohio; Renaissance Columbus Downtown Hotel, 

October 12-14 

2013: St. Louis, Missouri; St. Louis Union Station, a DoubleTree 

by Hilton Hotel, October 11-13 

2014: Indianapolis, Indiana; JW Marriott Indianapolis, October 3-5 

2015: Cincinnati, Ohio; Hilton Cincinnati Netherland Plaza, 

October 1-4 

2016: Rosemont, Illinois; Hilton Rosemont-Chicago O'Hare, 

October 6-9 

2017: St. Louis, Missouri; Hyatt Regency St. Louis at The Arch, 

October 18-22 

2018: Indianapolis, Indiana; Hyatt Regency, October 4-7 

2019: Cincinnati, Ohio; Hyatt Regency Cincinnati, October 10-13 

2020: Virtual conference, October 1-4 (the conference had been 

scheduled for the same dates at The Westin Minneapolis but 

was converted to a virtual conference because of the pandemic) 

2021: Minneapolis, Minnesota; The Westin Minneapolis, October 

7-10 

2022: Chicago, Illinois; DePaul University, October 14-16 

 

The 2002 relaunch was followed by a period of steady growth of the MPCA. For 

example, the 2016 conference program book listed 75 areas and 440 participants. 

It has been a pleasure to visit the great cities of the Midwest and to observe the 

https://stlouisarch.regency.hyatt.com/en/hotel/home.html
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success of the hotel model recommended by Pat Browne. It is notable that in its 

earlier years MPCA used the college-campus model, also with success, through 

1988 and in 1993, 1996, and 1997. Because of the pandemic and its disruption of 

the travel, hotel, and higher-education sectors, the 2022 MPCA conference will be 

held at DePaul University in Chicago. I think that is an excellent plan in that it 

will save money and avoid contractual entanglement with a hotel while still 

offering the advantages of big-city surroundings, and at a university that has 

become a major center of popular culture study. 

The area-chair model has long been a fixture of the national PCA/ACA and is 

also used by other regional PCA/ACA organizations. I think this system has been 

key to the success of PCA/ACA and MPCA, and certainly important to their 

growth. An area chair is a subject-matter expert assigned to recruit and vet 

participants and to group the participants into panels on a particular topic. Given 

the sprawling nature of popular culture and American culture as fields of study, 

some decentralization is necessary in the collective definition of the discipline and 

in the creation of conference programs. The area chairs for the 2002 MPCA 

conference were 22 people I knew or who were recommended by Ray or Pat 

Browne. The area chairs did fine work. Some of them remained in their positions 

for many years and thereby greatly contributed to the growth and vitality of 

MPCA. In later years we added many more area chairs. They included volunteers 

and people recommended by existing area chairs. After the first year we 

scheduled an annual area-chairs breakfast at the conference to thank people for 

serving, to provide a forum for exchange of ideas, and to develop some sense of 

the "best practices" being enacted by the area chairs. In 2006 two people who 

were not area chairs (Molly Moran and Pamela Wicks) mistakenly showed up at 

the area-chairs breakfast. Rather than asking them to leave, I "harvested" them as 

area chairs. That was one of my favorite moments. No such thing as a free 

breakfast. 

I asked the original group of area chairs to commit for at least three years so 

that the organization would have some continuity and a foundation for growth. 

Turnover of area chairs has not been much of a problem, but the decentralized 

system inevitably creates tensions related to job performance and overall quality 

control. These are perennial issues in the national PCA/ACA, and the MPCA also 

encountered them fairly quickly after the relaunch. In an ideal world, all area 

chairs would do their jobs with great efficiency and transparency, all panels and 

papers would be excellent, every subcategory of popular culture and American 
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culture studies would be represented by one and only one area, and every area 

could be counted on to generate exactly the same number of panels every year 

(two is a good number). Deviations from the ideal sometimes necessitate an 

administrative response. Initially I took it upon myself to try to regulate the 

overall area-chair structure of the organization and to negotiate with individual 

area chairs about any issues arising. Eventually, oversight of area chairs became 

the responsibility of the MPCA Vice President. The existence of administrative 

offices developed concurrently with the evolution of the MPCA's area-chair 

system and is probably equally important. 

At the 2002 conference we scheduled a business meeting to figure out what 

kind of organization we might want and who might be interested in building it. As 

expected, some of the area chairs were eager to create a new organization and to 

take leadership roles. Over the next few years we created bylaws (mostly 

borrowed from the PCA/ACA in the South), elected officers, and developed a 

system of committees and procedures to supplement the area-chair structure. The 

initial administrative structure for the relaunch consisted of myself as Executive 

Secretary and Lori Abels as Conference Coordinator. These offices remain in 

existence, but within a few years we added several more offices and grouped the 

officers into an Executive Council. 

Other regional organizations have varying levels of bureaucracy. Generally, 

the alternative to bureaucracy is to have one person, or a small group of people, 

do all the work and make all the decisions. One of the problems with the latter 

model is that the organization can easily collapse if there are not enough people 

learning the ropes, making a personal investment in the organization, and 

developing relationships with each other. I have assumed (without much 

evidence) that a lack of organizational structure and identity may have contributed 

to the disappearance of the MPCA after 1997. For that reason and because of my 

own biases, I thought it was important to develop an organizational infrastructure 

for the revived MPCA. 

That caused me a bit of a dilemma. I am simultaneously a control freak and a 

believer in democracy, teamwork, and process. At the beginning of the relaunch 

of MPCA, Lori and I necessarily did too much of the work ourselves. This was 

not sustainable, but I nonetheless enjoyed it and took great satisfaction from our 

successful conferences. It was extremely fortunate that Lori, despite finishing her 

M.A. at NIU and going on to have a life outside of academe, has been willing to 

continue as Conference Coordinator. She has done a splendid job dealing with 
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hotels and doing most of the on-site work connected with the conferences (among 

her many other contributions). She has done these things much better than I would 

have, and they are very important. It is because of Lori that we have had attractive 

guest room rates at our conference hotels, excellent food events, good audio-

visual support for panelists who needed it, and a well-organized registration desk. 

Lori has also been central to the fiscal health of the organization by keeping hotel 

costs down while still creating the conditions necessary for conference attendees 

to have memorable positive experiences. 

We borrowed two ideas from other regional PCA/ACA groups – a Friday 

evening reception and a Saturday luncheon. Lori turned those into high points of 

the conference. I thought it was important to get them right, because they brought 

the entire group of people together. These are the kinds of events that make 

conference participants feel that they are all part of one thing. This is especially 

important because popular culture and American culture are such multifarious 

fields of study. With so many different areas of interest combined into one 

conference, social events help people to focus on what they have in common. An 

additional unifying influence, again borrowed from other regional organizations, 

was the inclusion of a featured speaker at the Saturday luncheon. Journalist-

activist Salim Muwakkil kicked off this annual event in exemplary fashion at the 

2002 Milwaukee conference by delivering a hard-hitting address on racism and 

the culture of incarceration in the United States. My preference for luncheon 

addresses was political speakers, partly because I believe the PCA/ACA and its 

affiliated organizations have sometimes neglected the political roots of popular 

culture studies. However, selection of speakers is always dependent on who is 

available and eventually became a matter for discussion by the entire Executive 

Council. There was not a clunker among our luncheon speakers. Introducing the 

speaker as people finished eating lunch provided the President with an 

opportunity to make some prefatory ceremonial remarks thanking various people 

for their good work, mourning the loss of people who had died during the 

preceding year, and so forth. I do not think the organization succeeds or fails by 

these small touches, but they do have an impact and contribute to an overall vibe. 

It is better to do them well than to do them poorly, and I would say MPCA has 

done them quite well. In recent years the organization has downsized the Saturday 

lunch event but has added Friday featured speakers (often academics from local 

universities) and a game night for group cohesion. 

In 2008 I developed a serious health problem at exactly the same time that I 
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moved into a new, ridiculously demanding administrative job at NIU. I had 

already planned on stepping down as MPCA Executive Secretary within a few 

years, but instead I exited the position abruptly after the 2008 conference. 

Because of my control mania I had regrets about leaving the position at all, but I 

was especially sorry to dump it on my successors in such unceremonious fashion. 

Heather McIntosh and Brendan Riley shared the job of Executive Secretary 

briefly. Both had served admirably in positions on the MPCA Executive Council. 

Having them ready to step up was a blessing. Heather was going through her own 

tribulations at the time and did not remain long in the new position. Brendan did 

an outstanding job through 2012 and then left the MPCA job to become Executive 

Director of the national PCA/ACA. Kathleen Turner Ledgerwood succeeded 

Brendan as MPCA Executive Secretary. Malynnda Johnson succeeded Kathleen 

and is the current Executive Secretary. Heather, Brendan, Kathleen, and 

Malynnda have been excellent stewards of the organization. As of late 2022 I 

believe the MPCA is in fine health. The organization reached a milestone in 2013 

with the launch of its own annual publication, the Popular Culture Studies 

Journal, initially edited by Bob Batchelor. Norma Jones succeeded Bob. 

CarrieLynn Reinhard succeeded Norma and is the current Editor of the journal 

(mpcaaca.org/the-popular-culture-studies-journal) . 

A number of additional people deserve praise and thanks for their willingness 

to serve as officers and members of the Executive Council after the relaunch of 

the MPCA. These people include Timothy Scheurer, who became the first 

President of the new organization; my NIU colleague Gretchen Bisplinghoff, who 

became the first Vice President and later President; Angela Nelson, who 

succeeded Gretchen as Vice President and then President; Paul Booth, who 

succeeded Angela; Cortney Cronberg Barko, who succeeded Paul; and Katie 

Wilson, who succeeded Cortney (Cortney then succeeded Katie for another term 

as President). Anthony Adah, Ann Andalaro, Cory Barker, Anne Canavan, Darryl 

Kent Clark, Cynthia Cooper, John Dowell, Brian Ekdale, Jane Florine, Shanna 

Gilkeson, Gary Hoppenstand, MaryAnn Janosik, Matthew Kneller, Paul Kohl, 

Julia Largent Kuttler, Allison Levin, Sarah Petrovic, Delana Price, Hai Ren, Linda 

Robinson, Jesse Schlotterbeck, and Pamela Wicks have served quite ably and 

enthusiastically in various capacities on the Executive Council. Because there are 

dozens of people who have served as area chairs and on various committees, I 

will not list them all here, but these dedicated individuals have been crucial to the 

success of the reformed MPCA. My wife, Janet Novak, served as an area chair 

http://mpcaaca.org/the-popular-culture-studies-journal
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after the relaunch, has served on several committees, and was an unsung 

contributor to my Executive Secretary duties through 2008. 

It has been one of the great honors and pleasures of my life to work with such 

a fine group of people on such a worthwhile project. Looking ahead, I hope to 

remain involved with the MPCA for as long as I can, and it is my expectation that 

the organization will continue to prosper and improve thanks to the efforts of the 

many enlightened and energetic folks who have chosen to make MPCA a 

significant part of their professional lives. 
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In the 1970s, Sharon Burns and Tom 

Porter founded a business selling 

what events to bars in Britain?
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By 2012, I had been the MPCA Executive Secretary for 

three years. We’d seen a steady rise in our attendance 

and were reaping the fruit sewn by Gary Burns and the 

other early leaders. 

Lori Scharenbroich and I had been working to augment 

the community atmosphere at the conference, adding a 

variety of social and professional events to the schedule. 

On a whim, I suggested we add a pub-quiz-style trivia 

night.
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In a nod to his role as the host of QI, 

which British actor/writer hosted a 

pub quiz in an episode of his legal 

comedy series, Kingdom?
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Now, in this moment of truth and reconciliation, it seems 

apt that I reveal my dark secret: I have never attended a 

pub trivia night. 

My idea of them springs from a messy melange of BBC 

shows and films, including The Office and Stephen Fry’s 

show Kingdom, in which he wears academic regalia while 

running a pub quiz. 

Never one to let inexperience stand in my way, I donned my 

robes and tam and did my best.
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When Mel Brooks cast Zero Mostel 

in The Producers, the actor brought 

with him the tradition of Broadway, 

as he was known for originating 

what role just three years earlier? 
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In the decade that we’ve run the quiz, we’ve settled into a 

few traditions. The format – 55 questions over five 

rounds, winners and losers both get prizes, teams of four 

– has remained relatively unchanged. 

In the second year I added a category asking about the 

history of the day of the quiz. We also started using 

questions with image and sound clues; in the third year, 

more of those. Somewhere along the line I began 

including a few word puzzle questions. These categories 

may or may not have reflected my enthusiasm for the 

now-defunct “Ask Me Another” program on NPR. 

I’ve also been blessed with help from several other 

MPCA regulars, including Paul Booth as the Answer 

Maven, and the scoring squad, who now wear jester 

caps and give out points for funny wrong answers.
30



ROUND 4: Part 1

And, Of Course, Captain Ron
DAWNING 

OF THE 

MIDWEST 

PCA PUB 

QUIZ

31



ROUND 4: And, Of Course, Captain Ron

4:1

DAWNING 

OF THE 

MIDWEST 

PCA PUB 

QUIZ

Who starred in the 2007 adaptation 

of a classic Richard Matheson novel 

that is sometimes credited as an 

early example of the modern zombie 

apocalypse text, despite having no 

zombies in it?
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They say that the mythology of a cultural icon is shaped not 

by reality, but by the perception of that reality. For example, 

we all know Superman can fly. But in early appearances, 

he merely jumped really far. But once he could fly, that 

became a defining aspect of the character. 

The quiz took flight with question 41 of the fourth event, in 

2015. In the category about “short men,” I asked “Who 

starred with Martin Short as the titular character in the film 

Captain Ron?” I was tickled by having included one of my 

favorite corny movies, so the next year, it returned. 

After that, it became legend. I consider it a personal victory 

that at least one person went out of their way to watch 

Captain Ron to train for the Pub Quiz.
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In their classically cynical 1986 pop 

song, Timbuk 3 imagines that in a 

nuclear war future, they’ll have to 

wear what protective gear?
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As we move toward the future, the pub quiz will continue to 

be both a staple of the MPCA experience and, hopefully, an 

evolving event that’s both fun and social. 

It’s been a delight to run each year so far, and I look 

forward to helping it continue for many years to come.
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An Oral History on the Return of MPCA/ACA 

 

 

The Initial Run 

Gary Burns:1 It’s often stated that the American Culture Association was created 

by people in the 1970s so that people had a conference to go to where they could 

talk about popular culture without having to put that phrase on their resume. I don’t 

see that as big of a problem as it used to be, but it probably still exists in some 

circles. I know people in my own department – and I received a lot of good support 

from my university – but some people thought I should have been interested in 

going to a more prestigious organization, like the International Communication 

Association. Part of what motivated Ray Browne, back at the beginning, was to 

value culture – not just elite culture – and to value ways of studying culture that 

were not just about putting a theory or method front and center.  

Timothy Scheurer: We would get the blocks from hotels, and we would get decent 

prices, but then someone could find someplace cheaper. Then we weren’t filling 

rooms, and the hotels are adamant to have a certain capacity. The hotels have been 

kind of problematic. I know Ray was always complaining about hotels and what 

we needed, even at the national level.  

Gary Burns: If you look at the National Communication Association, they do sort 

of have regional affiliates: Central, Eastern, Southern, and Western. They divided 

the country into four regions, and the American Studies Association does that, too, 

which is, I’m sure, the model Ray Browne would have been more familiar with. He 

even had he idea – which I think was overreach, which Ray was prone to – for every 

state to have its own popular culture association. That ended up not happening, but 

there were some efforts at that kind of thing early in the Popular Culture 

Association’s history.  

 
1 For more on Gary Burns reflections on MPCA’s history, check out his essay in this issue. 
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Timothy Scheurer: Before Gary relaunched it, most of the MPCA conferences 

were held at universities. In fact, I ran one in Columbus, at a private college. 

Thankfully I had some nice colleagues who helped manage registration desks, and 

we had a public relations person who was more than willing to host a little get 

together one of the nights. But it was a lot of work. It was really awesome when it 

was done. But then over time, even Ray Browne couldn’t keep it running. 

Angela Spence Nelson: I remember attending the conferences in 1996 and 1997, 

and then we didn’t have any meetings. Carl Holmberg organized the 1996 

conference at Bowling Green State University, so I just attended because it was 

held on campus. Carl was MPCA Executive Secretary then, but he died in 2002. 

Gary Burns: There was a conference in 1997 in Travers City Michigan, at 

Northwestern Michigan College, that was run by Garyn G. Roberts, who oversaw 

MPCA at the time. Then he scheduled one for the following year, 1998, at the 

Holiday Inn/Holidome in Crystal Lake, Illinois. What I got from Ray Browne at 

the time on why it did not end up happening is that there were not enough people 

registered for the conference. I actually did register for that one. I had not been 

going to MPCA, but that one was very close to where I am, so I signed up for it. 

But the problem was that it was in Crystal Lake, which is a far northwest suburb of 

Chicago. Garyn chose it because that is where Chester Gould’s widow lived. Gould 

created the Dick Tracy comic strip, which was one of Garyn’s research interests, 

and he wanted to connect the conference with her and Dick Tracy. Ray said Garyn 

even spent some amount of his own money on the conference and lost that money 

when it was cancelled. 

 

The Pause 

Gary Burns: So that one conference was cancelled and then, apparently, there was 

no effort by anybody to start one for the next year. I was President of the Popular 

Culture Association/American Culture Association. One of my duties or perks, or 

combination of the two, was to travel to some of the regional conferences and say 

a few words. My term as President was ending, so I talked to Ray about doing 

something else. I wanted to stay involved, and I had the idea that I could do some 

fundraising. Ray said the most pressing thing that needed to be done was to revive 

the Midwest regional. This was about 1998, and I told Ray I would do that. 

Lori Abels Scharenbroich: Gary told me about MPCA and how it hadn’t been 

around for a long time, like three or four years. And he gave me his opinion on why 
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– I don’t know the exact facts, but I believe what he said is true. They used to go to 

larger cities, and then money became an issue and participants dried up. This is why 

I’ve been afraid to have the MPCA conference go back to universities. Because 

once they started moving the conference to universities, attendance died off, and 

pretty soon they were getting fewer and fewer people. They were choosing 

universities that were not easy to get to. So, like, I love Bowling Green State 

University – I mean, it’s like the birthplace, right? But it’s hard to get to. There are 

no good hotels within driving distance. Everything would have to be a shuttle. It 

was all work, and Gary was fairly certain that’s why MPCA died off. It wasn’t 

because of the scholarship, but travel became an issue for people.  

Timothy Scheurer: I actually think the hotel is less of an issue than the place. In 

other words, when we had ours it was in downtown Columbus, so I could come up 

with a restaurant list, including a five-star restaurant, that was about three blocks 

from our campus, as we were right downtown. Now, downtown Columbus then is 

not like it is now. It’s a little bit more vibrant now, but you didn’t have to go very 

far to find a decent restaurant and other kinds of entertainment. With the hotels, it’s 

just that everyone is in one place, but I think it’s actually being in urban centers that 

matters. That’s why I think Ray never wanted to get too far away from big colleges. 

Having it on a small college was not very appealing to people. Except for mine, 

where we sent out information about the downtown area when we provided 

information about the meeting. I would say it’s less the hotel and more the place. I 

think maybe moving away from the hotels but making sure to be in urban centers 

is spot on. 

Angela Spence Nelson: Maybe without Carl, they could not pull things together, 

or there weren’t enough people that were a driving force behind it. I don’t know if 

Carl just felt that he couldn’t take the time anymore. I mean, I think it’s sad, but I 

also think it’s interesting in the sense that it demonstrates just how much academic 

institutions are created by people.  

Gary Burns: There’s a gap of three more years before it actually got revived, and 

that is because the first thing I tried to do was connect it with the Great Plains PCA. 

Great Plains was also in trouble, and we thought that by combining the two we 

could save both. But that ended up not happening. We were going to have a 

conference in Missouri, which is kind of Midwest and Great Plains, I guess. That 

would’ve been 1999, but it didn’t work out either, because not enough people 

signed up. So, you start to see a little theme there. 
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Timothy Scheurer: The 1998 conference was going to be in northern Illinois 

somewhere, but when they saw the registration numbers, they decided to put a hold 

on the conference for a while. And then that hold just kept going until Gary said he 

was trying to bring it back. I do remember that there was some talk of trying to 

collaborate with the Great Plains PCA, but I actually don’t know what happened in 

that regard. I do remember Gary contacting other regionals in the hopes that it 

would beef up the numbers for both regionals if they worked together. 

Paul Booth: You know, it’s possible that these things come in waves. Like when 

there’s lots of students and attendees, and then none. We’ve been in a bit of a 

downturn recently, and maybe they were also in one back then. We were able to 

keep going during the pandemic because of Zoom, but not back then. Maybe they 

were just taking a little break to see what the interest is.  

Cortney Barko: Sometimes in situations where you struggle, or where you have to 

rebuild, you encounter a problem, and you have to come together and figure it out. 

In those sorts of difficult situations, you can find that the organization comes 

together, and you feel proud of what you’re doing to rebuild. Because you don’t do 

it alone; you’re always doing it with other people. We work as a team to get 

everything done; it’s not like you have to be here to do all this stuff alone. We will 

make it work. We’ve got this, and we’re going to figure it out. You never feel like 

you’re by yourself doing that, including relaunching the association, and bringing 

the conference back. 

Gary Burns: The next thing I tried to do, probably in 2000, is to connect with the 

Midwestern Conference on Literature, Language, and Media, which is run out of 

Northern Illinois University. Since I’m at NIU, I thought maybe there would be 

some interest in having a joint conference, connecting the two organizations. I don’t 

exactly know the reason they were not interested in doing that. I then received a 

full year sabbatical in 2001, and I finally got it through my thick head that the only 

way to revive the organization was to try to relaunch it as an independent entity and 

forget about this business of trying to connect with something else. So, that’s what 

I did. 

 

The Return 

Gary Burns: I used a lot of my sabbatical to do that relaunch, which is not what 

NIU would have wanted me to do, but I did it anyway. I had a teaching assistant 

that year, helping me edit Popular Music and Society. That was supposed to be her 
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assignment. And she did that, too, but I borrowed some of her time to help me re-

establish the conference. I cannot overstate the contribution Lori Abels, now Lori 

Scharenbroich, made to getting MPCA back up and going.  

Lori Abels Scharenbroich: I went to Northern Illinois University to get my 

masters. I was actually paired up with a different advisor, and we got along well 

enough. But the person I actually connected with was Gary Burns from the first 

time I sat down in his research methods class. I hadn’t done any of the reading for 

that first day of class – actually, I looked at the reading and thought what have I 

gotten myself into? So, I sat in class and the first thing he asked was, “What did 

everybody think of the reading?” Of course, I immediately try to avoid eye contact, 

but he finds me and asks me again.  

I said, “Well, I have to be really honest. It was really difficult and dense to get 

through, and I didn’t finish it all.” And he goes, “Perfect, because that’s what that 

was supposed to teach all of you.” He liked my honest answer and went on to talk 

about how so much of this stuff is written in a way that not everyone can 

understand. He very much helped me find my voice, which was somewhat like 

more plain speaking, trying to talk through things to make it understandable to the 

average reader. From then on I took every single class that I could get my hands on 

from him, and we even started hanging out, including his now wife Janet, who I 

became very dear friends with. We would meet at this bar called Twins Tavern to 

drink and play cards. 

Angela Spence Nelson: It seemed like a good number of Gary’s graduate students 

at the time were helping with the organization: at the registration tables to help with 

setting up and all of that. It was nice to see the growth of the conference. Gary and 

his graduate students, a mix of masters and doctoral, were just so important to the 

whole thing, making sure that any problems were handled.  

Lori Abels Scharenbroich: Gary asked me to be his teaching assistant my second 

year, where I wouldn’t have to teach but just help him with his journal, Popular 

Music and Society. He also said there were other projects that he wanted to get off 

the ground. I immediately said yes and even started working for him that summer. 

The idea was I would help him manage submissions, get things to reviewers, log 

things when they came back. After I was acclimated with that, he asks me, “What 

do you know about planning conferences?” I was like…nothing? I was twenty-two 

years old; what on Earth would I know about anything at that point in my life. So, 

I said, “I don’t know anything,” and he said, “Do you want to learn?” I said sure, 

because of course I wanted to learn anything that he was willing to teach me. 
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Gary Burns: We spoke with Pat Browne on what had gone wrong, consulting on 

what to do and how to do it. Her suggestion was don’t have it in places like Crystal 

Lake. It needs to be in a big city with an airport so that it’s easy for people to come 

from some distance if they are interested. In a big city you can also have it in a 

hotel, making it an attractive destination so you’d probably have a pretty good 

turnout. So, I discussed it with Lori, and we settled on Milwaukee. We also figured 

out to set up the one after it so that we could announce it at the time of the 

Milwaukee conference and generate interest that way. Also, it would make it look 

like the conference was a going concern and that we knew what we were doing.  

Lori Abels Scharenbroich: Gary said he wanted to plan the first two together, 

because you need to pick a big city that has a major airport that people can get into. 

He said to think about cities that have a football team. Gary is not a football fan, to 

my knowledge, but that’s what he knew was needed. He gave me the boundaries of 

the region, what Midwest states to think about. He said it needs to be at a nice hotel 

that has food and accommodations so everyone could stay in one spot. He also 

wanted the city to have enough culture so there would be other things for people to 

do that could possibly draw them in. 

Angela Spence Nelson: I could remember going around and around on the 

Executive Council talking about whether to have it on a college campus. But people 

felt like we’re better at a hotel and in a city that people would be interested in going 

to. Someplace they can sightsee and tour as well as attend papers. The trick is going 

to be still keeping the conference in cities that people want to attend, and at colleges 

where you have the hotels and all of these accommodations nearby. 

Lori Abels Scharenbroich: Ray and Pat Browne were new names to me, and now 

they were people that I needed to call. So, I called Pat, who could not have been a 

more delightful human being. I told her that I was working with Gary, and she loved 

Gary to death, was ready to do anything she could to help him. So, she gave me a 

lot of tips on what to ask a hotel, what an RSP is, and really walked me through all 

these things that I just didn’t know. She gave me a good instruction manual on how 

to do it. Gary was going to be the first Executive Secretary, and he started asking 

his friends and scholars in the area to be the first executive board. The hard part 

was that I always felt like a kid in the room with all these grown-ups who had 

written beautiful books and were major scholars in their area. And then here I was, 

this little graduate student following Gary around like, what do you need me to do?  

Angela Spence Nelson: I think it was about one year before the relaunch, in 

October of 2001, I received an email from Gary Burns about wanting to relaunch 
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MPCA. I think he said to me that Ray Browne wanted him to do it, and so he was 

going to do it. He asked me to just select areas that I would be the area chair for, so 

I chose African American popular culture, teaching popular culture, and 

professional development. I did three areas for about eight to ten years. 

Timothy Scheurer: Gary contacted me and said he was going to get it up and 

running. I had been the President of the national ACA, so he asked if I would be 

willing to just get us started by serving as MPCA president in the initial start-up. I 

said, sure, as I would do anything for Gary, quite frankly. 

Lori Abels Scharenbroich: The first event was actually held after I had graduated, 

but I still came along because I had been part of that. Gary insisted on paying me 

because I was no longer in academics – I had made a choice at that time that I didn’t 

want to stay and get a PhD. So, we went to Milwaukee, at a Wyndham downtown, 

and I think we had like ninety-nine people show up. That was great! Gary and I 

manned the registration desk together. We just sat there, took checks and cash. 

Nothing was done electronically. I did build our first website, hand-coded, because 

it was all I knew at that time, and it was just like the bare bone details. People 

submitted their papers, and Gary handled all of them. He and I put together the first 

program where he printed out every panel on a sheet of paper and we sat at that bar 

and made a spreadsheet. By hand. We did that for the first five years, putting the 

program together by hand.  

Timothy Scheurer: The difference that Gary did was that we’re going to be 

meeting in hotels and not doing college campuses anymore. It was just too 

complicated. Gary worked very hard getting the hotel, and Lori was terrific helping.  

And his core people at NIU, they really helped him a lot. Everything really went 

pretty well. At the time, the biggest challenge I remember as President was finding 

some relatively notable speakers to come, because it was such a small conference. 

It was difficult, too, in terms of traveling, where people have X amount of funds 

and need to use it for bigger conferences. Going to regionals is always an issue. But 

we try to keep costs down for everybody, and they are attended pretty well. I think 

it helped being in the cities, not being on college campuses.  

Cortney Barko: It was a friendly conference. It was in graduate school days, and 

I got to travel with my friends; here we’re all practicing our presentations in the van 

and everything. We were nervous about the presentations, as we hadn’t done many 

of them. But MPCA was a great starter conference for me as a graduate student. 

For all the years that I have been involved in the organization since, it started out 

with me as a lowly graduate student just looking to present some papers.  
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Lori Abels Scharenbroich: I think my job mostly was to make sure that people 

had a good time. Because if they have a really great experience, they will want to 

come back. And it doesn’t matter whether you’re in academia or not. That’s just a 

human lesson to learn. Treat people well and give them a good experience, and 

they’ll continue to come back; and then, maybe next time they will bring a friend. 

And they did, from Milwaukee to Minneapolis. I think we had maybe 125 to 150 

people that next year in downtown Minneapolis. That’s where I met Paul Booth 

Brendan Riley, and Kathleen Turner. I think that was their first MPCA adventure, 

and we became good, close friends. 

Paul Booth: MPCA was the very first conference I ever went to, back in 2003, 

when I was in my master’s program. I wrote this paper for a summer class on DVD 

extras and gave it to Gary. Gary said they were putting together a couple panels of 

students from that class and asked if I wanted to present. I was like, are you kidding, 

I’ve been a graduate student for only two months! But I thought it sounded like fun, 

and I’d literally never heard of academic conferences. So, my roommate and I got 

in a van, drove up to Minneapolis, and presented my paper. Well, I didn’t know 

how long a conference presentation was, and I didn’t have a laptop. So, I had printed 

off my twenty-page paper and was planning to read it. They said, no, it’s like a 

fifteen minute presentation, which is five or seven pages tops. So, there was I was 

the night before, in my hotel room, literally cutting my paper up, rearranging 

paragraphs, and taping them to hotel stationary just to be able to present. Then the 

next year, Gary asked me if I wanted to be an area chair. I was so honored and, 

looking back, I’m sure they needed a lot of area chairs, but I don’t think he would’ve 

asked if he didn’t think I could do it.  

 

The Importance of MPCA/ACA 

Gary Burns: I think the regional organizations provide a service to people who, 

for whatever reason, can’t come to the national conference or don’t want to – 

because it would cost too much money, or they don’t like to travel, or whatever. 

So, by having the regional associations, you have something for them to do, and 

then it serves as a kind of feeder system for the national. And not just for attendance. 

All the regional associations have their own organizational structure with officers 

and serving for them helps you learn how to run a conference. You become an 

officer in a regional organization and then, when it’s time, if there’s some need, 

you can serve at the national level.  
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Paul Booth: I think we could say that at this point, MPCA is proactive in creating 

this safer space for academic experiments. I think we all share a philosophy of 

throw spaghetti against the wall and see if it sticks. We are an incubator. We are a 

chance to try things out. 

Gary Burns: They say the states are the laboratory for American democracy, and 

I do think the regional associations might be viewed in the same way as laboratories 

for different ways to do things. The regionals have a great amount of independence 

which, sometimes, I know frustrated people in the national association. But the 

regionals have always served an experimental function. 

Lori Abels Scharenbroich: Gary recognized that it was important to start bringing 

in young scholars after those first several years. This was a man nearing the end of 

his teaching career, but he still had a healthy respect for young scholars and making 

sure they were included, and their voices heard. He really wanted to make sure that 

young people were involved as well.  

Timothy Scheurer: With Midwest, there was always this theme of people who 

were just kind of glad to be there. We had a lot of graduate students who were just 

cutting their teeth, and the last thing you want to do is sit up there and rake them 

over the coals on some petty point. I remember my very first presentation as a 

graduate student. My first paper presentation at a national meeting was on a panel 

called Unpopular Approaches to Popular Film. The room was packed, and I was 

ready to have somebody take my head off. I thought, oh, this is the way the rest of 

my academic career is going to go; I’m going to be in front of the firing squad. But 

then, at subsequent meetings I went to, there were more questions like “what do 

you think about so and so?” and “what do you think about this?” and “have you 

thought about this?” – but it wasn’t “Well, I don’t really agree with that point. I 

think you missed something vital.” The MPCA is particularly good at encouraging 

graduate students. I know that professional development has been a rather 

consistent area. 

Anthony Adah: There were two things that came out of my first MPCA attendance 

in 2009. One was that I decided to start an Indigenous Studies area that has been 

ongoing since and pulls in a large number of international participants, from Africa, 

Eastern Europe, and Australia and New Zealand. The second thing was at the 

general business meeting, the discussion was on membership numbers going down. 
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So, I’m listening to them, and I suggested opening more to graduate students by 

helping them publish with an in-house journal.2 

Darryl Clark: After my first presentation at MPCA was over, I walked up to Paul 

Booth, where I went, “Why isn’t there a dance area here?” He looked at me and 

goes, “Why don’t you make one?” And I said, “Well, okay, I will.” And he said, 

“Well, then, do it!” We’re just laughing all the time, and I went, “Wait! Did that 

just happen?” I went back to my university, and I was like, I think I just became the 

head of a dance area that I created. Yeah, I did that. It was fantastic that I just made 

that happen. And that’s one reason why I’ve been so into this organization: it 

doesn’t make scholarship something stodgy and privileged. It makes it something 

that is open to everyone to participate in and enjoy the results of their participation. 

To just to be able to like, walk up to the Vice-President of an organization and say 

something like that. I just don’t think I would have asked that question to anybody 

else that way. I know I wouldn’t have. I would be a little bit more restrained. 

Cortney Barko: Right from the beginning, at the registration desk, people seemed 

generally happy to see me. Lori and the other people she had at the registration 

desk, they greeted you; they smiled at you, and they answered questions that I had 

along the way. The first people I remember meeting when I got to the conference 

were super nice. And then in the panels – I’ve been in many MPCA panels at this 

point, and there’s always been a very collegial atmosphere. There’s always been a 

friendly person who’s panel chair, who welcomes and introduces you, and is even 

supportive of you throughout your presentation. And the discussions after you 

present a paper have always been really helpful and collegial as well.  

Darryl Clark: When I was on faculty at Missouri State, I tried to bring as many 

undergraduates in particular with me as I possibly could, especially those that were 

interested in doing research and those that were good writers and presenters. I 

wanted them to be able to take their ideas to the next level or present them to an 

audience of people who are interested in learning about something else. They need 

to learn the value of talking about their ideas, sharing their ideas with people who 

don’t know anything about their topic, and learning how they can be even better 

scholars by filling in those holes for people who are not dance practitioners. I feel 

like that happens there. It’s a great environment to do that in. 

Cortney Barko: As a graduate student, I really think you need that kind of extra 

support to get comfortable with presenting research. It was always just a very 

 
2 See the oral history on the PCSJ for more of this story. 



48  Oral Histories Bios 

welcoming group of people who legitimately wanted to be there to do good work. 

We genuinely care about the work we’re doing. We don’t get paid for what we do; 

we’re doing it because we legitimately care about the association. And that caring 

is really important in creating that welcoming environment, that sense of comfort 

and collegiality. That’s something that I think is rare in associations. I’ve presented 

my work at other conferences, both regional and national, and I’ve never felt that 

same sort of camaraderie as we have at MPCA. At other conferences, maybe you 

remember the location you went to, but at MPCA you remember the people, the 

conversations – you remember Brendan Riley in his regalia, collecting answer 

sheets from tables, and you remember sitting at the table with the keynote speaker 

who stayed after his presentation to take part in the quiz. I could sit in the hallway 

at any of those other conferences, and I don’t think anyone even talked to me.  

Gary Burns: It’s always friendly and synergistic. I have never felt welcome at 

some conferences, like NCA. That feeling is completely different at PCA, and even 

more so at the regionals. MPCA is one of the things that I look forward to every 

year. 

Timothy Scheurer: Ray’s whole thing was a kind of democratization. In some 

cases, it sort of bothered me that the MPCA paper submissions were on what 

seemed to be odd topics. But then you get to the presentation and it’s all fascinating. 

I do think national and especially the regional are good places for graduate students. 

Forty years in academia, and I have never attended a Modern Language Association 

meeting. And the only reason I ever went to a Conference on College Composition 

and Communication meeting is because I had to interview job candidates.  

Jennifer Dunn: In terms of popular culture scholarship, everybody’s at the in-

between, and so you get to meet so many different people that you can talk to about 

the in-between spaces and the intersecting spaces. There’s a lot more acceptance of 

work without having to define your disciplinary position. When I try to explain my 

research trajectory to someone in MPCA, they say it sounds like what they’ve done. 

I like that intersection. I like that acceptance and support of the work we do. 

Nick Bestor: A lot of these disciplinary boundaries feel kind of silly to me. They 

ultimately overly silo us off from each other. I wish I had been exposed to more 

overtly popular culture studies and scholars who do not identify themselves in a 

specific silo. I think if I could do it all over again, I would get a degree in popular 

culture studies. That history of at least American academia and its need to 

legitimize so as to pushback against people who question why we are spending 

money researching something. That kind of more binary thinking has been in place 
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for so long. I think younger scholars are much more embracing of the both/and, and 

being interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary. But popular culture studies, it’s all 

welcome to our field! That’s a problem of many academic fields needing to go 

through this process of defining, legitimizing, and then cordoning off and 

gatekeeping.  

Malynnda Johnson: This is a conference that I absolutely love. It is fun, and I love 

celebrating nerdy research. This is a conference where you can grow and celebrate 

being nerdy together, which I love. I love how open we are to cultivating and 

supporting young researchers and independent researchers that you definitely don’t 

see at other conferences. I think it’s a great opportunity for young scholars and 

people trying to get their feet in administration. I can cut my teeth on what it means 

to be area chair, an at-large member, and all these different positions.  

Nick Bestor: I don’t remember who exactly put the CFP in my mailbox, but I go 

an email specifically talking about how this conference has a tabletop game study 

area. And I was like, well, that’s a lot of what I do, so I submitted something from 

my dissertation. Especially as somebody who’s an outsider, like outside the 

geographical area, and for someone with my specific academic niche, I feel like 

MPCA is a great little conference. One of the things I really loved is how y’all have 

been so welcoming. You all sort of went out of your way to make me feel welcome. 

I had several reasons to feel like a bit of an outsider at my first MPCA, but it’s been 

such a welcoming conference to be a part of. Like, the very first year I was there, 

Paul Booth asked if I wanted to do an escape room with them – that was very nice, 

and I really appreciated it. There’s more room for actual human connections at a 

conference the scale of MPCA. 

Darryl Clark: You don’t get the same type of “reviewer number two” criticism 

that you might get in the more prestigious conferences. I think that’s part of the 

interesting thing about the PCA regions. At other associations, there was a certain 

amount of rigor that they wanted in their papers that people would present, and I 

realized that I wasn’t that type of scholar. I don’t think that that should hold a person 

back if they realized I don’t write that way. I don’t use that kind of language when 

I write. I don’t want to go down that road, or either. I don’t research that kind of 

way. I don’t use those words. I don’t use those phrases. Policing academic 

boundaries really does not make any sense. It just hurts the overall scholarship. 

People demoralize others for so many different reasons. But when academics do it 

to other academics, it’s just really sad, because it seems so antithetical to what 

academia is supposed to be. 
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Paul Booth: MPCA was very formative for how I view scholarship and academia. 

I have almost never, in twenty odd years of going to MPCA, witnessed any kind of 

one-upmanship or “this is more of a comment than a question” or just being 

aggressive to young scholars. Everything I have seen has been friendly, engaging, 

and there to support people. I felt that when I was there as a young scholar and 

didn’t know what I was doing. There were people who helped me. There’s the 

giving back part of it and wanting to continue to foster an environment that’s 

friendly to graduate students and empowers them, because it was for me. Unless 

I’m misremembering, I don’t think we’ve ever had formal conversations about this. 

I don’t recall ever in an executive meeting sitting there and saying, “How do we 

create an environment that is friendly to young scholars?” I think it’s just assumed. 

I think if it wasn’t happening we would rush to correct it. We try to be friendly and 

engaging, and we don’t try to make someone feel bad for not knowing something. 

MPCA is small enough that, like, we can do trivia together. Something that’s just 

kind of fun. It shows you that academia and the academic way of life doesn’t have 

to be a grind. There are pleasures to be had in the academic community. We just 

need to change some long-seated issues and adjust the paradigm to align with the 

world.  

Nick Bestor: Sometimes you see these talks at big flagship conferences where the 

person just published something and are reading a part of it. It’s like an ad for their 

book. As someone who is at a very different point in their research and career, I 

don’t know how helpful it is seeing someone present something that is fully formed. 

As someone who has struggled with the research side of academia lately, there’s 

something methodologically very nice about having that space for just sharing ideas 

and seeing how it connects. I really appreciate if anyone has any suggestions on 

something I’m missing – if there’s a bridge out there that I haven’t found in my 

research. I think I’ve always appreciated the more half-baked presentations. I 

always find they bring a really fun energy to the talk. 

 

The Future of the Association 

Lori Abels Scharenboich: There were points after Minneapolis when we had to 

ask the national for a loan, because we overspent at the hotel. We didn’t realize at 

the time that whenever someone presenting asked the hotel for help with the AV, 

the hotel would of course help, but did so without asking us if that was okay. So, 

we overran our bill quite a bit, and national bailed us out – never expecting us to 

pay them back. We tried, but they wouldn’t take our money. So, there were hard 
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days like that. And then we grew, and there were different challenges, such as the 

pandemic and that decision to go completely virtual – almost be bankrupted in 

2020. But I think what’s been great is that no one ever wanted to stop. No one ever 

thought, “Oh, maybe this organization has run its course.” We’ve always been 

creative enough to figure out how to roll with the times.  

Timothy Scheurer: Quite frankly I’ve been pleased to see that the national and 

regionals are still running. We had this debt initially, back in the 1970s, when Ray 

was getting the program started. I had a lot of confidence that Gary would get 

something up and running, and that he would make it a good organization. I just 

think it’s great that it’s still running. What I hear that MPCA is doing, that is 

essentially what I think needs to be done. I think it needs to be open. It needs to be 

very inclusive with a wide range of topics and people. We tried sometimes to reach 

out to high school teachers. We didn’t get a lot, but we had some dedicated ones 

who even presented sometimes. We even had a teacher one time who brought his 

students: it’s like an initiation, showing them what it’s like going into academia. I 

know you have enough to do without worrying about any more outreach, but 

perhaps think about doing that, especially in English and Social Studies 

departments. Just sending out notices, see if you have students who may be 

interested in attending. I would say that might be helpful in building up the future.  

Jennifer Dunn: I think one of the differences with MPCA is that you see a lot more 

students presenting – which you do see that at other conferences, but here I’ve seen 

full panels of student work, and I feel like that is really great to be able to give 

students that opportunity to be accepted and have that conference presentation 

experience. The flip side of that is some of them are not ready to present at a 

conference, and I wish there were more formative mechanisms to help them get 

better. Maybe area chairs can work to mentor students on emerging research and 

scholars’ panels, where an established scholar is there to observe and give feedback 

to support students.  

Anthony Adah: I had a special position where I was responsible for working with 

the winning graduate student paper to help them get it ready for publication. I don’t 

know anyone who does that right now. There’s no real communication with the 

student.  I think we should really take care to invite the person who is working with 

student papers to the Executive Council meetings. I think that person needs to be a 

little more central to the structure of the association. But we also need to rethink 

how to schedule student presentations. I try to come to the conference with people, 

and this year I came with three undergraduate students – three of the four at the 

conference. But they were all programmed in the same panel. They’re coming from 



52  Oral Histories Bios 

the same course, and most likely they would have heard some iteration of the 

papers. Why would they be in the same panel? Spread them out so they can interact 

and mingle with other people.  

Cortney Barko: I would like to see more people nominate themselves for open 

positions like for Vice President. I can’t recall a time when we’ve had any sort of 

large number of people who have either self-nominated or been nominated for those 

positions, and I would love to see new people come in and show interest in working 

in one of those positions. We need more people and new people to come into those 

roles and start taking positions in the Executive Council, because it’s so important 

to get in new people. I know we don’t get paid, but the perk is your 

professionalization and getting that experience serving on an executive council in 

a leadership role. 

Lori Abels Scharenbroich: I feel like we’ve always been a decently diverse group, 

but I think we can always do more. I feel like we used to have a bigger queer studies 

area, and that’s fallen off a bit. I’d like to bring that back. Sometimes it just depends 

on who’s part of the group; when you have someone who really spearheaded an 

area and they’re able to bring people along, well, when you lose them, it’s 

sometimes hard to retain that diversity. I think we do a really good job of being 

accepting to those that come, but what kind of outreach are we doing? We need to 

go out there seeking people rather than just welcoming who wants to come in. I 

would love to see our organization be able to say that we helped women’s and 

LGBTQ voices amplified in some way. I think that’s a great vision for the future. 

Paul Booth: I think right now we need to really innovate. We need to rethink what 

a conference looks like, because I don’t think we’re going to survive if we don’t. 

We’re doing okay. We are holding our own. We’re going to make it this year, but 

now every year feels like that. We’re non-profit, so we shouldn’t be raking in 

millions of dollars, but we do need to be sustainable. The audience for conferences 

is shifting, and I think we need to figure out a way to make our conference more 

hybrid. I don’t think we should go completely virtual, but I think we need to be 

hybrid.  

Nick Bestor: I wish conferences were more like workshops. Honestly, I think that 

would be a really great way to approach them. And, again, I think a smaller 

conference like MPCA is a great space for workshopping work in progress. It’s a 

specific mode of scholarly communication we can do. I really have come to hate 

when I go to a conference and all I’m doing is sitting there listening to someone 

talk about what they’ve done, and there’s no interaction. That’s a little why I have 
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liked virtual conferences, because I don’t have to physically go somewhere to listen 

to someone information dump on me. I can just listen or watch it online, which 

makes a lot more sense. But then you miss out on the networking and human 

connections side of things. So, perhaps we just need to question what is the point 

of a conference? I think at a larger scale, they can go virtual because they are more 

of a one-to-many style of communication: like, here I am, and here is the 

information I am bestowing on the world. I can just watch that on my computer at 

home. Whereas a smaller conference, like MPCA, if the presentation is more just 

an idea, we can help each other be more productive. That type of collaboration is 

what I imagine a conference could be. 
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How It All Began 

Gary Burns: Midwest PCA/ACA having a journal is something that I hoped would 

happen, but I never got around to it. It was always part of what I thought we should 

be doing. It’s kind of surprising, in retrospect, since MPCA started in 1973, making 

it one of the older regional organizations. And it was always viewed as one of the 

stronger ones, partly because it encompasses Bowling Green State University, 

Michigan State, and the Big Ten universities. But, as far as I know, there was not a 

MPCA journal until Popular Culture Studies Journal came out. Shortly after I 

stepped out of the Executive Secretary positions, others took on that task, and I’m 

glad they did. I was surprised it happened to fast.  

Lori Abels Scharenbroich: Gary Burns wanted a journal to go with the 

MPCA/ACA relaunch. But those conversations really didn’t start – at least as far 

as I know – until we probably had three or four years under our belt. Then he started 

getting serious about what that could be, what it could look like. Anthony Adah 

was one of the originals in that discussion and was very passionate about it.  

First issue: October 
2013

Editor: Bob Batchelor

Associate Editors: Norma Jones, 
Laureano Ralon

Contained 7 articles, 1 
interview, and 3 
reviews
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Paul Booth: I remember that we talked about doing a journal, but it felt like one of 

those conversations that we just always had at every meeting – and, yes, we should 

do that. It may be that both the Executive Council and Bob Batchelor had the idea 

simultaneously. Just a hallway conversation that becomes something more. That’s 

how these sorts of things happen. The idea of people just being able to come up 

with ideas and bringing them to the Execs and having those ideas realized. It’s one 

of the things I love about this conference; it’s almost entirely generated bottom-up. 

Kathleen Turner Ledgerwood: Around 2009 at a business meeting for members 

of MPCA/ACA, someone asked about starting a journal for the organization. At 

this point, a small taskforce was put together to look into and discuss the issue, and 

I was a member of this original taskforce. At this point, we started discussions about 

building an editorial board and how we might start and manage a journal.  

Angela Spence Nelson: Starting around 2010 there was a discussion about a 

journal, and it being online as opposed to being in print. Partly because we were 

thinking about the expenses at the time. I don’t remember a lot of conversation 

about starting a journal when I was MPCA President, but I felt it was a good idea, 

and I think most people felt that. Especially for it to be online and to not try to do 

anything print. I thought it was exciting. I mean, it seemed that the MPCA/ACA 

needed a journal, but perhaps one reason it didn’t was because of the association’s 

close relationship with Ray Browne and Bowling Green State University. I feel 

when you have a professional association with scholarly meetings, then there 

should be some scholarly publication, whether in print or online, that is tied to it.  

Cortney Barko: Even before I was Vice-President of MPCA I was hearing talk 

about a journal. It was exciting! I mean, it was a hopeful thing for a lot of people, 

and it was great seeing that the association was expanding in a way to include a 

journal. I remember a lot of people who were really glad to see that we were going 

in that direction. With it being part of the association, we were already invested in 

it being a success. We already knew something about it because we knew the people 

involved with it. So, the journal was seen as being a part of the MPCA team. When 

I was on the Executive Council, I remember we would talk about it in the meetings, 

and even though I wasn’t directly involved with the journal, I felt like I was invested 

in it by being a part of the association. I was invested in it being successful, even if 

I wasn’t directly involved. 

Anthony Adah: At a general MPCA business meeting, we were talking about 

membership numbers going down, so I suggested that one thing the association 

could do is open up a little bit to graduate students. I said if you are going to bring 



56  Oral Histories Bios 

in graduate students, maybe offer them an opportunity to publish with an in-house 

journal. With saying that, I learned that the association had been discussing a 

journal for years. I also was elected an At-Large Member and took on the 

responsibility of developing a journal. I took the idea to Intellect Books, who used 

to have a strong presence at the conference and was put in contact with one of their 

editors, James Cameron. The conversation took a while, with emails that went 

unanswered for long times due to their traveling to conferences. Eventually he 

suggested that for us to start a journal with Intellect Books, we would have to begin 

with a current journal they publish as a trial run before we could have our own title. 

We would have had to propose three special issues to demonstrate what the journal 

would be like. This process would have taken over three years. After which time, 

they would decide whether or not to take us on. So, it would have been more like a 

traditional journal, with a printed copy and everything. 

Kathleen Turner Ledgerwood: By 2012, we had made little headway on 

determining how to best start a journal from within the organization. Brendan Riley, 

the Executive Secretary at the time, asked Bob Batchelor if he would spearhead the 

effort as the journal’s editor. Thankfully, Bob agreed to get the journal started.  

Lori Abels Scharenboich: And then Bob Batchelor walked in – that was in 

Milwaukee in 2010, I think, that we met him for the first time. He was very 

interested in a journal and getting one off the ground. So, we brought him into the 

organization, and he had Norma Jones with him. She knew how to do all that, 

because by then Gary had stepped back from being Executive Secretary. Once Bob 

got a hold of it and really ran with it, that’s when it got off the ground. It took a few 

years, but he really helped lay and establish the groundwork for what the journal 

would become. 

Bob Batchelor: The idea of starting a journal had been kicking around for a while, 

even before I had joined MPCA. Brendan was Executive Director and Paul was 

president if I’m not mistaken. Paul may have been VP. There was a lot of 

enthusiasm, because we felt that the MPCA was Ray Browne’s homebase and that 

we had to attempt to fill his shoes. The leaders at that time knew I had a lot of 

experience in publishing, and I was searching for a big project to help out the 

organization. I had been one of the featured speakers at the Milwaukee MPCA 

meeting and really liked everyone (some I knew from PCA), so I got active quickly. 

The board set up a committee to look into setting up a journal but gave me a lot of 

leeway in pursuing the idea. I was on the Editorial Board for the Journal of Popular 

Culture (JPC), so I had that experience too and had spent a lot of time talking to 

Gary Hoppenstand and Kathy Merlock Jackson about their experiences. Gary 
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Burns was an unofficial advisor too since he had so much experience running 

MPCA and with journal publishing. 

Malynnda Johnson: I was at the table when they first started talking about a 

journal and if we should even do one. All of us were like, yes, absolutely. We talked 

about what it would look like, how we would put it together, how to handle 

submissions. It did kind of venture into a smaller group of people who had known 

each other long. They just had established history, and I was kind of the new kid 

going in. I thought it was a great idea, and I kind of felt a little bit like a puppy. I 

was like yes, this is a great idea, I want to help; I don’t know how to help, but I’m 

here to do the things; whatever you need to do, I’m happy to do it. So, for me, it 

was a lot of just sitting back, listening, learning how one starts a journal. It was a 

learning experience of how does this work, what are all the components you have 

to think about? I don’t think I contributed a whole lot to those early conversations, 

but I was willing and happy to help when I could. I thought it was a really great 

idea and a great opportunity for us to celebrate that scholarship. 

Kathleen Turner Ledgerwood: Bob started by turning our committee into an 

Editorial Advisory Board, and by bringing in a few new names to this board. He 

met with several publishers who at the time would only take on an organization’s 

academic journal if we agreed to publish six to eight issues a year. As Bob reached 

out to the editorial board, he thought this would be too big of an undertaking, and 

he suggested an open-access journal that MPCA/ACA would publish itself on our 

website. We agreed as a board that this seemed like the most reasonable option for 

an organization of our size, and so we turned to brainstorming names for the 

journal. We came up with several variations of possible titles using the words 

“popular culture” and finally decided on the Popular Culture Studies Journal in the 

early part of 2012. 

 

A Vision for a Journal 

Gary Burns: I was still thinking of a journal as a print publication, which would 

have been a big deal to set up, and a financial risk in some ways. It never would 

have occurred to me to do it as an online journal. Or, if it had occurred to me, I 

probably would have said we cannot do that and we need to have a print version. 

So, I think that’s part of the reason it didn’t happen sooner. Thankfully the people 

who actually ended up doing it didn’t have the same hang-ups I do. 



58  Oral Histories Bios 

Angela Spence Nelson: I remember we had good conversations about the scope of 

the journal, and I realized that we were doing something different, something new. 

That’s what I liked about it. 

Andrew Herrmann: It was born out of frustration we had. Bob and I had this 

running joke at the time that we were all publishing in the International Journal of 

Two Readers: one was the author, and one was the reviewer, and that was it. 

Everything else was behind a paywall. There was a bunch of us who had this little 

running joke, and it was borne out of frustration on the price of journals; like, 

sometimes you must pay thirty-five dollars for your own piece. 

Bob Batchelor: I thought we would go the traditional route of finding a journal 

publisher to put out a paper-based journal. I spoke to many, many companies, and 

it seemed we were moving fast with Intellect, though there were tons of paperwork 

and hoops to jump through. I don’t remember the spark, but I recall thinking, “why 

don't we just publish this ourselves?” We had all the professional experience with 

publishing and – at that time – people were about 50/50 on being “cutting edge” by 

doing it online/free versus the so-called “prestige” of publishing traditionally. My 

ideal/model journal was the Mailer Review, published by University of South 

Florida and edited by my mentor Phillip Sipiora, who I also used as a sounding 

board and advisor.  

I am not an “in the weeds” thinker, so I got a bunch of people who I knew I could 

count on to help me launch the first issue. Norma Jones was the first “draftee.” She 

is super smart and knows how to keep the wheels turning. My goal was to publish 

one big “annual” type journal just to get it done fast – also thinking that a (virtually) 

thick journal would catch people’s attention. The Editorial Board was basically 

scholars I knew from a number of disciplines, most with some connection to 

MCPA, but our goal was always to have a broader direction. I wanted to create a 

journal that would be as good as JPC but free to anyone who was interested enough 

to download the PDF. Brent Jones created our covers, which I thought were 

fantastic. He and Norma crafted them and made PCSJ really stick out versus most 

boring covers on most journals. They were so much more attractive than traditional 

journals that didn’t have the budgets to create something good – yet another reason 

to do this electronically. See, for example, Issue 3 with “The Thinker” holding a 

selfie stick. This still resonates today (maybe even more than 2015) and is just 

wonderful. 

We felt like renegades to some degree...kind of just doing what we always wanted 

to see in journals, particularly in making them potentially engaging for general 
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readers. For example, adding a feature interview with a big-time scholar, like 

Arthur Asa Berger or George Cheney...the kind of scholar who wasn’t a PCA 

member but had made huge contributions to popular culture and/or scholarship.  

Norma Jones: He wanted to be better. A journal that is open access and represents 

popular culture in terms of democracy and democratic principles. He also wanted 

it to look the part. I’m really lucky to have Brent as a creative helping us. Brent and 

I both have experience with getting things done quickly for productions. So, we 

kept in touch with Bob to create his vision. Actually, Bob mentioned that one of his 

biggest concerns was the production side, and luckily, we had the in-house 

talent/expertise to pull it off. Both Brent and I have been involved with professional 

productions. Between the two of us, we have maybe two to three decades of 

experience in interpreting what clients want and delivering in print or other media. 

I think in some ways we were different was in terms of look and feel. But isn’t that 

the point of popular culture? To break down traditional boundaries? I love our speed 

and vibe. I wonder how we might inform how other journals could be leaner and 

faster.    

Jennifer Dunn: Bob submitted a chapter for the first book I ever published, an 

edited volume on Mad Men. The book was published in 2012, and around then I 

went to my first MPCA where Bob was doing a publishing session. He started 

talking about his anti-journal journal on this panel with journal editors, talking 

about why his journal would be a great place for the future of publication. We then 

got to chatting afterward, and the next thing I knew I was getting a request to be the 

Reviews Editor for the journal. I wasn’t the Reviews Editor for the first volume, 

but I was for the second volume, when the reviews became fifty pages of the 

journal.  

By “anti-journal journal” – I mean, I don’t remember if Bob or Norma used that 

term exactly – it was the idea that people did not have a paywall between 

themselves and the publication. There wasn’t the same rigamarole. The JPC had a 

two-year backlog on publishing articles then. Bob wanted to make sure a peer-

review process happened, but he wanted it to be more cooperative. There was this 

attitude of being inclusive. Bob was kind of anti the established popular culture 

journals, their bureaucracy and backlog, and some of the barriers to publishing that 

aren’t official but just happen in that world.  

Anthony Adah: I thought the idea of an online, open access journal was great. 

When the committee to look into a journal started, that’s what we were hoping for. 

I thought it made things a little faster and that the reviewing process was probably 
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less expensive. The idea also makes the journal more useful for undergraduate and 

graduate students as both users and contributors. I think people also feel that it is 

somewhat more democratizing. There is a tendency to think of traditional journals 

as a little stuffy, even if they have quick turnaround time.  

Malynnda Johnson: It being online probably started with the financial 

consideration. Let’s try this out for a little bit, see how it goes, and then decide if 

we want to work with a bigger publisher. We initially decided to go online because 

publishing a physical copy is extremely expensive. Then that sparked some 

conversations of what are additional benefits to just having it online and open 

access? Rather than deal with who is going to publish this, what is it going to look 

like and so forth, we could just host it online and then we don’t have to deal with 

some of those considerations. 

Cortney Barko: It was a new thing, and it was a chance for us to potentially submit 

and have our research published in a journal where we didn’t feel alienated from. 

We could have a chance to submit our work to a journal we understood. A lot of 

times when popular culture scholars, experts in our fields, submit to journals, we 

think we have something great. Then the journal kicks it back to us and says 

something impersonal, very cold, even unfriendly. But part of MPCA’s culture is 

being a welcoming organization, and I feel like the journal is a very welcoming 

journal. It’s great to have that welcoming, open feeling associated with the journal 

just like it is with the association. 

Malynnda Johnson: The main idea was we wanted it to be accessible for young 

scholars. We wanted it to be accessible for anybody. We wanted a way that we can 

share this with everybody, no matter if they’re part of a university that has a library, 

whether they’re a part of a graduate school, or if they’re trying to figure this stuff 

out on their own. Let’s give everybody the opportunity to contribute and foster the 

type of community that we want to have.  

Paul Booth: When this started, I was a pre-tenure, assistant professor then who was 

stressed about getting tenure and needing to publish in good, peer-reviewed 

journals to get my name out there. So, at the time, it wasn’t a venue that I saw as 

something that I could publish in that would be helpful. Now I’m a full professor 

with tenure, and I no longer need to worry about where I publish, so the idea of 

open access is so much more appealing to me because I want people to read my 

work. I don’t want it to be locked behind a paywall. I want it to be out there. And I 

think my writing has changed to be more accessible, less jargony. But I do wonder 

if being open access is dependent on one’s positionality within academia. As a 
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graduate student, I would have loved it because any sort of publication is great. You 

just want to get your name out there. I would have loved it to help me find sources 

for my dissertation. But as an assistant professor, I was cautious.  

 

Volume 1, Numbers 1&2 

Kathleen Turner Ledgerwood: I was elected to the position of Executive Director 

for MPCA/ACA at the conference in 2012 when Brendan Riley stepped down. I 

took over officially in January of 2013, and Bob and I immediately started talking 

more about how we could implement the first journal issue and what that might 

look like. Bob really wanted to have two issues a year but pulling together the first 

issue was going to be very time intensive. Bob first set up an Editorial Advisory 

Board with a robust list of accomplished scholars who were engaging in popular 

culture studies across a variety of disciplines. Then we had to put together and 

disseminate the first call for papers for the journal, review them, and put together 

that first issue. We aimed to complete the first issue in time for the October 2013 

MPCA/ACA conference. As Bob and I corresponded over the summer months, it 

became clear that there were enough submissions for the first issue to put together 

a double issue. Bob brought so much publishing and editing experience with him, 

as well as a vast network of scholars that he had worked with over the years that he 

made getting submissions for the first issue effortless. 

Bob Batchelor: I also recruited some scholars or urged them to submit. I got to 

know a group of up-and-coming scholars who were doing interesting work and 

started to pull them into MPCA and PCA. I always felt there should be more 

crossover, especially with NCA and its regional groups, since we were all doing 

similar work, but their’s was considered more serious than ours. I felt we could help 

each other, and that the synergy had to come from individual member to individual 

member.  

Andrew Herrmann: When Bob told me he was going to launch this journal, I said 

it’s going to be a lot of work. He said, “well, I’m going to put together an editorial 

board; you want to be on it?” I said, sure, because I wouldn’t not want to be on it. 

And then he emails me, “Oh, so I want you to write. I want you to write a piece for 

the first volume. I want you to take autoethnography and popular culture and just 

write about them.” So, I did this little exploration of this alternative Christian New 

Wave punk band that I discovered when I was like fourteen years old, and how I 

had followed their trajectory all this time.  
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Jesse Kavadlo: I had co-edited a book with Bob, and so we were in touch. As I 

remember, he sent a message to some of the people he had collaborated with 

previously and said we’re launching this issue, do you have anything that you are 

working on you could submit. I had something I had been working on that I was 

trying to find the right place for it. I thought this journal could be the right thing at 

the right moment. Then he asked me to be on the advisory committee, so I started 

doing some peer reviews. Being more involved with the journal means I get to see 

it all the way through. Seeing the final version of it, you feel a little more connected 

to it. 

Kathleen Turner Ledgerwood: We still had a lot of work to do though as we put 

together our first issue. Bob emailed me in the early summer of 2012 saying that he 

brought on someone with “impeccable design skills.” This designer was Norma 

Jones, whose husband Brent Jones did the graphic design work for our first five 

volumes. Really, Norma Jones as a graduate student was a big part of the driving 

force that pulled the first volume of the journal together. As Bob was driving to the 

2013 conference in St. Louis, MO from Thiel University, Norma sent me the final 

journal volume to post on the website. Brian Ekdale, our webmaster, quickly 

created space for our first journal volume, and posted the journal to our website in 

time for the conference. We announced and happily handed out flyers and put up 

boards advertising our first volume at the 2013 conference. Many cliches spring to 

my mind as I think about that first journal being put together by volunteers and busy 

academics carving out time to make this a possibility. But I do know for certain that 

the first journal volume would not have been possible without Bob Batchelor and 

Norma Jones putting in so much time and effort to get the first volume ready to go 

and published. 

Norma Jones: I first heard of MPCA while in my doctoral program at Kent State 

University. Bob Batchelor was my advisor and mentor. He told me about his vision 

for the journal and I was immediately interested in helping him make that vision a 

reality. My mother started one of the first Chinese/English magazines and cable 

channels in the U.S. I learned how to layout and create published works from 

hanging out in her offices.  So, I asked Bob if I could draft a template for him, 

including a cover. The inside bits were fine, but my cover was horrible! It was a 

badly interpreted homage to Mondrian. I showed my husband/spouse/partner, 

Brent, and he pretty much took over covers from me. Bob liked it and added me on 

as an editor (I forgot the exact title). It reminded me a lot of helping Mom with her 

magazine or a production Brent or I run. Things come in, they need to go through 
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a process, then we need to figure out what goes out. We also need to be sure what 

goes out looks excellent. 

Kathleen Turner Ledgerwood: The next year, I joined the journal as an Associate 

Editor, in addition to my role for MPCA/ACA as Executive Director. The first five 

volumes became double issues because putting together a new journal is so time-

intensive, but we had a dedicated team of people to put these together. 

Andrew Herrmann: When it was actually finished and up online, I think I read 

the journal in one sitting all the way through, which is kind of a rarity, right? 

Because you’re not necessarily interested in all the topics that are in a journal. But 

here I’d gotten my eyeballs on a free popular culture academic journal. I read the 

whole issue in one night.  

Angela Spence Nelson: I was impressed when the first issue came out. Bob was 

good, prolific. I was excited. I was glad that it was done, and I’m glad that it’s still 

around after ten years. I suppose our viewpoints as academics and faculty members 

is to see the prestige of a university or academic press. But there’s still a hierarchy, 

and some attitudes have to be adjusted. Of course, you never pull everybody in for 

everything at the same time. 

Paul Booth: To be completely honest, I was unsure of its longevity. I didn’t know 

if my reaction was this old academic holdover, but I didn’t know if this kind of 

open access would have staying power. I thought it was a cool experiment that may 

or may not last. I’m happy to have been wrong. I’m happy that it has lasted, that 

there’s really good work in it, and that it’s doing new and interesting things. It’s 

playing with form 

Jesse Kavadlo: I’m in a good position being at Maryville University, which is not 

a Research 1 institution. I suspect that if I was at an R1 and had published an article 

in the first issue of a new journal that was online and open access, that it would not 

have counted for much. But my institution doesn’t care about that. They just like 

that I got any publication, and I like the idea that this article probably reached way 

more viewers than something behind a paywall or only as a print copy. I’m all for 

as much open access as possible, and in some ways the people who are at R1s have 

a little bit of a disadvantage. I imagine that other people really do feel some pressure 

to publish with a high index score. But I want to reach as many people as possible, 

and luckily my institution is not an obstacle. 

Cortney Barko: I think that first issue, and the ones that have come out since, have 

all been very representative of what MPCA is. MPCA is a very accessible 
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association, and what makes the journal accessible is it being open and online. That 

is very much in line with who we are as a group. The good work published in the 

journal is representative of the good work we see in our panels and presentations. 

The journal is a nice extension of the scholarship of the conference. 

Malynnda Johnson: After a while, the conversations about going to a traditional 

publisher just went away, when we saw that there are actually a lot of benefits to 

publishing online and open access. We just decided to keep doing it that way. 

Gary Burns: It’s a golden age of journal publishing right now. If you want to get 

something published, and it meets a certain standard of quality, then you’re going 

to be able to find someplace to publish it if you just keep at it. I think the 

proliferation of journals is so far a good thing. I don’t think we’ve reached the point 

yet of information overload or saturation.  

 

The Passing of Torches 

Jennifer Dunn: Bob and Norma’s anti-journal rhetoric set the stage for me. I took 

a page from their book that because we’re publishing online and didn’t have page 

restrictions, then I could be more open to what books we wanted to review. I started 

reaching out to various publications who had series related to popular culture. I 

introduced myself via email, gave them my mailing address, and said if you want 

us to review them, send them. At the conference I went to the publishers’ tables to 

see what they were carrying and would reach out to them as well. With my name 

out there, people started reaching out to me and asking if they could send me books. 

My attitude was to include all different things. I was getting philosophy in popular 

culture, media studies, critical cultural research, intersectional. I could find more 

diverse representation in the authors. I could worry less about page limits and more 

about finding people who could get the reviews done. And we started reviewing 

other things beyond popular culture studies books. Christopher Olson, the current 

Reviews Editor, wrote our first non-book review on the movie The Interview. We 

opened up reviews to be more than just books. But that presented its own problems. 

People wanted to turn in criticism and reviews that weren’t grounded in academia. 

That presented a little bit of a dilemma about how to be inclusive of different 

perspectives but still keep it academic?  

Kathleen Turner Ledgerwood: In 2016, Bob Batchelor stepped down as the 

journal editor and Norma Jones graciously stepped in as editor, so that MPCA/ACA 

could have time to put together a call for an editor and solicit nominations for the 
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next editor. In this time, Norma took us from one volume with a double issue a year 

to putting out at least two separate issues a year, and she ushered in an era of PCSJ 

soliciting special issues to expand our offerings. When Norma Jones became the 

Editor, Julia Largent gracefully stepped into the Managing Editor role, formalizing 

and changing protocols for PCSJ that launched the journal into a sustainable, new 

era. 

Norma Jones: I still miss him and his guidance. He was one of the first mentors I 

had in grad school that did not try to squash me. Grad school was interesting for 

me because I had a 15-year career running international businesses at the executive 

level. So, it was weird learning from people my age but with different professional 

experiences. He trusted me and Brent to carry out his vision. He was also one of 

the only people in grad school that pushed me ahead of himself to let me shine.    

Malynnda Johnson: When Jennifer Dunn needed someone to take over, because 

she had a lot going on with her actual career demanding more of her, she asked me 

if I would be willing to be Reviews Editor. I think I had just done a couple book 

reviews for her. So, she passed the torch. We did more popular culture reviews, and 

I wanted the reviews to deal more with pedagogical possibilities, like helping other 

people to know how to use popular culture texts in their teaching. I wanted the 

reviews to help people think about these texts in a different way. I wanted to give a 

space where we could talk and think about how to use these texts and artifacts in a 

different way, whether it was critiquing or using them as teaching tools. There are 

important conversations that take place outside of books, and critiques of society 

that take place in different types of media. So why not review these non-traditional 

texts as well? I did it for a couple years, and then I got to the same point of like I 

have other things I need to do. Christopher Olson had stepped in as my assistant 

editor, so I was like, “Hey, here you go.” 

Normal Jones: I continued onward, and it was great to learn how to run the back 

end of journals. When Bob left, folks were nice enough to let me finish his term. I 

especially enjoyed the special sections and issues that allowed us to explore out of 

the box thinking and stuff. Since I had experience hiring/firing/training 

international staff, the turnover was like any other. Bob let me create processes that 

we were able to carry over. I’m curious to see what you are doing now! 

Kathleen Turner Ledgerwood: PCSJ is now on our third journal Editor, 

CarrieLynn D. Reinhard, who has led the journal to gather even more special issues 

on a variety of subjects, has brought on more editor positions to help with the 

workload, and has initiated a variety of interviews and discussions to make the 
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scholarship in the journal more accessible and more public. These new mediums 

for sharing scholarship and popular culture studies have really expanded the scopes 

and helped expand the journal in new and exciting ways. 

My time working on PCSJ has meant so much to me as a scholar because I’ve 

worked with and met so many established scholars, and I’ve also met some of the 

most brilliant young scholars. Really this journal not only became an important 

publication from the Midwest regional PCA, but it has become a space for a wide 

variety of scholarship to bloom, for connections to be made, and most especially to 

highlight the contributions of student work and emerging scholars. It has been s 

privilege to see so many careers take off after publishing in PCSJ, to see the 

connections that people make, and to read so much popular culture scholarship in 

the 10 volumes of the journal’s publication. As we celebrate a decade of launching 

this independent, peer-reviewed, open-access journal, I cannot help but think of the 

great journal we started for MPCA/ACA and how far we have come. I am so 

grateful for all the people who have worked on the Editorial Advisory Board, who 

have worked as editors, reviewed submissions, and authored contributions in the 

journal. A journal is a team effort with strong leaders, and I’m fortunate to have 

spent so many years working with such talented scholars who remain so generous 

with their time.  

 

Looking Back to Look Forward 

Bob Batchelor: When I look back at the Table of Contents now, I see that there 

were a couple articles that developed into books. Another thing I was passionate 

about was creating an awards process to go along with the journal. Popular culture 

studies really lacks awards, say in relation to Comms associations and others, so 

we created this too.  

So, were there downfalls/shortcomings? Sure. I was way too busy to be running 

what was quickly becoming a full-time gig. Back then, most people weren’t as keen 

on self-care and those kinds of topics. I was struggling with some issues that forced 

me to put time and effort into other areas. I’m strong at getting big ideas off the 

ground and operable, as well as marketing and promotion. I’m not as good at low-

level tactics, which are so crucial. Plus, we didn’t have any software, etc., to run 

the system. Those existed, but we didn’t utilize them or investigate fully.  

And everyone else was just as busy, from the Editorial Board through the Associate 

and Assistant Editors I had. So, we didn’t initially get the Book Review section 
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where I wanted it, though Jennifer Dunn really made it better. We did some special 

sections, but I would have wanted to do more. We probably could have done more 

to market PCSJ better. I think the numbers were pretty good, but they could have 

been much better. I’m probably most proud of just the sheer number of pages we 

produced of high-quality work. The editorial team was really talented, and the 

Editorial Board was strong.  

I don’t really keep up with PCSJ enough to comment on what I would like to see. I 

think generically that popular culture studies is important in helping people get a 

better handle on their lives as citizens and humans. So, I would like PCSJ to 

continue delivering high quality work to audiences that desperately need the ability 

to think historically and with context about all the complexities of life today, from 

the things they spend their time watching to the way they determine political and 

societal choices.  

As founding editor, I’m happy that PCSJ continues to thrive. Congrats to you and 

the team that keeps it alive!  

Norma Jones: It was awesome. I felt that we created something special. I loved the 

look and feel of the piece. It reminded me of the work my mom did when she started 

one of the first bilingual magazines in the U.S. I really loved our look and feel. It 

just felt different. I also respected the push to make it open access. I felt that Bob’s 

vision reflected the democracy of popular culture. 

Nick Bestor: Especially with the way that the academic market is going, we’re 

probably going to see a lot more independent scholars. And for independent 

scholars, given the barriers to even get access to “official” journals – the 

moneymakers – I think an open access journal is a great venue. 

Gary Burns: I hope that at some point in the future the access to the journal will 

be more direct, via JSTOR or similar database. It needs to be in the world where 

people can find it and access it without just going to the website. I think it is not as 

widely known as it could be, so I hope that will change over time. I would like to 

see the journal get indexed in WorldCat so that it can become more widely known. 

Other than that, it’s just great what we’re doing.  

Paul Booth: I think the journal needs to be more well-known, but I don’t know 

how to do that. When there are students at the conference who are like, where am I 

going to publish – unless someone tells them about the journal, then they don’t 

know about it. I think that’s a big problem. And they’re probably flipsides of the 
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same coin. People know about the journal, or they know about the conference – but 

they don’t know about each of them.  

Malynnda Johnson: What we’ve been doing to cultivate and work with young 

scholars, I think, is something that can be our niche. Our area can be helping 

undergraduate and graduate students get their first publication. I know any time I 

talk to my students about their work and say, “Hey, this is publishable, you could 

keep working on it and get it published,” their eyes light up. The problem is, they 

don’t always know how to do that, and they don’t have the confidence – nor do 

they get the support from the bigger journals. Those journals don’t take the time to 

help them really hone and craft their writing.  

That’s something we have done, but I think it would be something that we could 

do even more of. Maybe by having a section of the journal dedicated to helping 

students with their writing. And the fact that we are willing to do that – maybe that’s 

the narrative that we need to make a little louder. We have people that are willing 

to work with you and take time to help you. We’re not going to just reject the work 

if there’s any nugget of something unique. No matter how much polishing it’s going 

to take, our goal is to help you.  

On the one hand, I think that is very good for cultivating a safer space for younger 

scholars. But then it does present the problem of how do we get taken seriously? 

And I guess, I don’t care. That’s the old guard. You can go find that elsewhere. But 

how are young people going to learn how to write like scholars and understand the 

publication process if they don’t have the opportunities to learn? 

We have enough journals, even in popular culture studies, and some are top-tier, 

high ranking journals. We’re not going to compete with them. In my opinion, I 

don’t see us wanting to. So why not be the journal in this area that helps, motivates, 

encourages, and mentors younger scholars? Let’s not wash away people’s passion 

for their work. 



Popular Culture Studies Journal 

Volume 10, Issue 2, Copyright ©2022 

 

69 

 

Oral Histories Bios 

 

ANTHONY ADAH is a Professor of Film Studies at Minnesota State University 

Moorhead. His teaching and research areas are African cinemas and Indigenous 

filmmaking in Australia, Canada, and Aotearoa/New Zealand. He has published in 

PostScript, Film Criticism, Intellectbook’s Journal of Media and Cultural Politics 

and he is currently editing a volume on the Family in African Film and Media. 

 

BOB BATCHELOR is a cultural historian and biographer. He has written 15 books, 

including Stan Lee: A Life and Roadhouse Blues: Morrison, the Doors, and the 

Death Days of the Sixties. He received his doctorate in Literature from the 

University of South Florida and taught at colleges in Florida, Ohio, Pennsylvania, 

and Vienna. He is currently Director, Public Relations and Publications at The 

Diversity Movement.  

 

CORTNEY BARKO is an Associate Professor of English at West Virginia 

University Institute of Technology. Cortney is currently the Immediate Past 

President of the MPCA and was President of the association from 2017-2019 and 

the Interim President from 2021-2022. She served as Vice President/President Elect 

of the MPCA from 2014-2016. Cortney received her PhD in English from Northern 

Illinois University in 2011, along with graduate certificates in Women’s Studies 

and Museum Studies.  Her monograph, Writers and Artists in Dialogue: Historical 

Fiction About Women Painters, was published in 2016 by Peter Lang Publishing. 

 

NICK BESTOR is a postdoctoral fellow in the Department of English at the 

University of Nevada – Reno. He received his doctorate in 2019 from the 

Department of Radio-Television-Film at the University of Texas – Austin. His 

research exists at the intersection of media studies, game studies, fan studies, and 

popular culture studies. 

 

PAUL BOOTH is a Professor at DePaul University. He first attended MPCA in 

2003 and has been back every year since. He served as MPCA/ACA President from 

2013-2016. 

 

GARY BURNS is a professor emeritus in the Communication Department at 

Northern Illinois University. He edits the journals Popular Music and Society and 



70  Oral Histories Bios 

Rock Music Studies (both with Thomas Kitts). He is the Historian of the Popular 

Culture Association, a former President of the American Culture Association, a 

former President of the Popular Culture Association, and a former Executive 

Secretary of the Midwest Popular Culture Association. He edited A Companion to 

Popular Culture (Wiley Blackwell, 2016). He has published articles in the Journal 

of Popular Film and Television, the Journal of American Culture, and the Journal 

of Popular Culture. 

 

DARRYL KENT CLARK brings a total of over forty years’ experience as a dancer, 

actor, choreographer, director and teacher to his position as Assistant Professor of 

Musical Theater Dance at Southern Illinois University – Carbondale.  His 

performance credits include stints with Princess Cruises, Sesame Street Live!, 

Zyngara Performance Troupe and Concert Dance, Inc. He has taught many forms 

of theatrical dance at Missouri State University, Western Carolina University, 

SUNY College at Brockport and the University of Amsterdam as well as at studios 

in the USA and the Netherlands.     

 

JENNIFER C. DUNN is a professor of rhetoric and public culture at Dominican 

University. She served as the Reviews Editor of The Popular Culture Studies 

Journal from 2014-2016. Her research focuses on the intersections of gender, 

rhetoric, popular culture, and media. One of her co-authored articles, "Becoming 

"Boss" in La reina del sur: negotiating gender in a narcotelenovela," appears in the 

third volume of the journal (2015). This piece demonstrates her focus on 

intersecting identities, media representation, and the roles of the medium, form, and 

text in constructing meaning as does her most recent co-authored article, "Why are 

you just watching?: polyvalent Korean spectatorship and critical western 

spectatorship in Squid Game" (Communication, Culture, & Critique, October 

2022).   

 

ANDREW F. HERRMANN is Associate Professor of Communication Studies at 

East Tennessee State University. He studies identity, narrative, and power at the 

intersections of organizational, occupational, and popular culture contexts. He is a 

founding co-editor of the Journal of Autoethnography, edited the award-winning 

Routledge International Handbook of Organizational Autoethnography, and 

authored Organizational Communication Approaches to the Works of Joss 
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Whedon. He is also the co-editor of the Communication Perspectives on Popular 

Culture book series.  

 

MALYNNDA JOHNSON is an associate professor in the department of 

communication teaching mostly in the areas of health communication and media 

studies. She completed her PhD in 2012 at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. 

For 15 years most of Dr. Johnson’s research centered on how media shapes our 

perceptions and understanding of health topics such as HIV and STIs. She has 

written two books on media representations of health topics including one on HIV 

and the other on neurodiversity and mental health. 

 

NORMA JONES is an accomplished author, editor, and educator with a diverse 

background spanning across areas including academia, energy, legal, law 

enforcement, international business, and multimedia entertainment/advertising 

environments. She is unique because Norma combines her academic experience 

with her executive-level corporate expertise.  

 

JESSE KAVADLO is a Professor of English and the Director of the Center for 

Teaching and Learning at Maryville University of St. Louis, where he teaches 

classes on 20th and 21st century literature, monsters, superheroes, and rock & roll, 

among other things. He is the author of Don DeLillo: Balance at the Edge of Belief 

and American Popular Culture in the Era of Terror: Falling Skies, Dark Knights 

Rising, and Collapsing Cultures, as well as the co-editor (with Bob Batchelor) of 

Michael Chabon’s America: Magical Words, Secret Worlds, and Sacred Spaces, 

the editor of Don DeLillo in Context, and President of the Don DeLillo Society.  

 

JULIA E. LARGENT KUTTLER is an Assistant Professor of Communication at 

McPherson College in McPherson, Kansas. She graduated with her Ph.D. in Media 

and Communication from Bowling Green State University in August 2017. In 

2019, she was elected as the Vice President/President-Elect, and transitioned 

into the role of President in 2022. She also served as the Managing Editor of 

PCSJ from January 2017 through October 2022.  

 

KATHLEEN TURNER LEDGERWOOD is Assistant Professor of English and 

Writing Area Coordinator at Lincoln University in Missouri. She was Executive 

Secretary for MPCA from 2013-2018. She researches popular media relationships 
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between literature, film, and television. Kathleen has loved getting lost in narratives 

for as long as she can remember, and now she just feels privileged to indulge in the 

worlds she loves and call it work.  

 

ANGELA SPENCE NELSON is an Associate Professor in the School of Cultural 

and Critical Studies at Bowling Green State University. Her teaching and research 

focuses on Black cultural production and popular culture, including the 

intersections of aesthetics, gender, race, performance, and religion within and 

surrounding African-American music, stage plays, comic art and television.  

 

BRENDAN RILEY is an Associate Professor in the Department of English and 

Creative Writing at Columbia College Chicago, where he teaches about 

Rhetoric/Composition, Literature, and Media Studies, including courses on 

Zombies and Board Games. He's written articles about comic books, detective 

fiction, zombies, and more, and he published a monograph, The Digital Age 

Detective (2017, McFarland). Brendan is also the MPCA Tabletop and Role-

Playing Games area chair. Last, he co-designed the board games Titania Ascending 

and Bigfoot: Roll & Smash, and he records Pick Up & Deliver, a board game 

podcast currently in its fifth season. 

 

LORI ABELS SCHARENBROICH is owner and founder of West Shore 

Marketing, which specializes in brand strategy, digital marketing, content creation, 

and event planning for small businesses and non-profit organizations. After 

receiving an M.A. in Communication Studies from Northern Illinois University, 

she has worked for various marketing and content strategy firms before founding 

her own. She was the MPCA/ACA Conference Coordinator from 2001 to 2022. 

 

TIMOTHY SCHEURER received his Ph.D. from Bowling Green State University. 

He has taught literature and popular culture courses and is the author of Music and 

Mythmaking in Film Genre and the Role of the Composer and Born in the U.S.A.: 

The Myth of America in Popular Music from Colonial Times to the Present. He’s 

published articles on a popular music, film, TV, and literature. He serves on the 

editorial boards of Popular Music and Society and The Journal of Popular Film 

and Television and is a past president of the American Culture Association and the 

Midwest Popular Culture Association. 
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The History of MPCA/ACA in Pictures 

 

1973 MPCA/ACA Conference Program Cover and Sessions 
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1975 MPCA/ACA Conference Program Cover and Executive Council 
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1996 MPCA/ACA Conference Program Cover and Executive Council 
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1997 MPCA/ACA Conference Program Cover (Last continuous 

conference until 2002 relaunch) 
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1997 MPCA/ACA Conference Executive Council (Last continuous 

conference until 2002 relaunch) 

 



78  Photo Collage 

 

 

2002 MPCA/ACA Conference Program Cover (First conference after 

relaunch) 
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Darryl Clark and Janet Schroeder 

Jennifer Farrell and Cortney Barko 

John Dowell The Lanyards! 

Malynnda Johnson and Paul Booth 

Julia Largent Kuttler, Malynnda Johnson, 

Shanna Gilkeson, Pam Wicks (left to right) 
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Scott Owen Chappuis 

Julia Largent Kuttler 

and Ashley Donnelly 

Christopher J. Olson CarrieLynn D. Reinhard 

Figure 1 City Museum, St. Louis, Missouri City Museum, St. Louis, Missouri 
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2013 Cover for the First Issue of the Popular Culture Studies Journal 
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Polling Popular Culture Scholars 

 

 

What advice 
would you 
give people 
interested in 
studying 
popular 
culture?

Racquel Gates (Associate Professor of Film, 
Columbia University): “Study what you love 
instead of what you hate. Don't choose a 
topic because you think that it has cache in 
the field. What's "hot" is temporary, and in 
the end, only your passion for the work will 
keep you intellectually curious and motivated 
to keep going.”

What advice 
would you 
give people 
interested in 
studying 
popular 
culture?

Carlos Tkacz (PhD Student in Literature, 
UNLV): "Remember to have fun with it! 
That's not to say it isn't serious and isn't 
worthy of serious consideration, but 
there is a place for fun in the work."
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What have you 
appreciated the 
most about 
MPCA?

Trinidad Linares (Library Associate, Music Library & Bill Schurk 
Sound Archives, Jerome Library, Bowling Green State University): 
“Midwest Popular Culture/American Culture Conference has 
been a great experience. I started out as a grad student visiting 
the conference. I have been able to serve as Area Chair for 9/11 
in Popular Culture and Subculture. I have also reviewed for the 
Popular Culture Studies Journal. This year I have had the 
opportunity to chair two panels. The presentations are just as 
meaningful, but the whole conference feels less overwhelming 
than the National PCA/ACA. What I learn here has informed my 
work in academia.”

What 
would 
you like to 
see more 
of at 
MPCA?

Anonymous: “More activity like poetry 
slams, short original films, mini-
performances that could run the gamut 
from improv to dance flash mobs.”
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On Communicating Arguments 
 

MALYNNDA JOHNSON 

 

I like the idea of the Popular Culture Studies Journal being a place that helps 

encourage and cultivate the idea that undergraduate and graduate students could be 

scholars. That they could start and contribute to conversations on popular culture. 

That is what popular culture studies should be: critical discussions on why popular 

culture texts and practices are important for what they say about society and how 

they shape society.  

For that deep discussion, you need to start with being critical and having a space 

to do that. That space is needs to encourage students to be willing to fail. You cannot 

be afraid to be wrong. You will never get everyone to agree with you, but that is 

not the point. I tell my students all the time that I like your viewpoint, even when it 

is different from mine.  

The point is to explain to me why that was the best choice. Why is your 

viewpoint important? Why is your conclusion worth my knowing? Because you 

telling me this is what you did, and not giving me any kind of argument to justify 

what you did, that is the problem. Not your having a different argument than mine. 

The problem is not knowing how to state, build, and organize your argument to 

communicate your viewpoint. To give us something to have a conversation about. 

For example, one day in my media and society class, we were looking at the 

history of media technologies and the advancement from print and chemical to 

electronic and digital. And I asked them to tell me which of these categories was 

the most important and made the biggest impact on society. So many of the students 

just picked digital. I said, okay, let's talk about this. Can you have any of this digital 

without electricity? Without the computer being created? But can you have any of 

that without print? Can you really say one or the other? Then, what if we frame the 

question as which is the most important for mass communication: is it print, or is it 

photography and the chemical processes?  

Overall, I was trying to make the point that all of them were correct because it 

depends on the insight, where they are coming from, and how they present their 

argument for their insight. That is something I try and foster in every class. I want 

you to think about this from your unique perspective, and my job is not to tell you 

what to think. It is to help you create and support your argument. Then, when people 
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do come at you and say, “Well, but what about this?” – then you are able to stand 

where you are and support your insight. It is your unique perspective; not everyone 

will agree with it, but you cannot worry about that. You cannot control that. All you 

can control is how well you craft and communicate your argument. Most popular 

culture scholars are going to want to hear your unique perspective. Your insight is 

not the same as mine; and I did not think about that popular culture that way, so let 

me hear more about that. Then we can actually have conversations.  

But instructors and established popular culture scholars do not teach enough 

that it is okay to be wrong. It is okay to have a different viewpoint, and for us to 

look at this or that popular culture artifact from two different sides and see it from 

two different ways. Popular culture studies is all about how you are seeing the 

world. Keeping that in mind, we can have a conversation about the argument that 

you make and support, and you also need to make sure that you are listening to 

other people's viewpoints to have those discussions. 

This journal can help foster that sensibility by being a safer space to recognize 

that no one viewpoint is right or wrong. That in popular culture analysis there will 

always be a different viewpoint from your own. It is not about being right, but it is 

about having viewpoints, making arguments, and impacting the conversation. 

When it comes to writing, to communicate your argument, you do not need to 

preview the argument. Do not tell me what this paper will do – just do it. I do not 

need you to say “in my opinion” and “I think” – I know these thoughts and opinions 

are yours because you are the one communicating your argument. The key is to 

clearly convey that this is your argument. Support your argument with literature, 

theory, and original research, but always remember that what you are writing is 

your argument. Do not tell me this is your argument: show me this is your argument 

and that it is important for me to read. 

In your first drafts, just get all your ideas out. Dump all your ideas in your 

writing and then step back to see what you actually have. Then reorganize them. 

Pretend you are explaining your ideas to your family and friends who do not have 

as much academic experience as you do. How would you present and explain your 

argument so that they could understand it? Write it in first person if that helps you 

explain yourself. But then let it sit before returning to it, sentence by sentence, to 

make sure you only have what you really need to clearly convey your ideas. You 

should be able to justify each sentence as important to what you are trying to argue.  

If you cannot justify a sentence, then take it out. 
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This is your popular culture as much as it is mine. Help me understand your 

argument, your viewpoint, and your experience of it. 
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On Becoming Inter-Multi-Transdisciplinary 
 

CARRIELYNN D. REINHARD 

 

I had always thought of myself as being in the clan of social constructivists due to 

my interest in identity formation, symbolic interactionism, psychoanalysis, and 

socio-cognitive psychology. I first became interested in communication based on 

the idea that meaning is not locked into a solid relationship with some objective 

state or entity. Instead, it is socially constructed, fluid, and can be different to 

different people. What I call a “chair” is based on my experiences with objects 

others have called “chairs,” and thus my conceptualization of the object “chair” 

may be entirely different from others’ conceptualization, and yet we all agree on 

the word-object link because we communicate with each other. Semiotics makes 

the world go ‘round. 

When I first heard that as an undergraduate, I leapt from pre-med to 

communication studies. I still feel a special kinship with this idea of the social 

construction of meaning. However, I cannot label myself solely as a constructivist 

– nor could I associate myself with any one discipline. I see them all as 

interconnected, some maybe more apt than others given specific circumstances, but 

all very useful as one attempts to understand the nature and identity(s) of humans, 

their interrelationships and actions, and the systems and networks in which they 

find themselves. This is not to be wishy-washy or to be criticized for lacking any 

allegiance and alignment. Especially for popular culture studies, I believe that all 

disciplines are welcomed and necessary. 

Indeed, I also see the place for positivist ideas. While science facts can be 

largely socially constructed (again, because they are communicated through a 

language that is itself a set of agreed upon meanings and thus not truly reflective of 

an objective reality), it is difficult to argue that there is not a truly physical presence 

that is not just our interpretation of it. Gravity exists, regardless of whether we agree 

on it; only our understanding of gravity is socially constructed, and highly subject 

to change should a new way of measuring it be agreed upon. DNA is DNA and is 

not subject to the problems of fluid and unfixed identities in the same way as the 

organism it created. Humans have heartbeats, neural pathways, and digestive 

systems; all biological functions not in need of emancipation, although how our 

medical professionals engage with them may require such liberation. Yet a human 
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is more than just a sum of its chemical, biological, and physical sciences. From a 

human’s thoughts to a human’s interactions with others, at both micro and macro 

levels, it becomes increasingly difficult to understand humans by simply measuring 

them with technological gadgets and fancy scales based on questionable reliability 

and validity testing. 

Does that mean non-positivist assumptions are best suited for studying humans 

and their idiosyncrasies, as some qualitative researchers have insisted? I don’t 

believe that any more than I believe qualitative and quantitative should be rivals; 

that if one is qualitative, one must also be anti-quantitative, as we are sometimes 

made out to be. Every ontology, epistemology, and methodology have their 

strengths and weaknesses, just like every research method is good in some 

circumstances and less so in others.  

At the foundation of my “system of knowing” lies the importance of 

understanding how humans interpret themselves, their surroundings, the people 

they engage with, or any other phenomena. To understand their interpretations 

requires an understanding of how this interpretation is constructed: how sense and 

meaning are made and then utilized by the human in this process of interpretation. 

Now, there may be occasions (which are more common than not) where the power 

structures in which this process of interpretation occurs need to be explored; both 

as an external observer imparting my own interpretations unto this relationship, and 

as an internal investigator, in dialogue with the human to understand their 

construction and interpretation of this power structure. Whenever possible, to truly 

understand the dynamics of power structures, a combination of this external 

observation and internal investigation should occur simultaneously, perhaps to the 

extent that one’s observations are shared and discussed with the human, for the dual 

purpose of understanding and emancipation.  

So how does a researcher know that what is characterized in their analysis is a 

valid representation of what exists? The part of me that favors objectivity and 

neutrality is at war with the other part of me that realizes such is not possible when 

it comes to humans. It may not be possible with any phenomenon, as the famous 

quote says that just by observing an atom, one inherently changes it. The same is 

true for cinéma vérité. Even though it claims to be a recounting of life as it unfolds, 

the very fact that the camera must be pointed somewhere means that everything 

else occurring around it is not being captured. The camera is being selective in what 

is to be recorded, and any claims for objectivity are lost at this point. However, 

acknowledging both the informant’s and the researcher’s subjectivity and 
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disavowing the concepts of objectivity and neutrality is also a slippery proposition. 

How can one be certain that the interpretation of an interpretation is a valid 

interpretation? Is it even possible to truly know another’s perspective unless one 

can find a door into the subject’s subconscious and literally interact with that 

person’s life as that person, a la Being John Malkovich?  

The only way I can personally resolve this problem is by incorporating a level 

of triangulation into research, at all levels of the pursuit of knowledge. This goes 

for more positivistic approaches to the world as well. The best way to understand 

an atom is to throw it into interactions with other atoms, to try out a combination 

of scenarios and glean bits of data from each scenario. Bounce a neutrino off gold, 

what happens? How about helium? Pass it through an electromagnetic field? Or in 

absolute zero conditions? Each new way of measuring, of theorizing, the nature of 

the atom can reveal new information. When this new information is put together, 

then the picture will emerge, slowly and surely, and in such a fashion that it may 

be possible to reliably replicate each scenario. 

The same can go for human behavior: to truly know a human, you must observe 

and interact with that human in a variety of situations and measure this human with 

a variety of tools. Perhaps in situation A, biology takes precedence, while in 

situation B, the human’s identity as being a bisexual African American woman will 

have more impact in determining their attitudes, cognitions, affections, and 

behaviors. Yet how can one know or even predict this human unless the subtleties 

and complexities are understood? I agree wholeheartedly that quantitative science 

with its reliance on statistics is applicable to a collective mass only. In those 

instances, when a human deems it necessary to act like the collective, then those 

statistics are probably a valid way of understanding a human. In the instances when 

a human’s individual differences, be they biologically or socioculturally 

determined, matter more, then statistics do not matter, and one must engage in more 

ways of theorizing and measuring a person. Then, just to complicate and make it 

fun, all these quantitative and qualitative scenarios need to be combined to 

understand that person, to gain a more valid insight into the human as a being, 

doing, feeling, perceiving individual. 

Knowledge is too complex to be gathered all at once in one fell swoop and claim 

that one has a valid understanding of some phenomenon. No one way of theorizing 

and measuring a human, or any phenomenon for that matter, will accurately 

represent the “truth” of that entity. Yet there is truth out there, lest one wishes to 
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engage in a sort of nihilism and claim nothing exists, that the world is merely the 

construction of a dreamer. 

Can a critical scholar, a post-structuralist, a phenomenologist, or a statistician 

claim to have the only valid way of representing something? Alone, no, I don’t 

believe so. Can combining all their epistemologies and methodologies claim such 

representational power? Perhaps, but there is always the possibility that such 

combined power will still not account for everything. Science, what it is and the 

way of conducting it, is constantly in motion, and this fluidity renders it akin to the 

very same entities it strives so hard to understand. Essentially then, when it comes 

to humans’ actions and interactions, I can absolutely see how blending all the 

quantitative and qualitative schools together can produce a greater means for 

understanding humans. 
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David Fincher’s Alien3 reintroduces characters from the classic films, highlighting 

gender dichotomies but also emphasizing the queer. Crash landing on the all-male, 

prison-planet Fiorina 161, Ellen Ripley (Sigourney Weaver) awakens to the loss of 

her fellow survivors from Aliens. While connecting physically and emotionally 

with the prison medical officer, Jonathan Clemens (Charles Dance), Ripley 

recovers from her crash and discovers a xenomorph is loose on the planet. She must 

convince the inmates and warden (Brian Glover) of the threat of the alien and rally 

them to fight it. In the process, Ripley discovers that she is carrying the embryo of 

a xenomorph queen. Considering the film’s negative reception by critics, it is 

unsurprising that while plenty of scholarship exists regarding the Alien franchise, 

Fincher’s contribution is comparatively less written about. Much of the critique that 

has been done of this film uses feminist theories to understand Ripley’s role on the 

all-male planet as woman, abject, and potential mother. Such interpretations tend 

toward heteronormativity as the lens through which the film is explained. In 

focusing on the xenomorph rather than primarily on Ripley and using a queer 

ecocritical lens, the film presents a breakdown of heteronormativity and 

human/non-human hierarchies while opening new possibilities of what it means to 

be human. 

In this paper, I first examine the ways in which Fincher’s xenomorph 

destabilizes the “natural” order of things as they appear on the surface in favor of 

queer interconnectivity that is exemplified through the breakdown of the species 

hierarchy which traditionally places humans at the top. Next, I detail the ways in 

which the androids function similarly to break down the human and non-human 
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divide by appearing as what Timothy Morton describes as strange strangers, 

uncanny in their similarities and familiar in their differences. The depiction of the 

humans in Fincher’s film, as they are framed through juxtaposition with the 

androids, is one of imperfection and flawed genetics – again upending the species 

hierarchy. Finally, I analyze the births and deaths in the film through a queer lens. 

Ripley is reborn through the crash at the beginning of the film; she is now as much 

a product of the alien as the alien is a product of her. The xenomorphs also provide 

us with multiple queer deaths, the death of heteronormative patriarchal symbols, 

including Clemens, and Ripley herself at the end. The very nature of the film’s 

placement in a series evokes production and reproduction. Fincher’s contribution 

to the Alien series is a love letter to the xenomorph, the superscript in the title not 

calling to mind a mathematical equation, but its other, less commonly used, 

definition – an epistolary addressee, a superscription. In contributing to the 

narratives of the previous Alien films as envisioned by two different directors, 

Fincher is engaging in reproduction outside of the heteronormative structures, 

creating a child, both the film and the xenomorph, that adds new vision and possible 

futures to the Alien universe. 

However, before jumping into my analysis of the film, it is important to briefly 

explain the links between aliens and queerness, and queerness and ecology. 

Alienness and queerness are often read together as co-suggestive of Otherness. 

Tracing first the racist history of science fiction’s depictions of aliens, in “Some 

Things We Know about Aliens” Istvan Csicsery-Ronay, Jr. argues that “Aliens are 

by definition queers. Since they appear almost exclusively from the normative point 

of view of the heroes of technoscientific adventure, their difference is excessive 

and non-functional by default” (14). While this view at least hints at the idea that 

the queerness of aliens might be culturally constructed, other scholars base alien 

queerness in biological frameworks. In his article “Mutations and Metamorphoses: 

Body Horror is Biological Horror,” Ronald Allan Lopez Cruz, with the xenomorph 

as an example, argues “certain staples of body horror [are] working on the 

frightening aspects of sexual selection” (162). In other words, Cruz’s claim rests on 

the assumption that the xenomorph is horrific because of its “unnatural” hybrid 

reproduction. Each of these claims, and others like them, are rooted in naturalized 

heteronormativity and gender categories. Examining Alien3’s xenomorph through 

a queer ecological lens troubles these categories of gender and 

natural/unnaturalness. 
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Theories of queer ecologies, as the name suggests, look not just at sex and 

gender or nature but how these function interrelatedly. Defined in the introduction 

to Queer Ecologies: Sex Nature, Politics and Desire, edited by Catriona Mortimer-

Sandilands and Bruce Erickson, questions of queer ecologies are “oriented to 

probing and challenging the biopolitical knots through which both historical and 

current relations of sexualities and environments meet and inform one another” (5). 

Such questions can take many forms, some of which include interrogating 

environmental policies, the naturalization of sex categories, and hierarchies 

between species, sexualities, and genders. Working toward these ends, Timothy 

Morton postulates in a PMLA guest column that, “Queer ecology requires a 

vocabulary envisioning this liquid life. I propose that life-forms constitute a mesh, 

a nontotalizable, open-ended concatenation of interrelations that blur and confound 

boundaries at practically any level: between species, between the living and the 

nonliving, between organism and environment” (275-6). A queer ecological 

reading then, is concerned with re/denaturalizing and broadening the scope of what 

it means to be human – without reinscribing the binaries and borders that create 

rifts between living species and the living and non-living environment. 

Much of the analysis that I conduct in this article lives where the borders of 

queer ecological theories and critical animal studies touch. While I engage more 

closely with theories of queer ecology, my argument touches on concepts of 

speciesism and cross-species boundary dissolving that are also discussed by critical 

animal studies scholars. As is pointed out by Erika Cudworth in her chapter 

“Beyond Speciesism,” many critical animal scholars are concerned with redefining 

the boundaries between species. The debate focuses heavily on policies regarding 

animal rights and determining “‘which’ other animals count as ethical subjects” 

(25). While this approach may be useful in a pragmatic legal or sociological sense, 

it continues to uphold a hierarchical structure, steeped in anthropocentrism, which 

values some species above others. The queer ecological lens, in contrast, works to 

unsettle and eventually displace such a hierarchy entirely.  

Amongst the many interpretations of the Alien3 film most focus on the gender 

binary, highlighting the feminine abject, without questioning the categories 

themselves. In Lisa Purse’s article “Square Jawed Strength,” Ellen Ripley is 

identified as the model for the archetypal hypermasculine female action hero that 

is perpetuated especially in astronaut movies. Louise Speed highlights the ways in 

which Ripley, the only female on a prison planet, is Othered and positioned in the 

film as abject. Speed draws attention to the gendered difference set up in the film, 
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arguing that Ripley, and thus the female body, signify monstrous reproduction. 

While such readings to lend to a critique of postmodern society, they continue to 

uphold gendered binaries. A queer reading of the film, instead, shows the potential 

futures that Fincher’s film enables. 

In this vein, I would like to highlight Brenda M. Boyle’s article “Monstrous 

Bodies, Monstrous Sex: Queering Alien Resurrection” as a key part of the 

genealogy of texts that I am working from in this paper. Boyle reads the fourth film 

in the Alien franchise drawing on queer theories such as Jack Halberstam’s 

identification of the postmodern monster, Gloria Anzaldua’s call to be tolerant of 

ambiguity, and cultural theorist Jeffrey Jerome Cohen’s treatment of the monster 

as a culture-revealing subject. Boyle thus argues that the xenomorph of the fourth 

film is “a queer cultural product, not a deviation from culture” (161). Further, Boyle 

aims to “free us from reading Ripley and the Alien series only in terms of 

heteronormative sexualities and reproduction” (161). Though the theorists that I 

draw most heavily from differ, I aim to continue this reading backwards in the 

series. Whereas Boyle suggests that Alien3 is still bounded by the heteronormative, 

I suggest that Fincher’s breakdown and final erasure of these boundaries and 

hierarchies is exactly what makes Boyle’s queer reading of the fourth film possible. 

The very nature of the film’s placement in a series evokes production and 

reproduction. In his book On Film, Stephen Mulhall suggests that “Fincher’s 

primary preoccupation as a director is with closure” (93), reading the confinement 

of the alien and enclosure of the prisoners as means to this end, and further 

interpreting the superscripted 3 in the title as a cube that also encloses. However, 

this reading presumes a heteronormative (re)production in which Fincher’s film is 

the last of the series. Rather, I argue, Fincher’s contribution to the Alien series is a 

love letter to the xenomorph, the superscript in the title not calling to mind a 

mathematical equation, but its other, less commonly used, definition – an epistolary 

addressee, a superscription. In contributing to the narratives of the previous Alien 

films as envisioned by two different directors, Fincher is engaging in reproduction 

outside of the heteronormative structures, creating a child – both the film and the 

xenomorph – that adds new vision and possible futures to the Alien universe. 

 

What Kind of Animal? Eroding the Non/Human Divide 

 

The classification of species is an imperfect historical obsession dating as far back 

as Plato. Beginning with Plato’s definition of species as unchanging types, Aristotle 
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then worked to classify and rank beings into categories of species. In her article 

“Animal Appetites,” Leah DeVun explains that, “In keeping with Greco-Roman 

cosmology, Aristotle grouped humans and animals within the same continuum of 

existence” (464). To Aristotle, humans were animals, yet scholars of the thirteenth 

century would redefine this continuum as a hierarchy in which humans were at the 

top and separate from animals, defined “partly on their expression of sexual 

difference” (DeVun 464). Later, in the eighteenth century, Carl Linnaeus furthered 

the project of species classification creating the taxonomical system we still use to 

this day, albeit modified. Twentieth century evolutionary biologist Ernst Mayr 

questioned prior definitions of species, modifying the definition to include sexual 

reproduction more explicitly – if two animals cannot produce reproductively viable 

offspring, they do not belong to the same species. Logically, as Ladelle McWhorter 

points out, this suggests that “In order to become and remain a ‘good species’ 

(Mayr’s phrase)…a gene pool must dam itself off from alien gene flows” 

(Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson 92). Not only did such thinking naturalize sex 

and gender categories, but it was also used in eugenic logics against racial and 

sexual others. It is here, then, that an application of Morton’s “mesh” to Fincher’s 

Alien3 becomes a kind of reparative reading that destabilizes the “natural” order of 

things as they appear on the surface in favor of queer interconnectivity. 

The means through which the xenomorphs reproduce is perhaps the most 

obvious of ways in which the Alien series, including Fincher’s iteration, interrogate 

the modern definitions of species categorization. McWhorter notes that though 

Mayr’s definition of species through reproductive viability is generally accepted 

culturally, many biologists object to this as an oversimplification of natural 

reproduction. The xenomorph’s reproductive cycle highlights Mayr’s 

oversimplification and, though alien, its reproduction is not unnatural to Earth. 

Canonically, the xenomorph is an asexual being; it does not need a partner to 

reproduce. Like bees, the xenomorphs have a queen which lays eggs (ovomorphs). 

These eggs open when a host nears them and the classic face-hugger seen in the 

first Alien emerges, attaching itself to the face of the host and implanting it with an 

embryo. This embryo incubates and emerges through the host’s chest, giving this 

part of the lifecycle the name chest-burster. The chest-burster may either be a queen 

or play the role of guarding the queen and ovomorphs so that more xenomorphs 

may be born. Not only does the xenomorph reproduce without the sexual 

intercourse that Mayr found so necessary to his definition of species, but it also 

incorporates other species into its reproduction. In providing the series’ first non-
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human host, Fincher breaks his rendition of the xenomorph even further from 

Mayr’s species classification as, unlike previous iterations of the xenomorph, 

Fincher introduces explicitly that xenomorphs are not just incubating embryos in 

the hosts, but they take on the traits of the host. This suggests that the xenomorph 

is taking on the DNA of other species and remaining reproductively viable. The 

possibilities presented by the xenomorph’s reproduction lead us to question not just 

Mayr’s definition of species, but also ask us to consider whether we are so different 

from the xenomorph, or the other species whose DNA it absorbs. 

The boundaries between species are blurred often and such blurring begins early 

in the film. After the ship crash lands on the prison planet, an inmate’s dog goes 

missing, reappearing with bloody gashes covering its face. Upon seeing his dog, 

the inmate, Thomas Murphy (Christopher Fairbank), looks puzzled, gazing past the 

camera asking, “What kind of animal would do this to a dog?” (Fincher). Though 

the audience is to understand that the dog was attacked and impregnated by the 

xenomorph, Murphy is unaware that the alien creature landed on Fiorina 161. His 

question, then, suggests that he is referring to his fellow humans as animals, not so 

subtly positioning the dog as morally surpassing them in its innocence. In this 

scene, not quite fifteen minutes into the film, Fincher already calls upon his 

audience to question the species hierarchy which positions humans as separate and 

superior.  

Perhaps Fincher, in adding this line (as it was not in the original script) was 

reiterating the production process which blurred species boundaries. Representing 

the xenomorph in the film went through multiple productions. In the assembly cut 

footage, it is not a dog that the xenomorph breeds with, but an ox. Ryan Lambie 

points out in his comparison of the assembly to the theatrical cut that “When the 

” .the decision was made to switch the host to a dog ox refused to do as it was told,

enomorph, and xfilmed the birth of the -rethe will of the ox Fincher opposed by 

species -The crossfilmed several new scenes, including the one mentioned above. 

In the switch from not just the alien, but pieces of the film itself. interchange births 

s introductory material that appears in the Assembly replaceog, Fincher also ox to d

landscape and is later h the dark, windy s being led througin which livestock i Cut

has been pulled to which  emergency escape vehicle (EEV)to the shown as yoked 

theatrical oxen entirely from the By removing the land from its oceanic crash site. 

cut of the film, Fincher shifts the relationship between man and animal. Whereas 

onship oxen suggest ownership over animals by man, the dog suggests companithe 

between species. 
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Fincher further blurs species boundaries in his efforts toward creating the new 

xenomorph. The effect of the quadrupedal (also known as a runner) xenomorph, 

which differs from those two-legged aliens and the face-huggers from previous 

films, was achieved by applying makeup and costuming to a whippet. The 

xenomorph is a dog, and vice versa. The distinctions between the two are dissolved 

as soon as Fincher’s new xenomorph is birthed, and the dog that was its host 

(mother) dies. Additionally, the humanoid xenomorph existed only one generation 

prior to that of the runner. The closeness in proximity between humanoid and 

runner highlights the nearness of humans to animals. Further, the proximity of 

human to animal also suggests that perhaps like Fincher’s xenomorph we cannot, 

as McWhorter puts it, dam up our gene pools. Unfortunately for the viewer, but 

perhaps fortunately for the whippet, the breed’s distinctive gait (an adorable trot) 

did not embody the xenomorph’s ferocity and is replaced by a puppet. Ironically, 

for the very thing that categorizes the xenomorph as monstrous (queer) to be 

naturalized, Fincher has to turn to the unnatural, mechanical puppet. Again, 

boundaries are confounded, and Morton’s mesh of interrelations revealed, this time 

between the living and non-living. 

 

Trying to be Better: Inmates, Androids, and Acid 

 

The boundaries between living and non-living are not just blurred behind the scenes 

through the special effects of the xenomorph, but also in the film’s depiction of the 

mechanical androids. Trying to discover what caused her ship to crash, Ripley digs 

the android Bishop (Lance Hendrickson), who saved her in the previous film, out 

of the garbage heap in hopes of partially repairing him. The left side of Bishop’s 

face is mangled in such a way that his skin peels back, and his eye no longer appears 

human but the milky white color of his android blood. Bishop’s injuries mirror 

those of Ripley’s from the opening scenes, her eye similarly bloodshot, though red 

rather than white. Through these visual similarities, Fincher suggests that the 

androids and humans are perhaps not so different after all. Though mechanical and 

non-living, the androids are made in the image of their human creator, Michael 

Bishop, and can be harmed similarly to humans.  

Returning to Morton gives insight on these cross-boundary similarities between 

human and android. He proposes: 

Strange strangers are uncanny, familiar and strange simultaneously. Their 

familiarity is strange, their strangeness familiar. They cannot be thought as 
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part of a series (such as species or genus) without violence. Yet their 

uniqueness is not such that they are independent. They are composites of 

other strange strangers. Every life-form is familiar, since we are related to 

it. We share its DNA, its cell structure, the subroutines in the software of its 

brain. (Morton 277) 

The androids here are the uncanny strangers, whose faces we recognize to be 

human, but who subcutaneously have milk white “blood” flowing through their 

veins. They are able to think and run because of the software they contain, the 

software that Ripley hopes to restore to gain insight into her own situation. Yet, as 

Morton suggests, the human brain is nothing but software of a different kind. They 

are neither human, nor are they not human. Mayr’s species divide cannot be applied 

here; the androids were birthed from human hands and human ingenuity and 

possess many human traits. Throughout the Alien franchise, it has been impossible 

to tell human from android unless the android self-identifies, is damaged, or ceases 

to function. 

Fincher builds upon this history, blurring the human/android boundary even 

further in the final scenes of the film. The team that comes to rescue Ripley from 

the prison planet is led by an uncannily familiar face – Michael Bishop (Lance 

Hendrickson). Upon recognizing Ripley’s distrust of him, a strange stranger, he 

introduces himself saying, “I’m not the Bishop android. I designed it. I am very 

human” (Fincher). There is nothing in his mannerisms or appearance that suggest 

this Bishop is anything other than human, though as we have seen before there 

never is. It isn’t until Bishop is hit in the head with a metal bar, and his ear detaches 

with blackish blood that his mechanical nature is revealed. Though he does not 

bleed white like the other androids, he is able to withstand the blow that would have 

incapacitated a human. Upon impact, though, the android repeats his mantra, “I’m 

not a droid” (Fincher). This Bishop not only appears human, but seems to believe 

that he is the original Michael Bishop. While the movie doesn’t explicitly tell us 

whether he is an advanced android or a cybernetically enhanced human, it is 

violence that reveals him as other – though not as other as may have been thought 

before. 

The androids Fincher creates are more human than they are not. The Bishop 

droid that Ripley recovers to repair demonstrates his humanity in his final moments. 

After confirming for Ripley that the xenomorph was on the ship and the EEV with 

them and that the Weyland Corporation knows of its presence, he makes of a 

request of her. No legs and only part of a torso and his head remaining, the damaged 
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Bishop tells Ripley, “I hurt. Do me a favor and disconnect me. I could be reworked, 

but I could never be top of the line again. I’d rather be nothing” (Fincher). The 

android feels both pain and the human emotion of despair. Quite literally pointing 

out hierarchy that structures his existence, Bishop would rather escape it, becoming 

nothing, than exist somewhere lower than the top. Ironically, such feelings are even 

further blurring the human/non-human hierarchy suggesting that the hierarchy itself 

can be erased into nothingness instead of Bishop. 

The androids dethrone the human from the top of the species hierarchy as they 

erode the hierarchy. It is the androids throughout the series that view the 

xenomorphs as superior beings. This view is reiterated in the final scenes when the 

Bishop, trying to stop Ripley and save the xenomorph queen yells, “Think of all we 

could learn from it” (Fincher). This could be read charitably as the Weyland 

Corporation, and this individual (maybe) android acknowledging their 

shortcomings and trying to better understand the nature of the xenomorph. 

However, it is more likely that in the company’s desire for domination, what they 

can learn is how to utilize the xenomorph’s superior survival and predatory skills, 

such as its acid blood, in a bioweapon. 

Fincher further upends the species hierarchy referencing back to the android 

Ash in the first film. Whereas Ash calls the xenomorph the perfect species, in Alien3 

Golic (Paul McGann), an inmate who has seen the alien says, “There’s no such 

thing as a perfect human” (Fincher). In this move, Fincher is acknowledging 

connections, while highlighting differences. Calling back to the predecessor of 

Alien3 rhetorically forces the audience to think not just about the imperfections of 

humanity, but also how humanity stacks up against other species. It is no 

coincidence that Golic, who is considered profoundly mad by the prison warden 

and fellow inmates, is the one to speak these lines. Reflective of the culture from 

which the film derives, it may be considered utterly mad to suggest that humans are 

not at the top of the species hierarchy – a belief that has been ingrained in Western 

productions of knowledge since the thirteenth century. Yet, everything we have 

seen up to this point in the film suggests that it is not Golic who is mad. He saw the 

xenomorph despite no one believing him, he did not murder his fellow inmates 

despite no one believing him, why would he not be correct on this one last point, 

too? Perhaps those who are truly mad, are the ones who refuse to believe him. The 

truly mad are the humans who cannot accept an existence in any place other than 

the top of the hierarchy. 



100  Brown 

While establishing that there is no perfect human, Fincher also prompts viewers 

to question in-species categorizations of difference. The inmates of Fiorina 161 all 

contain the double-y chromosome, which is described as a genetic mutation that 

promotes those with it to commit violent and sexual crimes. In other words, the 

double-y chromosome is one of those human imperfections. Notably, this 

imperfection is not just any genetic defect, but one pertaining to the sex genes. Each 

of the inmates are male, but queerly so. Yet, they are not portrayed as the monstrous 

queer as one might expect from their status as prisoners. Instead, Fincher depicts 

most inmates, save for those who attack Ripley, as significantly more sensitive than 

the warden who presumably doesn’t have the genetic mutation. We see this first in 

the scene in which Newt and Corporal Hicks are cremated. The warden stiffly reads 

a eulogy from a book, seemingly unaffected by the deaths. Dillon (Charles S. 

Dutton) steps forward, reciting a truly moving eulogy that brings Ripley to tears. 

Later in the film, it is even revealed the Clemens, who has treated Ripley gently 

and kindly throughout, was also an inmate, suggesting that he too contains the 

genetic defect. While it is true that the inmates treat Ripley as an outsider at first 

because of her gender, it is the inmates who take her seriously and help her in trying 

to eliminate the xenomorph, and it is with them that Ripley forms the closest bonds 

in the film.  

It is also the inmates who assist Ripley in her final act of sacrifice, while the 

rescue team sent from Weyland Corporation enact violence upon them. One might 

expect that a rescue team would be benevolent. As their name implies, they are 

supposedly there to save Ripley. Instead, they arrive armed to the teeth, in ominous 

looking biohazard suits. When they step off their ship, they show no interest in 

bringing the prisoners, or the prison staff to safety, brusquely asking “Where is 

Ripley?” (Fincher). Upon finding Ripley, it becomes apparent that the team’s intent 

is not rescue, but capture. They are quick to fire their weapons at inmates and prison 

staff alike, showing that it is not just the double-y chromosome that precipitates 

violence. In showing these flawed, violent, genetic offenders as characters with 

depth and kindness in contrast to those who are presumed to have XY 

chromosomes, Fincher simultaneously erodes biological categories while 

questioning who the real monsters are. 

 

Queer Births and Queerer Deaths 
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Fincher further questions the biological by reimagining possibilities in birth and 

death throughout the film. While it is possible to make the claim that Ripley is 

reborn from the cryotube in the opening scenes of Alien3 (and such points have been 

argued), the opening of the assembly cut depicts a different kind of birth – one that 

I find more compelling. In the opening scenes of the assembly cut, Ripley is found 

not in her EEV cryotube with her companions but washed ashore and discovered 

by a lone Clemens, the doctor who comes to represent heteromasculinity 

throughout the film, wandering the dark, desolate landscape. As Clemens walks, he 

is framed by the mining machinery while the landscape surrounding is ravaged and 

empty, a storm brewing around him. The grey bleakness suggests the masculine 

enterprise of raping the earth for minerals is destructive, making the land 

undesirable and uninhabitable. When Clemens stumbles upon Ripley’s body, she 

is covered in mud and blends in almost perfectly with the dark sand on the beach 

of the turbulent ocean. Rather than being reborn of hetero-masculine technology as 

she is in the theatrical cut, here Ripley is reborn of the ocean and the earth. 

The birthing imagery continues when Ripley awakens in the medical ward of 

the prison/mining complex. Grabbing Clemen’s wrist just before he penetrates her 

arm with a syringe, Ripley asks where she is. Clemens explains to her that her EEV 

separated from the mothership, and tells her “coming out the way you did can be a 

jolt on the system” (Fincher). Like a newborn baby entering the world with a jolt, 

Ripley is also completely naked. Ripley’s birth, though, is not from another human 

but from the environment, and a birth precipitated by the actions of the xenomorph. 

It is the alien’s blood which causes the ship to malfunction, and once aboard the 

EEV, it is the face-hugger that enters Ripley’s cryotube, impregnating her as it 

presumably ejects her to emerge on the shore. Ripley is as much a product of the 

alien as the alien is a product of her.  

Throughout the film, Clemens comes to symbolize heteromasculinity. In the 

aforementioned opening of the assembly cut he is introduced framed by the 

looming metal mining equipment of the colony. As the chief medical officer of the 

colony, he is also positioned as the epitome of Western masculine knowledge. 

When Ripley doubts how Newt died and insists upon an autopsy, Clemens’ 

authority is solidified as Ripley’s finding affirm Newt’s cause of death was 

drowning as Clemens had previously ruled. However, Fincher undermines this 

heteromasculine authority in several ways. First, it is revealed that Clemens is not 

just the chief medical officer on the planet, but was also prisoner – his crimes, 

morphine addiction and medical malpractice resulting in the death of 11 patients. 
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As he reveals his tragic backstory to Ripley while preparing a syringe of medicine 

for her, he asks, “Do you still trust me with a needle?” Ripley extends her arm in 

the affirmative, and as the syringe phallically penetrates her skin and the last of its 

contents are emptied into her veins the xenomorph appears behind the curtain and 

kills Clemens. 

The manner of Clemens death, and the conversation surrounding it undermine 

the heteromasculine structures that he came to represent. Fincher not only chooses 

to make the moment of Clemens’s death the one in which his imperfections as a 

doctor are revealed, but to also surround his death in the heteronormative discussion 

of marriage. Prior to this scene, Clemens and Ripley had become utilitarian lovers, 

each having been deprived of sex for many years and neither opening up 

emotionally. As Clemens prepares to treat Ripley, Golic, an inmate and patient who 

had witnessed the xenomorph in the mines turns to Ripley and tells her, “You 

should get married, have kids” (Fincher). Clemens reiterates by asking if she is, in 

fact, married and when she says no, he bares his confession to her. In this instance, 

their relationship deepens from one of utilitarian sex to a possible romantic 

connection. Yet, it is at this very moment that the xenomorph opens its mouth, and 

punches through Clemens’ brain with its tongue-like appendage, in effect 

symbolically killing his patriarchal medical knowledge and the heteronormative 

family structure. 

Clemens’s death is not the only queer death in the film. The final death of the 

film, that of Ripley herself, is the queerest of them all. Having succeeded in killing 

the adult xenomorph by covering it in molten lead and rapidly cooling it, Ripley is 

acutely aware that the queen inside of could birth a whole new generation of aliens. 

Thus, when a rescue team from the Weyland Corporation led by Bishop arrives, 

she is less than trusting of them. As Bishop tries to convince Ripley that they can 

surgically remove the incubating queen, killing it while saving her, he tells her 

“You can still have a life. Children” (Fincher). His attempts to gain access to the 

queen are couched not just in heterosexual reproduction, but as a representative of 

Weyland Corp, they are also implicitly couched in capitalist conquest. The 

corporation wants access to the queen so that it can create the perfect bioweapon 

for profit. Bruce Erickson writes, “Thinking through a politics of nature without 

future means rethinking nature such that it is not bent toward the utility of power” 

(Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson 324). Ripley quite literally removes her own 

future so that nature cannot be used as a means toward power. She flings herself 

into the furnace falling backwards into the fire, the queen bursting through her chest 
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as a new day dawns upon the planet. Ripley holds the queen to her chest like she is 

comforting a newborn baby, suggesting that in her final moments as they plunge 

into the furnace, she has accepted the role of the queer parent in this interspecies 

coupling. The final scene of the film replays Ripley’s transmission from the end of 

the first Alien, returning us to the beginning, suggesting that we have come full 

circle. We cannot have a future without examining the past. 

 Fincher’s ending forecloses any remaining possibility for (hetero)sexual 

reproduction, yet it has not foreclosed futurity. Ripley, dead, cannot become the 

mother that is suggested she become, nor can the film franchise continue 

reproducing her and the xenomorph by traditional means. Because Fincher has so 

thoroughly killed off heteronormativity in Alien3 the only way through which a new 

Alien film can arise is queer reproduction. His ending forces us to face “the 

difficulty of the strange stranger” that Morton suggests is key to a more radical 

ecological politic (277). The way forward is not through domination of nature, or 

through its utilization. Rather, it is through understanding the ways in which we are 

interconnected with other living and non-living things no matter how drastic our 

differences appear. It is through understanding how our futures are intertwined with 

our pasts, and that something entirely new can be born from history’s ashes. What 

that new something is, Fincher leaves to our imaginations. 
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Signs of Change: Visualizing Deafness in Fraction and 

Aja’s Hawkeye 

 

CASEY JAMES O’CEALLAIGH 

 

In his book, The Medium is the Massage, Marshall McLuhan writes society is 

heading to an “all-at-once-ness” through a global village. He posits that, due to 

electronic communication, time and space are no longer as distinct as they were in 

the print age. His argument rests on the idea that before the press oral traditions 

unified people in tribal-like communities and there was a shared sense of being lost 

in the age of literacy. Since the publication of this book in 1967, even more 

technology has facilitated the togetherness and unification that would support his 

argument “at the high speeds of electric communication, purely visual means of 

apprehending the world are no longer possible; they are just too slow to be relevant 

or effective” (McLuhan and Quire 63). However, comic books as a medium can 

complicate McLuhan’s claims, and comics that center on deafness and sound 

complicate the claims even further. Despite being a print medium that could be 

prone to fragmentation under McLuhan’s theory, the aural-visual relationship in 

comics allows us to straddle cultures built through oral tradition and print-based 

societies where “seeing is believing.” The complication is made possible due to the 

formal elements of the comic book such as panels, speech bubbles, gutters, as well 

as the conventions expected of the comics genre. 

To understand the formal functions of comics, I turn to an application of 

phenomenology: Thing Theory. Martin Heidegger writes in What is a Thing? that 

a thing can, in part, be defined by its function (25) and in “The Question Concerning 

Technology,” he challenges the casual power of something’s thingness by arguing 

that technology’s thingness lies in revealing or “bringing-forth” (13). Meanwhile, 

Bill Brown explains in his book, Thing Theory, that our understanding of things 

depends on moments when the things cease to function for us (4). This paper 

focuses on the metaphorical, interstitial space between “functioning” and “ceasing 

to function,” and the interstitial spaces that, in and of themselves, reveal the artifice 
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of how we structure and organize the media that we create. Dale Jacobs and Jason 

Dolmage explain in their essay, “Accessible Articulations,” that comics have 

“gained new rhetorical tools, more accessible articulation” (qtd in “Seeing 

Sounds/Hearing Pictures”), which affirms my position that comics have formal 

elements that function in ways that comic creators have reinforced through 

repetition, and those elements can be then manipulated to be more accessible to a 

wider audience. Through this, genre can evolve to accommodate new modes of 

telling stories without having to invent new technology. This consideration 

provides as a means of understanding how comics already evolved to tell stories – 

especially those with Deaf narratives.  

 Comic books and many other media historically have had a contentious 

relationship with the representation of people with disabilities. However, there are 

now several texts made by people with disabilities or including characters with 

disabilities that create an inclusive reading experience instead of an alienating one. 

One of these texts is Hawkeye #19, a single-issue comic written by Matt Fraction 

and illustrated by David Aja that depicts the deaf superhero, Hawkeye. By 

examining the formal elements of comics, we can then extrapolate how they work, 

what functions they serve, and how they can be manipulated to offer inclusive ways 

to tell stories. For example, a comic is a comic even if its panels do not have gutters. 

It is still a comic even if its speech bubbles are empty. However, how we choose to 

fill that space and how we choose to teach media that uses that space in inclusive 

ways is where the heart of my research resides.  

 

Sound, Vision, and Attention 

 

McLuhan’s argument of electronic media’s movement towards “togetherness” 

builds on a claim he makes earlier in the book, relating a fragmented society that 

privileged isolation-imprisonment as a form of punishment due to a society shaped 

at a time when “perspective and pictorial space was developing in our Western 

world. The whole concept of enclosure as a means of constraint and as a means of 

classifying doesn't work as well in our electronic world” (62). The easiest line to 

draw could arguably be to the fragmented panel of the comic. The page itself is 

divided into prison cells called panels, and each panel is separated from another 

through the space known as the gutter. Without the gutter, the composition of the 

comic page seems squished, claustrophobic, and possibly even amateur. However, 

too much space in the gutter gives the impression of a great deal of time or space 
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passing between panel one and panel two. At first blush, it could seem that the panel 

imprisons a story in a similar way to the punishment through isolation given by 

literate societies, but comics scholar Neil Cohn describes panels not as isolated 

fragments of the story, but as attention units. Within each of these units stand 

morphemes as well as gestural, temporal, and spatial elements that exist in oral 

communication and tell stories differently than traditional print media. Consider the 

frame in Figure 1 from Scott McCloud’s book, Understanding Comics: 

 

 
Figure 1. Understanding Comics, Scott McCloud, pg. 95 

 

There are those who liken comics to films because comic panels provide 

snapshots similar to frames in a film. These snapshots are isolated moments in a 

larger scene. However, this panel and many other panels contradict that notion and 

complicate the relation of the isolation of a panel to a prison. Even a film with the 

lowest frame rate will have each frame capture a single moment and only that 

moment. The comic panel can have a duration of an instant to something much 

longer, and that duration is, in part, determined by speech and sound. The panel in 

Figure 1 cannot ever be contained in a single film frame because it contains three 

groups of conversation, all of which responding to the others, and having multiple 

responses within each conversation group. “Seeing is believing” works less here 

because the “imprisonment” of the panel may trick us initially into believing this is 

a singular moment until our aural/oral minds reinforce that it is, in fact, a longer 

moment rife with human relationship. McCloud then presents the same panel, in 

Figure 2, now with time in the balloons instead of text, to draw attention to how 
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time passes throughout the single panel according to how much time most likely 

passed during each character’s response. 

  
Figure 2: Understanding Comics, Scott McCloud, pg. 95 

 

McCloud states “A silent panel [...] could indeed be said to depict a single 

moment [...] if sound is introduced, this ceases to be true” (98). Comics, although 

print-based, are not barren of sound. This singular example can trouble the 

argument that print media isolates rather than unifies, because the temporal and 

spatial understanding of the comic panel draws from the experience of togetherness, 

of existing in a space where people respond to each other and talk with one another. 

It relates to existing in an aural environment, and to interacting orally with other 

people. When reading with this panel in this medium, the readers must not draw 

just on their verbal literacies, but also their experiences as members of their 

communities. 

 

Affective Sound 

 

Several comics scholars quote Sarah Ahmad in terms of discussing the “stickiness” 

of a disability. However, very little is said about the context in which Ahmad 

created this term. Ahmad creates this term in her 2004 book, The Cultural Politics 

of Emotion, to describe the affective quality of emotions. She says, “emotions are 

‘sticky’, and even when we challenge our investments, we might get stuck. There 

is hope, of course, as things can get unstuck” (Ahmad 16). In this way, she describes 

how certain emotions and metonymous relationships are formed in ways that are 
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often problematic and therefore, requiring a consideration of “stickiness” in terms 

of how we can “unstick” these relationships. However, comic scholars use 

“stickiness” in terms of discussing how visible disabilities are sticker than invisible 

disabilities. As such, comic scholars should consider stickiness in terms of how to 

continue to associate the disability with the character and not erase that particular 

representation. It is interesting how the term is borrowed and transformed within 

the comics studies discipline, but it does bring me to discuss how comics and 

popular culture scholars can use affect theory to understand representations of 

sound in the mute medium of comics. 

While comics traditionally do not aurally make sound, sound is everywhere in 

comics. It is in the onomatopoeia of every BAM, WHAM, and POW. It is in every 

speech bubble, every panel, and it is interpreted in every reader’s mind. Sound also 

exists in the silent panels, where there is no text or even no images. The silence in 

these black, barren, or wordless panels provides a break between comic noise and 

makes sound even more prominent when it is represented in comics. Jonathan 

Sterne in The Audible Past writes “Deafness was at the very beginning of sound 

reproduction” (41) because sound engineers studied deafness to understand how we 

can reproduce sound. Sterne explains early sound technicians treated sound 

reproduction as “a problem of reproducing effects, rather than reconstructing 

causes” (48). Comics primarily work in the opposite manner; they reproduce causes 

of sounds rather than attempting to construct effects. Readers do not hear characters 

talk, but readers know they are talking because of the iconic and symbolic elements 

readers are trained to understand as sonic elements in comics.  

However, comics can also visually reproduce the effects of sound. For example, 

Damian and Adrian Wassel’s The Gifted is a story about a wolf scavenging for 

food. In the story, it encounters humans and the speech bubbles show words in the 

phonetic alphabet, meaning the wolf is able to hear the physical sounds that are 

being produced, but it does not understand the meaning of them. The choice of the 

phonetic alphabet positions the reader to hear sounds instead of words, and 

therefore, focuses on the effects of this reproduced sound in a way Hawkeye #19 

does not attempt. However, both choices place the reader in a position to have to 

do more work to understand the meaning of the symbols and icons on the page, 

either by translating the phonetic symbols to English words or translating the ASL 

icons to English. Hawkeye artist David Aja tweeted in defense of their choice to not 

translate the ASL because they intended to frustrate hearing people so they would 

be more sympathetic to the frustration deaf/Deaf people experience when they are 
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not included in an accessible conversation. Scholars can relate back to stickiness in 

terms of using affective emotion to ensure the stickiness of a character’s invisible 

disability. 

 

Who Is Hawkeye, and What Is This #19? 

 

Clint Barton, also known as Hawkeye, was first introduced in the 1960s as a regular 

human with incredible ability using a bow and arrow. He became deaf in the 1980s 

when he sacrificed his hearing while setting off a sonic arrow bomb to stop the 

villain, Crossfire. In the two decades Hawkeye was deaf, his disability was rarely 

acknowledged, partially because the character canonically did not want people to 

know he was deaf, and because writers claimed inventor Tony Stark was able to 

make hearing aids that were practically invisible. The representation of Hawkeye’s 

disability worsens when Franklin Richards restores his hearing in the early 2000s. 

Casey Ratto writes about disability in comic books using the concept of stickiness 

to describe how difficult or easy it is to remove a disability from a character. She 

writes, “the stickiness of disability in superhero comic books is dependent on 

visible signs of disability and those without a visible sign are either ‘cured’ of the 

disability or it is erased via a retcon” (Ratto). While earlier writers cured his 

disability through retroactive continuity, Fraction used the retcon to bring back 

Barton’s deafness and he challenged the previous iterations of Hawkeye by having 

Clint be open about his deafness instead of hiding it. Ratto later writes “In 

retconning Hawkeye's origin story to include his deafness instead of making it a 

random plot point, both Fraction and Aja shift away from the medical construction 

of disability and towards the social construction of disability.” This is a point 

confirmed by other scholars such as Jay Dolmage (“Accessible Articulations”), 

Naja Later (in Uncanny Bodies), and David Lewis (“Seeing Sounds/Hearing 

Pictures”). 

Matt Fraction’s Hawkeye #19 visualizes both sound and deafness. In this comic 

issue, the protagonist Clint Barton becomes deaf after an injury and the reader 

experiences much of the issue through Clint’s perspective. The comic uses the 

formal elements of the medium to represent the existence of sound even when the 

protagonist cannot perceive it. As depicted in Figures 3 and 4, Clint can understand 

the qualities of the speech-sound in terms of the volume of the voice but is not able 

to understand what is being said. This is shown through the outline of a speech 

bubble, which Cohn describes as a comics morpheme. In linguistics, a morpheme 
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is a basic unit of meaning even though the unit does not have meaning in and of 

itself. Some examples of a morpheme would be “un,” which is not a word of its 

own, but indicates “not” when attached to another word. Although Cohn describes 

speech bubbles acting as a basic unit of meaning for comics, it is clear speech 

bubbles are not a morpheme because they still consist of smaller elements such as 

their size in relation to the text, their outline, and their color. All these smaller 

elements can build to the larger meaning of the qualities of the person’s voice, as 

is demonstrated with the “indoor voice” speech bubbles and the “shouting” speech 

bubble. Figure 1 presents a moment where the comic both is functioning and ceases 

to function. Although there is no text carrying discernable information for the 

reader, readers can still understand a difference between the voices in the two 

separate panels because the outlines indicate a speaking versus a shouting voice.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Hawkeye #19, pg. 2 
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Figure 4. Hawkeye #19, pg. 7 

 

Meanwhile, in the series of panels below (Figure 5), the reader can see a young 

Clint Barton sitting in the doctor’s office as the doctor discusses something with 

his parents. The panel depicts scribbles in the speech balloons, meaning Clint can 

partially hear, but not well enough to understand what the doctor and his parents 

are saying. Therefore, the reader knows the younger Clint Barton was partially deaf 

and then became fully deaf as an adult. Therefore, the comic is still functioning as 

a comic even when the fundamental element of text in speech bubbles is stripped 

away. The comic visualizes how the character processes what is said differently 

than how it would be heard. On the tenth page of the issue, Clint begins lip reading 

and the text is shown as wobbly with somethings mixed in as Clint misses words 

that are clearly said, but not clearly perceived.  

 



Signs of Change  113 

 
Figure 5. Hawkeye #19, pg. 1 

 

In Figure 6, Clint’s brother, Barney, tries to break Clint’s silence by saying he 

is deaf, not mute. The visual elements in the speech bubble in the first panel 

inaccurately suggest the speech is stunted, disjointed, and inarticulate. However, 

when combined with the body language in the second panel, the reader can infer 

the speech was said firmly, but the perceiver of the communication (Clint) has 

difficulty understanding what is said. Seeing is not believing in this case, as 

McLuhan expects out of visual/print media. Instead, Hawkeye #19 positions the 

reader to have to consider multiple literacies through visual and aural practices, and 

it shows the aural qualities of a comic book as well as the oral interpretations for 

different experiences. For Barney, he spoke firmly and with authority. For Clint, 

Barney spoke too swiftly for him to understand each individual word, but Clint was 

able to parse together the conversation to communicate with his brother.  
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Figure 6. Hawkeye #19, pg. 16 

 

Additionally, there are temporal and spatial elements to which these two panels 

draw attention. The first panel in the figure is a close-up of Barney’s lips because 

Clint is lip reading. This feature is put in high focus, but it is unclear what the time 

relationship is. McCloud’s example of speech and sound acting as a determinant of 

time is helpful because the reader know what is being said and can infer the tone 

and pacing by the speech bubble shape, font size, font type, and character body 

language; the reader can infer how much time has passed. However, this panel is 

left ambiguous. No one can read Barney’s body language in this panel; the shape 

of the bubble betrays the qualities of Barney’s voice, and what Clint and the reader 

perceive does not match what is being said. Furthermore, the second panel of the 

sequence is left without a border, suggesting an open interpretation for how long 

this moment lasts. At what point did Barney grab Clint’s shirt? How long do they 

remain in that position before time progresses to the next panel? 

Another way Hawkeye #19 complicates McLuhan’s “seeing is believing” 

argument is through Clint’s interpretation of sign language. Throughout the comic, 
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Fraction includes panels of sign language, but it is not always clear whether people 

are signing or talking, and Clint is interpreting the speech mentally into sign 

language. There are panels in the comic showing the characters physically signing, 

but there are also moments when the characters are replaced by icons. For example, 

Figure 7 shows a conversation between Barney and Clint. In this sequence, the 

reader must interpret the conversation through sign language, and may have 

assumed the conversation is happening through sign, until the final panel shows 

Barney acknowledging Clint is lip reading. The reader’s visual input is once again 

called into question – was Barney speaking or signing? Was he signing up until the 

last panel? Depending on the answers to these questions, the reader is then called 

to question the temporality of each panel. The time it would take to sign a certain 

word does not always correspond to the time it would take to speak the same word. 

The panels are also numbered in sequence as one would interpret sign language, 

but the syntax of spoken language also differs from the syntax of signed language. 

Therefore, the temporality is changed both in terms of time taken as well as the 

chronological order of these words and how they are interpreted. 

 

 
Figure 7. Hawkeye #19, pg. 15 

 

Regarding Staring and Icons 

 

In a 1979 interview conducted by Dennis O'Neill, science fiction author Samuel R. 

Delany says, “Viewers can control the speed their gazes travel through the [comic] 
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medium, they can control how far away or close they hold the page, whether they 

go backwards and regaze – and going back in a comic book is a very different 

process from going back in a novel to reread a previous paragraph or chapter” (40). 

Comic readers can stare and consume the images on the page as closely and for as 

long as they want. Daniel Preston in “Crippling the Bat: Troubling Images of 

Batman” argues because the panel can be stared at for any length of time, the panel 

serves as a freak show where the character is displayed for the reader’s consumption 

(213). The character serves as an object of information for the reader to stare at for 

their own gain. Preston argues that often in comics the panel serves as a means of 

putting the character’s disability under a microscope to showcase body horror or to 

invoke pity for the fallen superhero. Hawkeye #19 removes the character and 

replaces them with iconography, which eliminates the readers’ ability to gather 

information on the character. Instead, they must gather information on the meaning 

from the signed language. Once again, McLuhan's “seeing is believing” argument 

is called into question because an invisible disability such as deafness would not 

register to the reader no matter how long one could stare at a single panel. Hawkeye 

#19 manages to affirm an invisible disability while simultaneously removing the 

character from the microscope. 

The choice of using an icon instead of a character functioning as a 

universalizing tool as well. Scott McCloud in Understanding Comics explains the 

cartoon icon allows the reader to forego realism and focus on a separate idea: 

meaning. He says, “when we abstract an image through cartooning, we're not so 

much eliminating details as we are focusing on specific details by stripping down 

an image to its essential meaning” (McCloud 30). The iconography of the sign 

language in Hawkeye #19 draws the reader to understand the language conveyed 

instead of the disabled-ness of the character. The reader is not tricked into forgetting 

Clint’s deafness, but instead they are immersed in it and guided to focus on the 

specific detail of making meaning as they are visually deafened by the comic. 

McCloud then goes on to explain “the more cartoony a face is […] the more people 

it could be said to describe” (31). By depicting the unrealistic icon as opposed to a 

more realistic drawing of the characters, Fraction and Aja universalize deafness. It 

is not meant to represent solely the characters in the comic, but anyone who would 

have to communicate when someone cannot hear.  

One drawback to this version of iconography is expression plays a large role in 

American Sign Language (ASL); therefore, the faceless icon like in the comic 

would not be able to represent the full scope of the language. Expression in ASL is 
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categorized as non-manual signals (NSM), and can give the tone of voice intended 

while signing, all the way to changing the meaning of the particular sign. In Figures 

6 and 7, expression is circumvented by placing the question mark symbol to 

indicate a question is being asked, but the literally blank faces of the signing icons 

do not provide the reader with the NSM elements of ASL. 

 

The Social Construction of Deafness  

 

Earlier in this paper, I explained how multiple scholars affirm Hawkeye #19 focuses 

on demonstrating the social model of disability. What this means is a disability is 

socially constructed by architectures and attitudes which make places and other 

things inaccessible. This is modeled in part by Fraction and Aja’s making speech 

bubbles unreadable to disable their reader. Dolmage writes this decision was 

“meant for the reader to experience the inconvenience of an inaccessible world” 

(364), and to highlight “the realization of human interdependence” (365). Hawkeye 

#19 demonstrates this dependence in the latter half of the comic, where the people 

around Hawkeye support him and learn to communicate with him rather than 

finding measures where the burden is on Hawkeye to integrate back with the 

hearing world. The comic demonstrates three elements of telling deaf and disabled 

narratives that can operate as a means of erasing barriers of access in fiction: the 

messiness of becoming, reclaiming agency, and normalization.  

Element One: The Messiness of Becoming. Clint is not fluent in sign language, 

nor does he have a complete grasp on lip-reading, and the reader is placed in Clint’s 

perspective as he struggles to make sense of the aural world around him. Deaf 

scholar Naja Later explains how comics traditionally are accessible to people with 

hearing loss because the words, sounds, and other noises are all illustrated. 

Furthermore, Clint isolates himself in the comic upon becoming deaf as he comes 

to terms with his disability. The portrayal of a character with disabilities during 

their time of becoming or while they are still “making do” is an important rhetorical 

choice so readers can understand having a disability is an altering experience that 

requires time to adjust both emotionally and practically. When Hawkeye 

canonically first became deaf in the 1980s, writers sanitized his disability by having 

him request a “practically invisible” hearing aid from technology genius, Tony 

Stark. This immediate near-retcon of his deafness resulted in readers not seeing the 

immediate changes that occur on several fronts – functionally, emotionally, 

physically – when someone must adjusts to a loss of one of their senses. Fraction 
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and Aja’s Hawkeye #19 combats this shortcoming by showing Clint practicing how 

to sign and lip-read throughout the issue rather than skipping straight to a point 

where he is comfortable with his disability and knows how to skillfully navigate 

the sonic world.  

Element Two: Reclaiming Agency. The comic issue begins with Clint losing his 

hearing as the result of abuse and from an accident while fighting villains. Both 

events were beyond his control and, during both times of hearing loss, Clint was 

positioned in the comic where he was not able to enter the conversation regarding 

his own deafness. The panels show Clint with a mixture of shame, sadness, and 

anger, but the comic does not leave Clint there. Instead, it shows his process of 

reclaiming his agency from having others labeling his disability to communicating 

his disability and his needs himself. Figure 8 shows Clint addressing his neighbors 

by explaining he is deaf, he is going to practice sign language by signing to them, 

and his brother will translate so they understand. Furthermore, Clint does not have 

to abandon his role as a superhero because of his disability. By the end of the issue, 

the neighbors and Clint devise a plan together on how to stop the villain and Clint’s 

deafness is not labeled as a debilitating factor. Instead, it is a new development of 

his character he is learning to navigate.  

Element Three: Normalization. It is a crucial decision that Hawkeye #19 

demonstrates hearing people learning how to communicate with their deaf 

neighbor, Clint. This choice led to his hearing neighbors learning the signed for 

“we,” as seen in Figure 9. This moment in the comic positions Clint among others 

as they learn how he communicates instead of forcing him to exclusively must 

adjust to communicate. By normalizing the use of ASL among people who can 

hear, the comic models that it is the responsibility of able-bodied people to try to 

learn how to communicate with those who are deaf/Deaf or need other methods of 

communicating. 
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Figure 8. Hawkeye #19, pg. 17 

Figure 9. Hawkeye #19, pg. 19 

 

Fraction and Aja’s Hawkeye had a lasting impact on Clint Barton as a character. 

Later writers made Hawkeye’s deafness explicit, thus giving more legitimacy to the 

canon of Clint being deaf. In the 2015 Hawkeye vs. Deadpool, Clint has several 

conversations about his deafness or by communicating in sign language. Deadpool 

also spends much the issue with his facemask up so Hawkeye can read his lips. In 

Comic Book Fandom and Cultural Capitol, Jeffery Brown explains fan cultural 
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capital exists on the collection and knowledge of canonical texts either “by plot or 

creator significance.” He also explains a large part of fan culture is the creation of 

text and art featuring pre-existing characters. Through the continued 

acknowledgement of Fraction’s run of Hawkeye by other Marvel writers, the fan-

made texts also gain legitimacy by featuring a canonical version of Hawkeye 

instead of something deemed a one-off or a fan-made fantasy. 

 

The Outro: Concluding Thoughts 

 

The representation of sound in comics is a worthy endeavor to explore, especially 

in terms of considering accessibility and the representation of deaf/Deaf people. 

Hawkeye #19 provides us with a template of how the form of comics to visualize 

sound and certain disabilities. It is one of the few mainstream comics that explicitly 

represents a character with disabilities. Many autobiographical comics exist in 

terms of representations of disabilities such as Stitches, El Deafo, Something 

Terrible, Hyperbole and a Half, and My Degeneration, so there is a wide array of 

examples to pull from to understand how comics provide access to different voices 

and how those voices are visually represented. In the wake of a long history of 

troubling images and representations of minority groups in comics, scholars have 

provided ample and necessary criticism on how comics have failed. However, I 

posit it is now time to focus on the comics which model a shift in equitable 

representation and Hawkeye #19 is an example providing us with signs of change.  

So, what does that leave us? McLuhan argues the visual isolates while aural 

unifies, but comics provide a sticky riposte to that line of inquiry. Some scholars, 

such as Cohn, have tried to isolate elements of a comic to justify how these elements 

act, but even that approach is flawed and can be broken down into smaller elements. 

Perhaps thing theory, where a thing’s “thingness” comes from, offers an approach 

to its (dis)function. Does Hawkeye #19 fit this description because it no longer 

functions as a traditional comic a reader can easily sift through, or does it continue 

to function because it still uses the elements of a comic through different means? 

Rather than dwell on the prescriptive features of a thing, I think it would be more 

fruitful to consider comic’s thingness not in what it is or what it does, but what its 

relation is to others. For this, I draw on Alexander Galloway and Mackenzie Wark’s 

mapping of communicative practices to Greek gods. They write: 

Iris differs but she doesn't defer. Unlike Hermes, she does not traffic in the 

foreign. She is a goddess of nearness. Hers is an unmotivated expressive 
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surplus of expression. There is never anything lacking in what she 

communicates. On the contrary, there's always a little too much. Where with 

Hermes representation always falls short; with Iris expression always 

exceeds. The iridescent is the too-real. (155) 

 

The thingness of a comic connects to this definition. Comics are a surplus of 

expression. Comics have elements which are overflowing but often overlooked, 

such as sound, since even scholars like Marshall McLuhan do not give credence to 

it implicitly because of its printed nature. Furthermore, many comics scholars even 

overlook the aural elements of comics since the hybrid medium is so vast and rich 

with interconnectivity, it is difficult to talk about everything and at the same time, 

it is difficult to talk about one thing because of its relation to the other elements of 

the medium. However, in considering comics as a surplus and as its relation to itself 

and to its reader, comics and popular culture scholars can better understand how it 

proves to contradict McLuhan’s argument in some ways while embracing it in 

others. 
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“Lena Dunham Is Trash”: White Feminist Misogynoir 

and the Limitations of #MeToo’s Hashtag Activism  
 

JESSICA SAGE RAUCHBERG 

 

On November 18, 2017, The Root published the following headline: “Lena Dunham 

Is Trash, Issues Apology for Defending Friend against Rape Accusations” 

(Callahan). The article was written in response to Dunham's public accusation of 

Aurora Perrineau, a Black, biracial actress, falsifying her status as a rape survivor. 

A white celebrity and self-proclaimed feminist best known for her showrunning 

work on the HBO series Girls (2012-2017) and the now-defunct feminist blogging 

website Lenny Letter, Dunham is no stranger to Hollywood's latest headlines. 

Dunham presents her celebrity image as someone “who deeply cares… about 

creating spaces to represent women” (Price). However, Dunham’s provocative 

social media persona suggests otherwise. After she wondered why NFL player 

Odell Beckham, Jr. didn’t want to sleep with her in a 2016 Lenny Letter article 

Dunham quickly came under criticism for hypersexualizing Beckham, with whom 

she has no relationship (Blay). Dunham’s desire to create intimate connections with 

followers via a quirky persona blurs the boundaries between provocation and 

racism.  

At the height of the Hollywood-driven #MeToo movement in November 2017, 

Dunham claimed Perrineau lied about Girls screenwriter Murray Miller, a white 

man, having sexually assaulted her when she was a minor. Though Dunham 

published an op-ed in The New York Times in support of other Hollywood actors in 

October 2017, her stance shifted when a Black woman came forward. Facing 

pressure from prominent Black Twitter and feminist accomplice enclaves, Dunham 

soon retracted her words and, a year later, used substance abuse and chronic illness 

diagnoses to excuse her anti-Blackness and misogyny. Instead of believing 

Perrineau and amplifying her story, Dunham used her status as a white celebrity 

http://www.jessrauchberg.com/
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woman to condemn and gatekeep a Black woman from coming forward and sharing 

space in the primarily white-feminist led #MeToo movement.  

This essay amplifies the vital critique of Black feminist Twitter counterpublics, 

whose responses to Dunham’s anti-Blackness and misogyny reveal hashtag 

activism’s1 material impacts long past a trending period. I use Bailey and Trudy’s 

portmanteau misogynoir – the systemic hatred and erasure of Black women – to 

frame my understanding of how white feminists often hijack digital activist 

movements by isolating and erasing Black women from the conversation (473). By 

white feminism, I am referring to mainstream threads of North American-based 

popular feminism created by and centering the perspectives of white, cisgendered, 

heterosexual, wealthy, non-disabled women. White feminism typically upholds 

patriarchy and ignores or misappropriates intersectionality as an analytic 

framework. White feminism’s narrow lens rarely creates space for Black women 

(Aziz 165). Contemporary feminisms, such as popular feminism, adapt white 

feminism to the digital age through a lens of postraciality because of the internet’s 

supposed anonymity (Banet-Weiser 16). This anonymity positions white feminists 

to conceive of gender as a universally experienced political identity, often erasing 

the digital presence and labor of Black women. In digital spaces, misogynoir 

reproduces the longevity of white feminist gatekeeping.  

Subsequently, I support my use of misogynoir as an analytical framework with 

popular feminism, or neoliberal threads of western feminisms that present a 

universalized (read: white, middle class) idea of feminism and gender (Banet-

Weiser 17); and hipster racism, which refers to white people who believe that their 

education and socio-economic status absolve them from their roles in white 

supremacy (Dubrofsky and Wood 282). Misogynoir, popular feminism, and hipster 

racism provide an essential intervention in understanding structures of white 

feminism in hashtag activism. Through a critical technocultural discourse analysis 

(Brock) of tweets and popular press articles, I ask: How is misogynoir constituted 

in online practices of white feminism?  

The essay is organized as follows. I initially explain the networking between 

popular feminism and hipster racism. The subsequent section presents a brief 

history of Twitter-based hashtag activism and feminist organizing, noting why this 

platform uniquely hosts transformative movements simultaneously committed to 

 
1 Hashtag activism refers to strategies that digital counterpublics and subsequent allies employ 

through the use of hashtags (#) to make “political contentions about identity politics that advocate 

for social change, identity redefinition, and political inclusion” (Jackson et al. xviii).  
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racial and gender justice. The following section introduces critical technocultural 

discourse analysis as a research technique prioritizing digital cultural politics. I then 

use misogynoir to interpret Dunham’s cooption of the original metoo movement2 

in 2017 while simultaneously amplifying the necessary interventions brought forth 

by Black feminist Twitter enclaves. I conclude by discussing how white feminists 

limit #MeToo’s potential because of racist gatekeeping on and offline.  

 

Popular Feminism, Hipster Racism, and the Problem of White 

Feminism 

 

Lena Dunham’s critically acclaimed, semi-autobiographical series Girls (HBO, 

2012-2017) received pushback for its lack of diverse racial representation. 

Moreover, the series received note for Dunham’s portrayal of anti-hero Hannah 

Horvath, a provocative aspiring writer. Girls’ depiction of feminism reflected 

growing trends in popular feminism, which relies on the “universality” of gender; 

its dominance sustains the networking between media institutions (Banet-Weiser 

14). Popular feminism also buttresses popular misogyny, a reactive and 

objectifying strategy dehumanizing and devaluing women (Banet-Weiser 2-3). 

This complex pull is inherent to popular feminism. One may engage in feminism 

that matches their ideals and values, yet a reaction to feminism that digresses from 

one’s own beliefs will be met with the misogyny that a feminist would claim to 

reject. 

The push and pull of popular celebrity feminisms and popular misogyny 

becomes further complicated with hipster racism. Here, I refer to the dominance of 

white, upper/middle-class, cosmopolitan-dwelling, college educated North 

American people who use their education and class status to excuse racism as 

innocence (Dubrofsky and Wood). For example, after commentary on Girls’ lack 

of diverse racial representation, Dunham claimed she was only writing what she 

knew and argued that she never intended to tokenize the series’ few Black 

characters (Bernstein). Dunham’s self-reflection allows her portrayal as someone 

who is “too aware of being racist” (Dubrofsky and Wood 285). Hipster racism 

frames racist performances, such as Blackface or cultural appropriation, as ironic, 

satirical, or artistic. White celebrity women deflect and justify hipster racist 

 
2 I use “metoo” or “me too” when referring to Tarana Burke’s original phrase; #MeToo is used for 

the mainstream movement.  
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behavior through emphasizing self-growth, apologia, and naivete. I mark white 

feminism as a type of popular feminism that emerges at the intersection of 

whiteness and upper/middle-class mobilities. White feminism’s single-issue 

approach to gender equality fails to account for the ways race intersects with gender 

and class, leaving racialized women behind. Misogynoir explains how white 

feminists weaponize this erasure to deny Black women agency (Bailey and Trudy 

766). Because popular feminisms, like white feminism, evolve only to serve white, 

upper/middle-class women, it does not include Black women and girls within its 

contours. 

 

Twitter’s Black Feminist Hashtag Activism 

 

Over the past 15 years, Twitter evolved into one of the most popular global social 

networking sites, with over 300 million users (Jackson et al xxiv.). The hashtag is 

central to the site’s success. Formed by the # key, hashtags increase the visibility 

of a user’s tweets – often with a short, memorable phrase or keyword (Jackson et 

al. xxviii). Hashtags are valuable tools in pointing political conversations in a 

particular direction and serve as a hybrid “connecting online with offline” (Kuo 

496). Through Twitter’s algorithm, hashtags organize and link together. Based on 

high levels of user interaction, hashtags “trend,” referring to a point of viral 

popularity (Kuo 496). The more a hashtag is used or shared, the more Twitter’s 

algorithm will prioritize it.  

More recently, Twitter’s longevity is supported by its function as a 

consciousness-raising tool for facilitating social change. Enclaves, or users united 

by a shared identity or social cause, use the site for “democratizing discourse” (Kuo 

496) via reframing dominant socio-cultural conversations, exposing injustices, and 

promoting policy change through viral hashtags. For instance, Black Twitter 

emerged in the early 2010s due to the percentage of Black Americans engaging on 

the network for signifyin’ Black cultural discourse through hashtags, tweet 

challenges, and cultural production that eschewed (dominant) white publics 

(Brock). Importantly, Black social media enclaves are not a new invention. Black 

counterpublics traditionally served as alternative spaces for coalition-building 

against hegemonic white supremacist discourses (Squires 449). Black newspapers, 

churches, and other social institutions prioritized “Black publicity, rights, and 

interests… [that] transformed into strategies to counter the oppression of White 
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Supremacist rule” (Squires 451). In the digital age, the legacies of these Black 

cultural organizations live on in Black (feminist) social media enclaves3.  

Racial justice hashtag activism quickly became an essential part of North 

American organizing throughout the 2010s. Users rely on hashtags to address 

injustice and catalyze social change by negotiating politics and identity. For 

instance, in the hashtag #PaulasBestDishes, users concurrently engaged in racial 

justice hashtag activism and community building by paying satirical homage to 

former Food Network star Paula Deen after she was fired (Clark 210). Likewise, 

#FergusonIsEverywhere powerfully addressed the permanence of anti-Black 

racism and police brutality following the extrajudicial murder of Michael Brown 

and the beginning of the Black Lives Matter movement in 2014 (Jackson and 

Foucault Welles). Racial justice hashtag activism is a critical strategy for building 

community when mainstream media institutions typically fail to report or are 

responsible for racism (Clark 210). The power of a hashtag amplifies the voices 

and perspectives of marginalized communities, bringing issues forward to everyday 

(offline) conversation.  

Many early feminist hashtag activist enclaves centered on white women’s 

stories, failing to consider Black women and their perspectives. Therefore, Black 

feminist Twitter users created new hashtags to “combat the institutionalization of 

Black women’s experience with abuse when mainstream media erases it” (Williams 

342). This is especially the case in Black feminist hashtag activist movements, as 

“social media is grounded in African-American communication styles and 

patterns” (Durham 207). For instance, writer Mikki Kendall created 

#SolidarityIsForWhiteWomen to highlight the systemic erasure of Black women’s 

experiences surrounding #YesAllWomen. More importantly the hashtag gained 

significant traction outside of Twitter becoming a cultural artifact “that was easily 

shared between online and physical settings without losing its meaning” (Clark 

214). Black feminist hashtag activism often serves as a strategy of resistance for 

Black women to simultaneously challenge systems of white supremacy and 

gendered violence in order to bring justice for racialized women (Williams 343). 

Black feminist Twitter facilitates important world-making through storytelling, 

organizing, and digital community building. Intersectionality interrogates the 

 
3 Through the use of related hashtags, Twitter hosts many counterpublics: communities united 

through dialogues challenging or disidentifying with dominant cultural conversations. Popular 

Twitter counterpublics, like #BlackTwitter, #GirlsLikeUs, and #DisabilityTwitter, foster spaces for 

influential dialogues on identity politics that shape offline culture.  
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various ways in which race and gender concurrently shape structural, political, and 

representational aspects of violence against racialized women (Crenshaw 1242). 

Intersectional readings of North American media texts help address and interrogate 

dangerous media tropes about Black women and girls (Crenshaw). Social 

networking sites like Twitter emerged as a place where publics could learn about 

the relationship between race, gender, and rape culture in creative, innovative ways 

through digital communications (Mendes et al. 237). Specifically, Black feminist 

hashtags privilege conversations centering Black feminist thought and critique.  

 

#MeToo 

 

Intersectionality is an essential tool for analyzing the digital #MeToo movement. 

#MeToo (stylized initially as Metoo or me too) was started by Tarana Burke, a 

Black woman and community organizer in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in 2006. 

Burke created her non-profit, Just Be, Inc., as a space for Black women and girls to 

discuss the intersections of race, gender, and domestic violence. Using the phrase 

“me too” allowed survivors in the group to acknowledge the impact of sexual 

violence and create community (Jackson et al.). Metoo allowed survivors to reclaim 

bodily autonomy and recover.  

On October 5, 2017, Metoo’s digital iteration began when white Hollywood 

actresses Ashley Judd and Rose McGowan came forward in a New York Times 

exposé with sexual assault accusations against Miramax Films co-founder Harvey 

Weinstein. Another white celebrity woman survivor, Alyssa Milano, tweeted on 

October 15: “If you’ve been sexually harassed or assaulted write ‘me too’ as a reply 

to this tweet… we might give people a sense of magnitude of the problem…” 

(@Alyssa_Milano). Milano’s tweet collected nearly 40,000 retweets, 50,000 likes, 

and received almost 62,000 replies, effectively launching Burke’s phrase into 

cyberspace. White celebrity women were quickly associated with coining #MeToo. 

At the time, Burke was virtually unknown outside of Black feminist Twitter 

enclaves and community organizing in New York and Philadelphia.  

Concerned with erasure, Burke took to Twitter to emphasize her previous work 

and authorship: “It’s beyond a hashtag. It’s the start of a radical conversation and 

movement for community healing. Join Us. #MeToo” (@TaranaBurke). Burke’s 

tweet collected over a thousand likes, and Milano quickly shared a link to Just Be, 

Inc.: “I was just made aware of an earlier #MeToo movement, and the origin story 

is equal parts heartbreaking and inspiring” (Olheiser). Despite the shift towards 
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crediting Burke, white celebrity women remained as the #MeToo spokespeople. 

Instances of early appropriation and erasure in #MeToo reveal ways that white 

upper/middle-class women with social capital hold power in cultural conversations 

about sexual assault. White women are imagined as the creators of social 

movements – even when Black women initiate the cause.  

I will clarify that the issue at hand is not white celebrities participating in 

#MeToo: the hashtag’s powerful potential allowed even the most privileged of 

white women to be taken seriously when coming forward about sexual assault 

(Jackson et al.). As I explain in the following sections, I am addressing how white 

celebrity women’s involvement with #MeToo systematized pushback, gatekeeping, 

and erasure of Black women’s work and experiences. Bailey and Trudy coin this as 

misogynoir, which traces its roots toward the era of institutionalized enslavement 

of Black people in the Americas (763). Misogynoir intends to prioritize the 

experiences of Black women and girls, whose stories are illegitimated by white 

supremacy. Misogynoir names “specific types of violence” enacted through anti-

Black racism and is communicated through polysemous strategies (Bailey and 

Trudy 764). Bailey and Trudy identify misogynoir’s typical evolution in digital 

spaces: Black women content creators are mocked or receive pushback from white 

feminists for their work until the mainstream absorbs it and white feminists take 

credit for Black women’s authorship through several gatekeeping strategies. I 

position misogynoir as a theoretical tool to assess how white feminism limits 

#MeToo’s hashtag activism, using Lena Dunham and her accusation-apology to 

Aurora Perrineau as a case study. 

 

Methodology 

 

Critical technocultural discourse analysis (CTDA) is a multimodal technique used 

to investigate how offline semiotic frameworks and cultural practices inform 

artifacts produced via new media technologies, such as social networking sites 

(Brock 2). CTDA privileges the power of digital activism originating from ordinary 

users, centering experiences, conversations, or discourses derived outside of 

individuals and institutions upholding cultural power, such as politicians, 

corporations, or celebrities (Kuo). CTDA emphasizes the importance of 

intersectionality to map out dominant interlocking frameworks of oppression that 

limit hashtag activism’s liberatory potentials. CTDA presents social media 

enclaves, like Black Twitter, as important counterpublics. For example, I am 
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interested in how Black feminist Twitter users and accomplices used their 

respective enclaves to condemn Dunham’s anti-Black feminism. CTDA’s 

appreciation for multiperspectival analysis explores the depth of interconnectivity 

in digital users reacting and interacting with Dunham’s content. Through my study 

of Dunham’s tweets, CTDA reveals that her misogynoir is a symptom of more 

considerable ideological violence of white feminist practices.  

I pay keen attention to tweets as primary texts. Though Dunham has large social 

media followings on other platforms, I selected Twitter because it hosts the largest 

follower count (as of April 2022, she had 5.2 million followers). I use the following 

for my data sets: Dunham’s tweets; tweets from other public, verified users 

responding to or writing about Dunham; and popular press articles published 

around two dates: November 17, 2017 (the date Dunham issued her accusation 

against Perrineau) and November 25, 2018 (the day after Dunham’s apology 

interview with The Cut was published). I selected tweets from public verified users 

and tweets from users quoted in popular press articles to “map” and account for 

their cultural production and labor (Kim and Kim). My essay expands upon recent 

commentary on Dunham’s white feminist apologia (Dunne; Maule). However, I 

explicitly focus on Dunham’s misogynoir to address pervasive anti-Blackness and 

misogyny in digital feminist movements.  

 

Lena Dunham’s White Feminist Misogynoir in #MeToo 

 

I use misogynoir to map out Dunham’s anti-Blackness and misogyny in #MeToo. 

Misogynoir evolves in three stages: mocking or pushback of Black women, 

gatekeeping of Black women, and eventual erasure of Black women’s labor as the 

mainstream absorbs their cultural content. I chronicle how white feminist hashtag 

activists recreate offline historical patterns of misogynoir through gatekeeping and 

erasing Black women and girls from social movements.  

Mocking. On November 17, 2017, Hollywood tabloid The Wrap reported that 

23 year-old actress Aurora Perrineau filed a report with the Los Angeles Police 

Department to charge 44 year-old Girls screenwriter Murray Miller of sexual 

assault (Donnelly and Molloy). Perrineau stated the assault occurred in 2012, when 

she was a minor, and completed both polygraph tests and psychological interviews 

before filing. It is of interest that Murray had a personal friendship with Dunham at 

the time of the assault. Later that evening, Dunham and former Girls producer Jenni 

Konner (also a white woman) took to Twitter and The Hollywood Reporter:  
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But during every time of change there are incidences of the culture, in its 

enthusiasm and zeal, taking down the wrong targets. We believe, after 

working closely with him for over half a decade, that this is the case with 

Murray Miller. While our first instinct is to listen to every woman’s story, 

our insider knowledge of Murray’s situation makes us confident that this is 

one of the 3 percent of assault cases that are misreported every year. It is a 

true shame to add to that number, as outside of Hollywood women still 

struggled to be believed. We stand by Murray and this is all we’ll be saying 

about the issue. (Parker) 

Bailey and Trudy note that the mocking stage of misogynoir refers to a systemic 

pushback of Black women’s words or work from a dominant group (764). For 

example, in Dunham and Konner’s statement, the nameless Perrineau is reduced to 

no more than a faulty statistic (“this is one of the 3 percent of assault cases that are 

misreported”). Dunham and Konner also claim that Perrineau’s coming forward 

will hurt women everywhere (“It’s a true shame to add to that number”). As 

members of a dominant group (white celebrity women), Dunham and Konner 

dehumanize Perrineau, stripping her of her agency as a survivor and as a Black, 

biracial woman. 

Additionally, the statement positions Perrineau as an unrapable Jezebel (Hine). 

Jezebels are often characterized as excessive, irrational, and ultimately unable to 

control her emotions and actions (Collins 81). Dunham and Konner use adjectives 

like “zeal” and “enthusiastic” to demarcate Perrineau as taking advantage of the 

#MeToo media frenzy. Their description closely aligns with the Jezebel’s perceived 

threat to white men’s dominance and power (Collins). In the statement, the 

unnamed Perrineau is presented as a threat to the majority of (white woman) 

Hollywood survivors coming forward.  

Black feminist Twitter users remarked on Dunham’s quick transition to 

misogynoir when a Black woman came forward. Many tweets named how white 

women contribute to the mocking and pushback of Black women. Journalist 

Rebecca Pierce wrote, “Aurora Perrineau… [was] signaled [sic] out for awful 

smearing by rapists and their supporters because Black women are considered less 

believable, but also bc rapes against us weren’t a crime for the majority of U.S. 

history. We don’t get that ‘pure’ white victimhood” (Pierce). Journalist Eternity 

Martis remarked upon the limitations of Dunham’s feminism, writing that the 

statement was “more evidence that Lena Dunham is absolute trash, and how self-

serving white feminists leave WOC behind. She ‘believes’ all women, writes an 
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article on how men can do better, then defends her white male friend who is being 

accused of sexual assault by a young black actress.” Mikki Kendall also retweeted 

the statement, signing off with, “Hey, remember when Black women told you that 

racism will let white women sell out WOC? #SolidarityIsForWhiteWomen… 

People who talk about rape culture & consent when they talk about white women 

are going to show you how much they believe WOC have no selves to defend. 

Don’t forget this lesson” (Kendall). Additional tweets called Dunham “trash” and 

a “feminist failure” for issuing the statement, remarking upon how her feminism 

failed to include a Black woman. 

Popular feminisms (and misogyny) attach to discourses of accommodation, 

often taking on a universalized approach to a single issue, such as sexual violence. 

In doing so, popular feminisms like white feminism erase and devalue the 

contributions, perspectives, and lived experiences of marginalized people (Banet-

Weiser 14). Conversely, Black feminist counterpublics readily name and 

acknowledge political intersections of identity by naming and educating about 

systemic violence through tweets, memes, and storytelling (Clark). Here, 

counterpublics address Dunham and Konner’s mocking of Perrineau in her 

statement as a repetition in American history where white women contribute to the 

dehumanization of Black women through pushing back on the realities of their 

sexual trauma. The erasure of a Black woman sexual assault survivor from the 

statement reifies the violence that comes from misogynoir’s erasure and 

malignment of Black women over their narratives. Through their demarcation of 

what a sexual assault survivor should and should not do, Dunham and Konner align 

themselves with upholding white supremacist patriarchy.  

Gatekeeping. White feminist misogynoir is common in hashtag activist 

movements: Black women are mocked until a white feminist participates and 

claims the organizing as their own or determines who can be involved. The 

historical hatred, erasure, and decentering of Black women in United States 

(popular) culture continues into the digital age, creating an “overall silence in 

mainstream media to address the concerns of girls and women of color” (Durham 

212). The white feminist-led #MeToo movement reproduced this, focusing on 

white celebrity women while invalidating Black and racialized women. Once 

#MeToo crossed into the mainstream, Dunham quickly positioned herself as a 

prominent figure and ally for the (primarily white) celebrity women who spoke out 

against Weinstein’s abuse. In an October 2017 New York Times essay, Dunham 

rallied for women everywhere to uplift one another, writing: “Hollywood’s 
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silence… only reinforces the culture that keeps women from speaking… When we 

stay silent, we stay on the path that led us here…” (Dunham). Dunham also tweeted 

to establish her solidarity, such as: “Things women lie about: what we ate for lunch. 

Things women don’t lie about: rape” (Dunham). Dunham branded her mission 

operative as empathetic and survivor-centered. However, it is essential to note that 

the only survivors Dunham supported were white women. 

Black feminist Twitter users noted the ways Dunham and Konner gatekept with 

the release of their statement. In response to Dunham and Konner, Tarana Burke 

tweeted: “People wonder why I keep saying marginalized voices need to be 

centered @lenadunham is the reason why. Maybe I should be more clear: 

BELIEVE BLACK WOMEN… Dunham’s statement is trash… 

#IStandWithAuroraPerrineau” (Burke). Burke’s naming of Dunham’s gatekeeping 

refers to the various ways that white feminists fall back on their allegiances with 

white men (Crenshaw 1261). Bailey and Trudy note that misogynoir often occurs 

when Black women use digital spaces to collectively generate ideas, thoughts, and 

actions. Though white feminists initially reject or mock Black women’s content, 

white feminists begin to gatekeep this work, erasing Black women’s agency as 

discourse enters the (white) mainstream.  

Following this initial criticism, Dunham tweeted a second statement: “I believe 

in a lot of things but the first tenet of my politics is to hold up the people who have 

held me up, who have filled up my world with love” (Dunham). Again, in direct 

accordance with misogynoir, Dunham abandoned her feminist principles to protect 

a white male rapist. Disability justice activist Imani Barbarin retweeted Dunham: 

“Retweet if you remember when POCs said her feminism was conditional? *sips 

mint tea*.” Barbarin and other interlocuters demonstrate how white feminists like 

Dunham more readily realign themselves with white supremacy and rape culture 

than with Black women. Dunham’s gatekeeping of #MeToo constructs white 

women coming forward about assault as natural, authentic, and necessary. 

Conversely, Dunham pathologized a young Black woman performing the same 

action as a threat to white woman coming forward about sexual assault.  

Erasure. The last stage of misogynoir, erasure, reveals the violent removal of 

Black women from social movements through a culmination of white feminist 

mockery, pushback, and gatekeeping. Bailey and Trudy note misogynoir exposes 

“the unique ways Black women’s bodies are pathologized… and maligned” (763). 

As #MeToo’s permanence in mainstream media held steadfastly, white celebrity 

women like Dunham usurped further control through their gatekeeping. Dunham 
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shared the following post on November 18, 2017, after receiving backlash for 

accusing Perrineau:  

As feminists, believing women is the first choice… Therefore I never 

thought that I would issue a statement publicly (sic) supporting someone 

accused of sexual assault, but I naively believed that it was important to 

share my perspective on my friend’s situation as it transpired behind the 

scenes over the last few months. I now understand it was absolutely the 

wrong time to come forward with such a statement and I am so sorry… 

every person and every feminist should be required to hear her… Until we 

are all believed, none of us will be believed. We apologize to any women 

we may have offended. (Dunham)  

In this initial apology, Dunham never addresses Perrineau by name, continuing to 

uphold misogynoir’s erasure of Black women. Dunham also uses terms like 

“naively,” “I now understand,” and “sharing my perspective.” Dunham’s uses of 

these phrases chalks her behavior up to a childlike mistake, not racism. 

Additionally, Dunham’s emphasis on exonerating her public persona aims to 

rehabilitate her celebrity image, rather than addressing her misogynoir (Dunne 

268). Dunham’s statement reflects that of many white celebrity women’s public 

apologies to absolve their role in racism without holding themselves accountable 

(Dubrofsky and Wood). Finally, instead of addressing Perrineau by name, Dunham 

dedicates her apology to “any women we may have offended.” Failures to name 

and account for racism in public apology statements become strategies to conceal 

and reproduce whiteness (Holling et al. 262). By omitting Perrineau’s name, the 

transparency behind this apology reaffirms the power that white celebrity women 

like Dunham hold over Black women. Though these statements attempt to 

demonstrate “self-growth,” justifying misogynoir reproduces the longevity of white 

feminist gatekeeping in digital activism.  

Many Black feminist Twitter users who retweeted or replied to Dunham called 

on her to name Perrineau and directly apologize. Others told Dunham that she was 

“cancelled” and not a true feminist. Sociologist Tressie McMillan Cottom wrote: 

“It is hard to imagine a better avatar for a white liberal capitalist feminism like 

Dunham. Truly this is *kisses fingers* spot on for that brand” (McMillan Cottom). 

The Independent noted: “Among what Dunham and Konner describe as ‘a windfall 

of deeply necessary accusations’ are the maligned voices of people of color… 

Women like Dunham, who have so vehemently supported the exposure of sexual 

harassment in the media, change course when the victims of this culture are non-
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white” (Kang). White feminists, like Dunham, use their social media platforms as 

an attempt to control the actions of Black women from having space in mainstream 

hashtag activist movements. Noting the original me too movement’s intersectional 

origins, Banet-Weiser suggests its transition to a digital global movement replaced 

its original intent with white, upper/middle-class North American feminist ideals, 

narrowing the visibility and amplification for the communities me too was created 

for (15). Black feminist hashtag activism’s important interventions in social 

movements undermined by white feminism not only amplifies the lived experiences 

of Black women, but also addresses the ways white feminists silence or usurp space 

(Clark 214). Dunham’s defense of a white man and rapist is indicative of a more 

prominent cultural symptom of white supremacist gatekeeping in feminist social 

movements.  

 

“High as a Kite…”: Justifying Hipster Racism  

 

White celebrity women often rely on quirky and self-absorbed apology statements 

to exonerate racist social media posts (Dubrofsky and Wood). Likewise, Dunham’s 

apologies sustain white supremacy and misogynoir by centering herself (Dunne 

267). Dunham used explicitly emotional social media posts to simultaneously gain 

sympathy from followers while authenticating her misogynoir as natural innocence. 

Nearly one year after her accusation, Dunham issued a 1,400-word apology letter 

in The Hollywood Reporter directly addressing Perrineau: “It’s painful that… I 

internalized the dominant agenda that asks us to internalize it no matter what… I 

see you, Aurora. I hear you, Aurora. I believe you, Aurora” (Dunham). A 

November 25, 2018 interview with The Cut revealed that Dunham privately 

reconciled with Perrineau. However, Dunham does not explain the details behind 

what happened in the meeting, obfuscating the accountability she claims. In the 

same interview, Dunham spoke at length about her accusation against Perrineau, 

disclosing to the reporter that she knew about Perrineau’s police report weeks 

before the press discovered the story. When The Wrap leaked the news, Dunham 

was “high… as a kite” on painkillers following a hysterectomy (Davis). It was not 

Dunham’s fault for her racist accusation against Perrineau, but her painkiller 

addiction. Here, Dunham uses her substance abuse to excuse misogynoir. Her 

hipster racist ideology fails to “own the particularity of whiteness… and the failure 

to acknowledge that, in a racist context, a ‘white’ voice stands in relationship to the 

authority of a ‘black’ voice” (Aziz 164). Instead of addressing harm, Dunham’s 
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non-apology reflects the ways that Black women must always intervene when white 

women reproduce misogynoir through their exclusion of Black women from 

conversations of systemic sexual violence.  

Responses to Dunham’s “apology” reflect the collective agency of Black 

feminist hashtag activism. Users questioned Dunham’s accountability and noted 

that she failed to address her white feminism and class privilege. The onset of 

responses reflects the critical work and agency of Black feminists and accomplices 

in agitating against the pervasive harm caused by white feminists through 

storytelling and satire. Black feminist Twitter enclaves make essential interventions 

when white feminist shut out racialized women from hashtag activism (Clark 214). 

What good is #MeToo when white feminists co-opt the movement? Dunham’s 

misogynoir reveals how white feminists fail to protect Black women: her hollow 

rhetoric does not repair but continues to feed systemic anti-Blackness and misogyny 

in conversations of sexual violence. 

 

Conclusion: The Limits of #MeToo 

 

In the nearly five years since the digital #MeToo movement began, the hashtag’s 

hybridity4 showcases the potentialities and limitations of hashtag activism. Twitter 

fosters the democratizing potential of storytelling as a catalyst for social change at 

the intersections of race and gender (Jackson et al.). #MeToo created space for 

survivors to build community and seek justice. A CTDA of #MeToo shows how 

conversations about interrogating rape culture not only gained traction on social 

media but also catalyzed a crucial cultural shift offline. In 2019, Asian American 

artist Chanel Miller (formerly known as Emily Doe) released her award-winning 

memoir Know My Name. The book chronicled Miller’s experiences as a sexual 

assault survivor and plaintiff in the People v. Turner trial. 2020 also saw the 

undoing of Harvey Weinstein, who was subsequently sentenced to 23 years in 

prison after several celebrity women testified against him in court (Pilkington). As 

a digital counterpublic, #MeToo reveals the transformative power of hashtag 

activism’s offline impact. 

Whom is #MeToo for? Originally, Metoo was created by Tarana Burke for 

Black women and girls to create community and provide a space for healing. 

 
4 Kuo uses hybridity in reference to a hashtag’s intertextual nature. Rarely used independently, 

hashtags serve as “indexing tools” connecting on and offline social events together (496). Likewise, 

my use of hybridity refers to the ways #MeToo connected on and offline feminist practices together. 
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However, white celebrity women like Lena Dunham were quick to take on #MeToo 

as their own invention when the hashtag went viral. I suggest that white celebrity 

women’s hijacking of #MeToo limits its potentialities for facilitating democratizing 

discourses. This is not to say Burke’s work is not important. Instead, I propose that 

Dunham’s role speaks to a more pervasive level of misogynoir within white 

feminist-led hashtag activism. For example, Black feminist Twitter users found in 

early hashtag activist moments (e.g., #YesAllWomen) were quickly absorbed and 

gatekeeping by white users in feminist Twitter enclaves (Clark). There are many 

Lena Dunhams: white feminists with class privilege who believe in the universal 

“goodness” of their feminism. In reality, white feminists take up space and cause 

harm by ignoring the concerns of Black women, thus becoming part of the problem 

(once more). In June 2020, Dunham reflected on her relationship with white 

supremacy, saying: “The goal is now to use my platform to support emerging Black 

artists, BIPOC artists, [and] LGBTQ artists” (Kirkpatrick). However, nearly five 

years after her statement against Perrineau, Dunham has done little to repair the 

harm of her previous misogynoir aside from ambiguous blanket statements on her 

various social media platforms. 

Hashtag activist movements are powerful tools for ordinary people to facilitate 

conversations at the intersections of racial and gender justice. However, white 

supremacy’s legacies still threaten the mobilization of Black feminist hashtag 

activism. In a 2017 interview with The Washington Post, Tarana Burke remarked 

that #MeToo is merely contemporary strategy to agitate against systemic sexual 

violence (Olheiser). Perhaps it is the work of Black feminist activists that will 

outlive the limitations of white celebrity social media activism and popular 

feminism.  
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The Popular Culture Studies Journal Reviews: 

Introduction 
 

Christopher J. Olson 

 

In the spirit of reflection, I wanted to look back at my own involvement with the 

Popular Culture Studies Journal that began in 2015 with volume 3, issue 1&2. That 

installment featured two reviews written by me: one for the book Captain America, 

Masculinity and Violence: The Evolution of a National Icon and the other for the 

film The Interview (Evan Goldberg and Seth Rogen, 2014). The latter piece has the 

distinction of being the first film review featured in the Popular Culture Studies 

Journal. The following year, my first published article, “Shakespeare, Didgeridoos, 

and Samurai Cowboys: Remixing National and Cultural Identities in Sukiyaki 

Western Django,” appeared in volume 4, issue 1&2, along with a review I wrote of 

the then-popular streaming series Daredevil. The article went on to win the Fred E. 

H. Schroeder Award at the Midwest Popular Culture Association’s annual meeting 

in 2016. Since then, I have greatly increased my participation with the PCSJ, 

publishing three articles (two by me and one co-authored with the journal’s current 

editor, CarrieLynn D. Reinhard) and three more reviews (including two looking at 

board games). I also co-edited two special issues (one devoted to professional 

wrestling and the other to live streaming) and assumed the role of Reviews Editor, 

taking over for my predecessor and occasional collaborator Malynnda Johnson. 

The primary reason for my continued involvement with the PCSJ is largely due 

to the supportive atmosphere fostered by the Editorial Board, an ethos established 

by the journal’s founders and perpetuated by the current team of editors. While the 

journal rejects the occasional submission, the editors would much rather encourage 

contributors to revise and resubmit. Moreover, the folks behind the PCSJ (myself 

included) sometimes work with contributors to improve submissions and bring 

them in line with the journal’s mission. As someone who does not consider himself 

an academic or a scholar and who finds most academic publishing (not to mention 

academia as a whole) to be unnecessarily intimidating, I find this philosophy of 

acceptance most refreshing. Though I often feel out of place within the walls of the 

academy, even as I am in the process of completing my doctoral studies, I 

nevertheless enjoy analyzing, discussing, and writing about popular culture. Like 

Ray Browne and numerous other cultural studies scholars, I believe that studying 
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popular culture can help us better understand ourselves and our societies, mainly 

because the things we enjoy reflect us and our communities. Yet there are those 

who still dismiss popular culture studies as a frivolous pursuit. The PCSJ, therefore, 

serves an important function in that it not only encourages the study of popular texts 

such as films, TV shows, games (both digital and analog), comic books, etc., but 

also provides a welcoming environment for scholars who may find that their 

interests face derision in other areas of academia. 

Like Malynnda before me (and Jennifer Dunn before her), I want this section 

of the journal to reflect this broader ideology of uplift by encouraging reviewers to 

cast a wide net when looking for books or other texts to review. I want contributors 

to submit reviews of books that move beyond the usual mass culture artifacts 

associated with popular culture, such as those listed in the previous paragraph, and 

provide readers with glimpses into other, perhaps less-explored avenues of mass 

taste. For instance, in this issue Dennis Owen Frohlich reviews Melanie Swalwell’s 

new monograph Homebrew Gaming and the Beginnings of Vernacular Digitality, 

which explores the culture of modding (or modifying) 8-bit microcomputers. 

Meanwhile, Ying Ma considers the general interest book Rise: A Pop History of 

Asian America from the Nineties to Now, which gives readers an overview of Asian 

popular culture from the last three decades. Of course, it is important that we also 

travel those well-trodden paths of popular culture from time to time, which is why 

this issue includes reviews of books dedicated to more traditional forms of popular 

culture such as films and video games. As such, Samuel Grant reviews Andrew 

Osmond’s monograph analyzing the classic anime film Spirited Away (Hayao 

Miyazaki, 2001), while Jana Fedtke discusses Play Like a Feminist, in which Shira 

Chess seeks to shake up the video game industry. Rounding out the book reviews 

is Christine Tomlinson’s look at Normalizing Mental Illness and Neurodiversity in 

Entertainment Media: Quieting the Madness, a collection of essays looking at 

media portrayals of mental illness edited by myself and Malynnda Johnson. Finally, 

this issue features reviews of two recent films, as Elizabeth Shiller examines the 

harrowing thriller Like Dogs (Randy Van Dyke, 2021) and Carlos Tkacz offers his 

opinion on the sci-fi spectacular Nope (Jordan Peele, 2022). 

I write this introduction on my laptop adorned with stickers devoted to such 

varied popular culture texts as The Rocky Horror Picture Show (Jim Sharman, 

1975), Once Upon a Time in Hollywood (Quentin Tarantino, 2019), long-running 

TV show Mystery Science Theater 3000, New Japan Professional Wrestling stable 

The Bullet Club, and home video label Vinegar Syndrome. As I write, I sit in my 
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living room, its walls decorated with framed posters for The Good, the Bad, and 

the Ugly (Sergio Leone, 1966), The Exorcist (William Friedkin, 1973), Once (John 

Carney, 2007), Paddington (Paul King, 2014), Drive (Nicolas Winding Refn, 

2011), Star Wars (George Lucas, 1977), and My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic. 

Strewn about the room are various toys, Blu-rays, video games, books, comics, 

puzzles, and other popular culture ephemera. I mention all this because I think it 

illustrates just how important popular culture is to me and my partner, CarrieLynn. 

We are fans of numerous popular texts that have shaped us as people, and we love 

sharing our passion and our thoughts about these things with other people. This 

enthusiasm is why the PCSJ is so important to both of us, as the journal has 

provided us and others who feel like us with an outlet to do just that. I believe I 

speak for CarrieLynn when I say that we hope it does the same for everyone reading 

currently reading these words. 

As always, I want to thank my assistant editor Linda Howell for her invaluable 

assistance in putting this section together. I also want to thank the reviewers for 

their important insights on the books and films featured in this issue. If you would 

like to contribute a review to be considered for inclusion in a future issue, please 

reach out to me. You can either pick one of the titles listed in the Book List for 

Reviews found on the PCSJ website, or you can suggest a title. In addition, I am 

always on the lookout for reviews of films, TV shows, games, comic books, or 

other popular culture texts, so if you have thoughts about any of these things, I 

would love it if you would send them my way. For more on how to do that, you can 

check out the PCSJ website or contact me at olson429@uwm.edu. Now, on to the 

reviews. 

mailto:olson429@uwm.edu
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Chess, Shira. Play Like a Feminist. MIT Press, 2020. 

 

In her timely book, Play Like a Feminist, Shira Chess examines video games as 

contemporary cultural productions. The author is particularly interested in 

analyzing the role of play at the nexus of feminisms and gaming. Critical of the 

status quo of video games as often “violent, addictive, and predictors of toxic 

masculinity” (108), Chess wants her book “to call everything into question and 

challenge our understanding of play as it relates to larger inequalities” (xiii – “A 

Note About Feminism”). Play Like a Feminist is informative, well-researched, 

engaging, and fun to read. It is both suitable for scholars of gaming and media 

studies and accessible to wider audiences beyond academia interested in gaming 

and its implications for our understanding of contemporary society. 

An Associate Professor of Entertainment and Media Studies in the Department 

of Telecommunications in the Grady College of Journalism and Mass 

Communication at the University of Georgia, Chess has widely published on 

gaming and digital media in general, including numerous scholarly articles, as well 

as the monographs Ready Player Two: Women Gamers and Designed Identity 

(University of Minnesota Press, 2017) and Folklore, Horror Stories, and the 

Slender Man: The Development of an Internet Mythology (Palgrave Pivot, 2014, 

with Eric Newsom). 2020’s Play Like a Feminist continues this expertise at the 

intersections of gaming and various feminisms. 

The introduction highlights the role of play and interprets playing as a “tool of 

radical disruption” (6). Chess defines play as “an issue of equality” (6), focusing 

on the power of play (7) and the intersectionality of play and feminisms (13). 

Employing theoretical approaches from game studies, gender studies, media 

studies, and design studies, Chess argues that, in gaming, “feminisms can find new 

strategies for overcoming political and cultural oppression” (7). The author 

positions her book as “an intervention and provocation” in light of these claims 

(14). 

Play Like a Feminist is divided into five major chapters. The first chapter, 

“Playing Like a Girl,” explores the origins of this phrase. Though arguing for its 

empowering and positive potential, Chess points out its problematic nature since 

“it maintains the narrative of cisgendered ideologies” (34). The book does not 
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reinforce binary oppositions, instead it emphasizes the act of playing like a feminist 

as “a disruptive yet inclusive practice” (40). In fact, Chess refers to “feminisms” in 

the plural throughout the book and stresses the potential of “disrupting patriarchal 

hegemonies” (39). 

In Chapter 2, “PWNing Leisure,” Chess focuses on the importance of leisure 

and what people can learn from feminist gaming for everyday life. Detailing the 

complex nature of leisure, which is not necessarily the same as play, the author 

contextualizes contemporary notions of leisure in feminist leisure studies. Coupling 

this with reflections on social class (55), Chess argues that, “feminists need to fight 

for leisure … to PWN our leisure” (58). The term “PWN” is taken from video game 

leetspeak, a form of internet lingo that modifies words via alternate spellings or 

character replacement (i.e., “l337” in place of “leet”). As a footnote indicates, 

“PWN” is pronounced “pone,” as a misspelling of, and in an allusion to, “own” 

(58). Chess explains that the word can be “used aggressively (‘I PWNED YOU’) 

or self-deprecatingly (‘We got PWNED’)” (58). Either way, according to the 

author, it “indicates a win and a kind of domination within a playful space” (58). 

Turning the focus to social protest, Chapter 3, “Play to Protest,” argues that play 

can function as a “source of agency for feminists and activists” (67). Chess admits 

that the relationship between activism and play is seemingly contradictory but 

historicizes playful protests (71-72) and calls for more gaming activism that 

includes play. Citing Hélène Cixous’s reading of the laugh of Medusa (81), Chess 

also views laughter as “the ultimate tool of playful protest” (79).  

Chapter 4, “Gaming Feminism,” continues to explore the intersections of 

feminisms and gaming cultures. Throughout the book, Chess alludes to GamerGate 

which she defines in a footnote as, “a hashtag campaign perpetrated by the alt-right, 

deliberately targeting women within and around the video game industry” (3). This 

chapter explicitly attacks such attitudes, as Chess writes: “I want to annihilate the 

toxic cultures, mediocre products, and public reputation of this industry” (86). 

Highly critical of some of the sexist practices of gaming, Chess expresses her aim 

in writing this book: “I want to destroy the industry, disrupt the playground, and 

find ways to make games better” (86). The author is adamant: “To reiterate: I want 

to destroy the video game industry. Not to see it gone forever, and not to end the 

medium, but rather to see it rise like a phoenix into a new form that lights up the 

world with its fury” (105). This hopeful note situates Chess’s work in the 

transformative potential of feminist gaming. 
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Finally, Chapter 5, “Gaming in Circles,” proposes an experiment for people to 

start gaming in circles, which Chess envisions as akin to book clubs (109). The 

author suggests that this would provide a “sense of community” (123). It might also 

attract what Chess calls the “game curious” as an audience, people who might be 

interested in games, but have, for one reason or another, not yet had a chance to 

engage with gaming playfully (108). The book’s conclusion extends this vision by 

positioning playing like a feminist as a “call to arms” (133). Chess invites people 

to “Play More” (129), while also providing a “Blueprint for Starting Your Own 

Gaming Circle” in the appendix (135-141). 

An engaging call for reform in the gaming industry and a powerful call for 

action to anyone interested in gaming and feminisms, Play Like a Feminist provides 

a much-needed examination of video games and the cultural practices surrounding 

them. Chess proposes play as a powerful medium of agency to dismantle some of 

the problematic practices. The book stages an intervention and suggests innovative 

ways to escape such oppression. It is both educating and entertaining to read in its 

call to play more – and to play like a feminist. 

 

Jana Fedtke 

Northwestern University in Qatar 

 

Johnson, Malynnda, and Christopher J. Olson, eds. Normalizing Mental 

Illness and Neurodiversity in Entertainment Media: Quieting the 

Madness. Routledge, 2021. 

 

The media landscape, as it pertains to mental illness and neurodiversity, has been 

wrought with negative, stereotypical, and inaccurate portrayals. This can feed into 

the cultural reproduction of beliefs about mental illness and neurodiversity, leading 

to further social stigma. Malynnda Johnson and Christopher J. Olson’s edited 2021 

collection Normalizing Mental Illness and Neurodiversity in Entertainment Media: 

Quieting the Madness offers an important look at these representations and their 

potential for positive influence. Each chapter assesses the significance of 

representation, the approaches to destigmatizing mental illness, and the place that 

media holds in a broader cultural conversation. 

In Chapter 1, Malynnda Johnson and Tara Walker emphasize the importance of 

representations of mental health, mental illness, and neurodiversity. They outline 
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the tone of the collection, which emphasizes the depictions available, their 

shortcomings, and the potential held by media to reduce stigma and increase 

understanding. Chapter 2 by Jerralyn Moudry shifts the focus to children-centered 

programming with her examination of The Loud House. The author notes media’s 

potential to combat stigma, particularly through children’s television. Continuing 

with media aimed at younger audiences, Hayley T. Markovich uses Chapter 3 to 

highlight how media can change over time. In the case of Finding Nemo and 

Finding Dory, the way that Dory is written shifts from humorous to a more serious 

and encouraging look at navigating the world with a disability. 

Chapter 4 by Ali Gattoni moves the discussion toward media for older 

audiences and the presence of more complicated stories about relationships with 

mental illness. These illustrations may not reflect best practices or be wholly 

accurate but can resonate with audiences who have had similar experiences. 

According to Gattoni, the American family drama television series This is Us 

(2016-2022) effectively subverts common stereotypical representations while 

illustrating the importance of family contexts for coping with mental illness. In 

Chapter 5, Craig A. Meyer and Daniel Preston discuss the Star Trek franchise’s 

positive representations of neurodiversity and how media can have profound 

impacts on viewers who live with disabilities, showing them potential futures and 

realities that do not stigmatize or pathologize disability. 

Chapters 6, 7, and 8 move the discussion toward representations of the autism 

spectrum. In Chapter 6, Benson Rajan addresses implied representations in The Big 

Bang Theory and Community, juxtaposing the potential to educate and raise 

awareness with the tendency for sitcoms to use these experiences for humor. This 

can lead to misunderstandings and social hesitations toward neurodiversity. 

Chapter 7 by Malynnda Johnson further considers the autism spectrum with an 

analysis of Sherlock Holmes. Although the character is not officially diagnosed, 

many readings of the character suggest autism. Holmes has been celebrated by 

many with autism as a chance to identify with media representation and to 

positively shift perceptions about neurodiversity. Chapter 8 by Magnus Danielson 

and Mike Kemani also considers a character with autism in the Swedish/Danish co-

production The Bridge, noting that although the show’s main character is treated 

well by other characters, the story still pathologizes her and presents her as 

abnormal. 

In Chapter 9, the focus shifts toward depression in media. McKenzie L. 

Caldwell and Rodney F. Dick consider Joe Wright's 2005 adaptation of Pride and 
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Prejudice. Departing from common depictions, the main character experiences life 

and love without portraying depression as insurmountable. Chapter 10 by Marta 

Lopera-Mármol, Mònika Jiménez-Morales, and Manel Jiménez-Morales considers 

depression alongside eating disorders in My Mad Fat Diary. The authors point out 

that MMFD highlights personal acceptance and honest depictions of mental health 

without deemphasizing the possibility of recovery. Sarah Symonds LeBlanc uses 

Chapter 11 to explore postpartum depression in sitcoms. Highlighting the potential 

of television to explore real experiences and communicate personal stories of 

mental illness to expand beyond stereotypical representations and, in some cases, 

lend support to audiences with similar experiences.  

Chapter 12 by Sherryl Wilson continues to explore uses of media to empower 

and educate audiences about mental illness, emphasizing how individuals, 

including comedians, can use media as a platform to express their own experiences 

and connect with audiences going through similar struggles. Chapter 13 sees Jason 

Lee discuss representations of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in the films 

Taxi Driver (Martin Scorsese, 1976) and You Were Never Really Here (Lynne 

Ramsay, 2017), noting that such depictions have been an important means of 

raising cultural awareness and exposing audiences to some of the effects of PTSD. 

Again, this creates opportunities for audiences to learn and see their own 

experiences reflected in media. More opportunities to underscore understandings 

are covered in Chapter 14, with Shannon O’Sullivan discussing the approach of 

Shameless in portraying experiences with bipolar disorder in ways that avoid 

harmful stereotyping. A primary positive takeaway noted by the author is engaging 

with characters and their experiences as more than one-dimensional and 

stereotyped tropes. 

Finally, CarrieLynn D. Reinhard and Christopher J. Olson use Chapter 15 to 

address mental health and eating disorders among professional wrestlers. Being 

closer to reality, professional wrestling provides unique opportunities to address 

mental health challenges, but the authors point out that this can be limited and 

incomplete. The approach typically emphasizes individual stories of overcoming 

challenges, with less focus on the broader picture of mental health. However, this 

still offers chances to highlight, call attention to, and alleviate some of the stigma 

associated with mental health struggles. 

These essays provide valuable insights into the scope of media representations 

and the significant place that they can hold for shaping self-perceptions and cultural 

understandings. Although each chapter focuses on different topics and forms of 
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media, they each center their focus on representation, impact, and the potential that 

media holds to influence cultural viewpoints for the better. Specifically, there is an 

emphasis on the position that media occupies when it comes to stigma and the 

barriers that this can produce for society as well as individuals who receive these 

messages. Although these are snapshots of a broader landscape when it comes to 

representation in media, each example and investigation presents a clearer picture 

of what is and has been happening with media portrayals of mental illness and 

neurodiversity. In a social environment that often presents these topics in negative 

ways by relying on stereotypes or reducing these experiences to plot points, shifting 

representation and impacts on audiences are essential to consider and explore. 

The topic of representation of neurodiversity and mental illness is complex, and 

this collection captures the nuance of these discussions well. In some cases, 

representations of these experiences are wholly off the mark, succumbing to tropes 

using storylines in ways that make them sensational, stereotypical, or even only 

briefly use them to move a narrative forward. In other cases, however, it is 

important to center the audiences’ experiences and readings, whether these 

overlook narratives that try to move away from stereotypical illustrations or 

emphasize the significance of representations that may remain unnamed in an 

official capacity. The interplays between content and interpretation are important 

and can expand or hinder the effectiveness of these representations. Media – as well 

as audience engagement with it – can offer both mirrors and roadmaps for cultural 

tendencies, stagnations, and change. The essays collected in Normalizing Mental 

Illness and Neurodiversity in Entertainment Media serve as signposts that help 

point readers toward more honest portrayals of mental illness and neurodiversity. 

 

Christine Tomlinson 

University of California, Irvine 

 

Osmond, Andrew. BFI Film Classics: Spirited Away. Bloomsbury, 

2020. 

 

When discussing Hayao Miyazaki’s oeuvre, it is difficult to find an entry more 

lauded by critics and fans than his monolithic film Spirited Away. Colorful and 

mysterious, the film follows Chihiro, an adolescent who is suddenly transported to 

a bustling bathhouse in the spirit world. Viewing this classic, it is difficult to avoid 
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escapism as endless parades of gods and their attendants crowd the screen. Yet this 

pleasant escape often causes viewers to miss a variety of cultural references and 

commentaries on the contemporary world, thus warranting multiple viewings. As 

such, Osmond’s book is an illuminating volume, but in other aspects it becomes a 

contradictory work of criticism and commentary on this beloved film. 

As an entry in the British Film Institute’s “Film Classics” series, Osmond’s 

work seeks to blend criticism and interpretation with an overview of the film’s plot 

(whether this blend is successfully maintained will be discussed later). This volume 

is 116 pages and consists of eight chapters. The first four chapters give readers 

critical context surrounding the film’s inception and inspiration and are respectively 

titled “Being Spirited Away,” “On the Train,” “Background,” and “The Origins of 

Spirited Away.” Conversely, the following three chapters rehash the film’s plot 

while mixing in interpretations of scenes and homages to cultural references of 

which readers may not be aware. These chapters are titled “Into the Woods: The 

Journey Begins,” “In the Bathhouse,” and “Adventures in Wonderland,” and are 

followed by a conclusive chapter that offers Osmond’s reflections on the film and 

its legacy. 

Throughout his contextual chapters, Osmond is adept in bridging the gaps 

between the film and its larger background. Over the course of this section, readers 

are treated to an overview of a contemporary critic’s responses to the film, a brief 

history of Miyazaki’s career within the larger context of Japanese animation, and a 

dive into the film’s production history and inspirations. As Osmond recounts the 

peaks and valleys of Miyazaki and Studio Ghibli’s work, readers are pushed to root 

for Spirited Away’s success as much as its creators did. Other insights such as the 

effect that WWII had on Miyazaki and which children’s books inspired some of the 

film’s visuals add context to many of its creative choices. 

However, following these background chapters are three which review the 

entirety of the film’s plot in detail. While these sections include fascinating insights 

into the influence that Shintoism and Japanese culture had on the film and feature 

quotations from the staff, they are ultimately dominated by a bloated plot summary. 

This leads to my primary concern with Osmond’s text: it is not sure what it wants 

to be, nor is it sure of its intended audience. For fans of Miyazaki and Ghibli, the 

contextual chapters truly shine, giving the film an added touch of humanity and a 

sense of sacrifice for the labor of love that appears on screen. Yet these fans soon 

find themselves agonizing through the slog that becomes Osmond’s film summary, 

contenting themselves with the nuggets of cinematic interpretation that he 
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occasionally peppers into the text. However, if this book is meant for people who 

have not seen Spirited Away, then they may be better off simply watching the film. 

As a critic of animated films himself, Osmond would certainly agree that Spirited 

Away’s genius is better recognized on the screen than rehashed in print. 

Aside from these generic difficulties, there are some notable inaccuracies in 

Osmond’s volume that necessitate concern. Throughout his work he occasionally 

misses the mark with his research, which becomes apparent even to casual fans of 

Studio Ghibli. In particular, there are many moments where he misnames 

Miyazaki’s films or characters. One instance of this occurs when Osmond discusses 

the 1984 environmental film Naussicaä of the Valley of the Wind, which he 

repeatedly calls “Naussicaä of the Valley of Wind” (35, 36), omitting the additional 

“the” from the film’s title. More heedless, though, is Osmond’s overview of My 

Neighbor Totoro where he correctly identifies its principal characters while setting 

up the film but then mixes them up in his next paragraph. Initially he tells us that 

the protagonists are “the toddler Mei and her big sister Satsuki” but goes on to 

inaccurately note that “Satsuki, on the brink of adolescence, hesitates before leaping 

on the nature god Totoro’s chest” (38). This wouldn’t seem nearly as careless if 

Osmond had failed to include an image of this scene below that clearly shows “the 

toddler Mei” rather than her older sister. Although this may seem pedantic to some, 

it is important to note that these mistakes have remained in place after this volume 

was revised and republished in 2020. While the occasional error is not a cardinal 

sin, it seems out of character for a work published by the British Film Institute and 

unfortunately leads readers to distrust Osmond’s authority. This casts a shadow of 

doubt on the other research he has done thus far, calling into question its accuracy. 

Much like Spirited Away’s villain Yubaba and her nicer counterpart Zeniba, 

Osmond’s volume seems to live a double life. In its most illuminating portions, 

readers are exposed to background information that makes the film much more 

meaningful for them. Basking in the warmth of the Zeniba’s cottage, readers find 

themselves relaxing and enjoying this aspect of Osmond’s book. Yet, at other times, 

his work becomes more like Yubaba, demanding and somewhat careless, as readers 

trudge through a bathhouse crowded with tired plot summaries and textual 

mistakes. Reflecting on this volume, it is hard not to treat it like Miyazaki’s witches: 

Both witches are identical, but radically different in character, leading one to 

question whether they are truly related or the clever trick of one witch who is 

playacting. Similarly, readers will find two Osmonds in this volume, one that is 

reliable and engaging, and another that casts doubt on the first while pushing 
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readers through lengthy synopses. Like Chihiro’s labor in the bathhouse, parsing 

out these Osmonds and determining this volume’s use becomes a task itself. 

 

Samuel Grant 

Danville Area Community College and Indiana State University 

 

Swalwell, Melanie. Homebrew Gaming and the Beginnings of 

Vernacular Digitality. The MIT Press, 2021. 

 

People with a passing knowledge of early video game history are likely familiar 

with the Golden Age of Arcades; classic games like Pong, Space Invaders, and 

Pac-Man; and major companies like Atari, Nintendo, and Sega. Gaming history has 

often focused on the parallel video game centers of America and Japan, but in 

Homebrew Gaming and the Beginnings of Vernacular Digitality, Melanie Swalwell 

explores a more obscure, though no less significant, track: the use of 8-bit 

microcomputers as gaming machines in the late 1970s to mid-1980s in Australia 

and New Zealand. By turning the lens on computers made by brands such as 

Microbee, Amiga, Commodore, Atari, Apple, and others, Swalwell expands our 

understanding of early video games and everyday practices of amateur computer 

users. 

Seeking to rectify gaps in both computer history and video game history, 

Swalwell contends in Chapter 1 that during this era computers moved beyond the 

realm of research labs and universities and into the homes of consumers. In the 

beginning, the average person struggled to understand what computers were used 

for and why anybody would purchase one. Swalwell answers that question by 

showing how “ordinary” people, many of them learning to code for the first time, 

created uses for these new machines. One of those uses was the creation of video 

games. 

The book’s title, Homebrew Gaming, suggests a focus on amateur programmers 

creating video games without any formal training or corporate oversight, inventing 

new ways of programming these machines. While gaming is a major topic of 

discussion (the games discussed are frequently esoteric and largely forgotten by the 

masses, though by no means uninteresting), the overriding focus is more on these 

everyday folks and what they did with computers, both from a software and 

hardware standpoint. The study pulls together multiple sources of information, 
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utilizing archival research on video games, computer magazines, computer 

advertisements, and other artifacts from the period, supplemented with extensive 

interviews with homebrew coders, many of whom were teenagers at the time they 

owned a microcomputer. While acknowledging that memories have faded nearly 

forty years after this period ended, Swalwell compellingly argues that computer 

historians owe it to future generations to document this era now, before it 

disappears from public consciousness altogether. This approach is broad and 

thorough, providing readers with a multifaceted view of microcomputers. For the 

reader who has no practical experience with these now-outdated machines, 

Swalwell paints a detailed portrait of what this historical moment was like. 

In Chapter 2, Swalwell explores the discourses surrounding microcomputers, 

including how the average person had little use for them and the idea that they were 

“a technology in search of a use” (p. 33). These early computers had limited 

software libraries, so if users wanted to get anything out of them, they often needed 

to learn how to program new software. Swalwell traces the rise of computer user 

groups and trade magazines as sites for both education and distribution of software. 

In this milieu, many programmers got their start, cutting their teeth on BASIC and 

other coding languages, experimenting and freestyling their way into both 

avocation and vocation. 

Chapter 3 is influenced by Michel de Certeau’s theory on consumption as a 

form of production. It takes some time for Swalwell to make the connection 

between theory and the specific subject matter of microcomputers, taking a long 

detour to explain the translation history of de Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday 

Life. She argues that English-language scholars have largely ignored the second 

volume of this work, which was translated much later than the first volume, and 

which forms the basis of her analysis. With the groundwork laid in Chapters 1, 2, 

and the beginning of 3, Swalwell digs more fully into ethnographic interviews with 

home coders in the remainder of this chapter. She explores the home environment 

that supported programming activities, the emerging gendering of these activities 

(most of her informants are male, as was typical of the time), and the reasons young 

people engaged in programming video games. While some of her interviewees 

would go on to sell their programs by mail-order or in computer magazines, earning 

modest incomes for their efforts, most simply enjoyed the challenge of 

programming for these machines and the satisfaction of seeing their programs 

function. 
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Chapter 4 sees Swalwell take a deep dive into the games themselves, with 

informants explaining the games they created and the challenges they faced in 

making them. Microcomputers were simple machines by today’s standards and 

featured numerous constraints on computing power. This was a period in which a 

single person could create an entire video game – graphics, sound, story, 

programming, marketing, and all. Swalwell spends significant space on discussing 

the fact that many of these games were “clones” of other, more established games, 

like Donkey Kong. In the minds of her informants, cloning a game was not seen as 

an act of intellectual piracy, but rather, as a necessary way of learning how to code 

by mimicking and revising the games others created. Swalwell is sympathetic to 

this position, thinking of these games as something more significant than a mere 

clone or copy. Programmers often had to conceive of unusual solutions when 

cloning games, such as thinking through how to take an arcade game (which 

featured more advanced sound, graphics, etc.) and converting it to a less powerful 

machine. Cloning of game designs, mechanics, and graphics was also rife in the 

commercial game industry during this period, which makes it harder to argue that 

what home coders were doing was anything nefarious or out of the norm. She 

acknowledges that “copyright in software was still being worked out at this time in 

Australian and New Zealand jurisdictions” (89), making discussion of the ethics of 

software piracy more of an intellectual exercise than a legal one. 

In Chapter 5, Swalwell moves past examination of games and software to focus 

on “hardware hacking,” the propensity of some amateurs to play with the hardware 

of their machines, building them, customizing them, modding them (i.e., modifying 

hardware to alter its intended functionality or appearance), and making them their 

own. Swalwell returns to her argument that this era of computing has been unfairly 

overlooked by historians, perhaps because scholars have not viewed the culture of 

“ordinary” computer users as worthy of attention compared with other forms 

fandom. She critiques fan and media scholarship for focusing too much on fan 

cultures promulgated by the internet, which the masses began adopting in the mid-

1990s, long after the era of the microcomputer had passed. 

Meanwhile, in Chapter 6, Swalwell turns to the legacy of this era, arguing that 

microcomputers are still relevant in the present. The rise of indie games in the 

modern era, often by one person or small teams, mimics the game design approach 

of the microcomputer era. Similarly, many indie games today are purposely created 

in a retro or 8-bit style, incorporating graphics, sounds, and game mechanics 

popular decades prior. She also explores users who contemporaneously develop 
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games for these outdated machines, either for the challenge of it or in appreciation 

of what these computers were capable of. Finally, she discusses current efforts by 

digital archivists to preserve software, and the challenges in doing so, given 

incompatibilities between modern and earlier operating systems.  

The seventh and final chapter is a send-off to the subject matter, offering several 

lines of future scholarship. She argues again that computer historians have 

overlooked the everyday uses of the microcomputer, perhaps because the period is 

too recent, or too ordinary. She posits that historical study of this era is not only 

necessary to archive software and experiences before they fade from memory but 

also to examine how events in the past influence contemporary gaming culture. She 

asks, “How have our ways of using computers for ends not productivity related 

developed and changed over the decades? Are users still able to find joy in creating 

with computers, given that they are such a part of the workday world?” (174-75). 

Swalwell suggests scholars apply the format of this study to contemporary 

computer users: for example, how do users today tinker and mod software and 

hardware? 

Meticulously researched and documented, Homebrew Gaming stands as a 

necessary part of early video game history. While the word “gaming” is right there 

in the title, Chapters 3 and 4 offer the most concrete historical analysis of homebrew 

coders themselves and the games they designed. The front third and back third of 

the book are more concerned with justifying the scholarly focus (i.e., 

microcomputing in the late 1970s to mid-1980s in Australia and New Zealand), 

critiquing the perceived failings of computer historians for not focusing on this 

period enough, and discussing the discourses around microcomputers, their 

hardware, and users. While much of this work is valuable in making her arguments, 

Swalwell could have spent more time on the games and coders, especially 

considering in previous research projects she has helped archive these games, 

suggesting that she likely knows more about these games than most people today. 

That said, anybody interested in video games, computers, or computer users will 

benefit from reading this informative book.  

 

Dennis Owen Frohlich 

Bloomsburg University of Pennsylvania 
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Yang, Jeff, Phil Yu, and Philip Wang, et al. Rise: A Pop History of 

Asian America from the Nineties to Now. HarperCollins, 2022. 

 

The last half-decade has been characterized by the hypervisibility of Asian 

Americans. After Crazy Rich Asians became a huge hit in 2018, movies by and 

about Asians have sprung up like bamboo shoots after the rain. Likewise, K-pop 

has emerged as a dominant force in the global music scene. At the same time, 

however, the COVID-19 pandemic has made Asians especially vulnerable to hate 

crime for their alleged connection with the virus. Considering this context, Jeff 

Yang, Phil Yu, and Philip Wang invited eighty contributors, all artists and activists 

of Asian descent, to help write Rise, which documents the history of Asian 

American popular culture from the 1990s to the 2010s. Following a chronological 

sequence, the nearly five-hundred-page book is divided into five sections that deal 

with “Before,” the 1990s, 2000s, 2010s, and “Beyond.” Rather than establishing 

Asian cultural canons, Rise explores the question of what being Asian has meant in 

each of the three decades it covers. Rise engages with various genres of Asian 

American culture, including film, TV shows, fashion, activism, poetry, sports, e-

sports, animation, blogs, and YouTube. It also has a colorful presentation, with 

tongue-in-cheek annotations of Asian spaces such as the home, grocery store, boba 

shop, K-town, and life during quarantine. 

In the “Before” section, Yang discusses why a collective Asian American 

culture is important. He traces the origin of “Asian America” to the height of the 

civil rights movement when Yuji Ichioka and Emma Gee hoisted a banner painted 

with “Asian-American Political Alliance” to represent a group of Asian activists in 

1968. Since then, Asians have been exploring the meaning of Asian America, which 

Yang claims demands “the creation of Asian American culture: collective 

experiences and memories; shared heroes, symbols, traditions, and lore” (3). 

Representation matters because Asians were once portrayed as foreign and alien in 

mainstream American popular culture. As evidence, Yang contributes a piece that 

collects the propaganda images of Asians as dangerous and inhuman which were 

repeatedly used against multiple groups of Asians. 

The 1990s section describes Asian lives in a time when newspapers were a 

major means of communication, although early social media had emerged. Yang 

opens this section with his story of publishing the now defunct Asian American 

magazine A. Magazine and his observation of major events affecting Asians during 

the decade. For example, early television shows with Asian subjects were still very 
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vulnerable to negative comments, and All-American Girl, featuring Korean 

American stand-up comedian Margaret Cho, was canceled in part because of 

Yang’s criticism. However, there were also many other forms of entertainment. 

Asians coming of age could be either connected by AZN (an early social media 

platform) or involved in import tuning (Asian car fans remodeling and exhibiting 

Japanese vehicles). Asian families also found themselves enjoying Hong Kong 

cinema, Bollywood movies, and Disney’s 1998 animated feature movie Mulan. 

Essays in the 2000s section deal with how Asians represented themselves and 

inherited a legacy of activism on platforms such as blogs and YouTube. The section 

opens with Yu’s essay on how young Asians, including himself, used the blog 

Angry Asian Man to express collective anger toward the harassment of Sikhs after 

9/11, a racist T-shirt design by Abercrombie & Fitch, and Rosie O’Donnell’s use 

of “chingchong” – a racist approximation of Asian language – while making fun of 

Danny DeVito’s drunkenness on television. This section also highlights art created 

by Asians, such as the activities of Filipino American DJs and Chinese American 

rapper MC Jin, and Asian America’s first crime drama Better Luck Tomorrow, 

directed by Justin Lin (who later directed several entries in the Fast & Furious 

franchise). Moreover, Asians actively engaged with activities that made them 

visible, including exclusively Asian nightclub parties (“Asian Nights”), reality 

shows, and early YouTube videos. 

Wang’s essay opens the 2010s section by highlighting the fundamental roles 

played by the internet and social media in helping Asian Americans produce more 

complex and multifaceted representations of themselves, although they also may 

have led to new stereotypes such as boba, Asian food bloggers, and Asian dancers. 

This was the decade when Asians were more connected than ever, and Asian 

experiences became increasingly normalized as more Asians entered the spotlight. 

For instance, the success of NBA player Jeremy Lin led to the rise of a national 

“Linsanity,” a group of Asian YouTubers gained nearly twenty-eight million 

subscribers, the Asian parenting style known as “Tiger Mother” caused 

controversy, and Asian celebrity chefs popularized Asian cuisine while building 

their culinary media empires. Meanwhile, Asians continued to fight against 

stereotypes: Hari Kondabolu directed The Problem with Apu, in which he contends 

that Apu, an Indian immigrant character on The Simpsons voiced by Hank Azaria, 

reinforced negative stereotypes of South Asians. 

The last section, “Beyond,” opens with a collective work by Yang, Yu, and 

Wang. They point out new shared struggles of Asians due to the racialization of 
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COVID-19 and call for the continued rise of Asian representation. They all contend 

that inclusivity is premised on visibility. Recognizing Asian accomplishments after 

the 2010s, they select essays introducing the lives and work of Awkwafina, Sandra 

Oh, Simu Liu, and Maya L. Harris, a lawyer and the sister of the current U.S. Vice 

President Kamala Harris. This section also emphasizes Asian experiences beyond 

the United States and examines interactions within the global Asian diaspora. 

Written by three cisgender East Asian men, Rise mainly examines the cultures 

of heterosexual East, Southeast, and South Asians, and it lacks pieces on LGBTQ+ 

groups and Pacific Islanders. Despite this weakness, Rise is the first book 

documenting the collective memories of Asian Americans and it invites future 

works to fill the gap. The production of Asian representations accompanies the new 

media revolution that offers opportunities for marginalized groups to unite for a 

magnified political voice. Rise is a fun book through which Asians can relate to 

their own lives of being Asian and non-Asians can get to know Asians better. Rise 

could be used as an undergraduate textbook to introduce Asian American Studies 

or American popular culture, but it will also be of general interest to the reading 

public. 

 

Ying Ma  

The University of Texas at Dallas 

 



 Popular Culture Studies Journal 

Volume 10, Issue 2, Copyright ©2022 

 

160 

Film Reviews 

 
Like Dogs, Dir. Randy Van Dyke. Screenplay by Randy Van Dyke. 

Perf. Annabel Barrett and Ignacyo Matynia. Terror Film, 2021. 

 

What does it mean to be treated “like a dog?” What usually comes to mind is the 

idea that whoever is being treated “like a dog” is not equal, they are less than. This 

idea is explored in writer-director Randy Van Dyke’s psychological thriller, Like 

Dogs. A kidnapped Lisa (Annabel Barrett) wakes up chained to a 4x4 kennel with 

only a dirty dog bed for comfort. She is fed gruel from people in hazmat suits which 

quickly informs the audience that she is part of a behavioral experiment of some 

sort. Yet the film is not about Lisa’s capture and escape; it is instead about research 

integrity and what could happen if human subjects are not protected. It must be 

noted here that this review contains spoilers that reveal some of the film’s twists. 

The audience enters the movie on Lisa’s side, watching as she is upgraded to a 

choke collar, shocked, and drugged. However, the film takes some turns that are 

just as twisted as the experiment itself. It is revealed that Lisa is the one in charge 

of the experiment. Her jailers all consented to assist with the experiment, but fellow 

captive Adam (Ignacyo Matynia) did not. Lisa is risking her academic career and 

prison all because of a crush. She is not the only one, though; George, Lisa’s 

research assistant played by Ryan Tran, takes things much further as he goes over 

Lisa’s head for an experiment of his own. 

As these revelations unfold, it is implied that the other participants initially 

objected to this study and that the experiment puts the human subjects at great risk 

of harm. Lisa devised the experiment to manipulate Adam so he would fall in love 

with her. Meanwhile, George tortures and kills the other participants, all of whom 

happen to be men that Lisa previously dated, to prove to Lisa that he is the best 

choice for her even though he drugs and rapes her. 

Though fictional, Like Dogs is a very real reminder of why ethics committees 

such as the Institutional Review Board (IRB) are in place. Indeed, the sadistic 

liberties taken by these researchers would not have received IRB approval. The 

film, of course, plays up the horror to keep audiences engaged, but modern 

researchers can take this film as a cautionary tale of “what not to do” when it comes 

to our own research. This horror film takes much of its inspiration from the Stanford 

Prison Experiment to dive into what an extreme, life or death, unethical experiment 
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could look like (Zimbardo). Writer-Director Randy Van Dyke said he wanted to 

accomplish something similar: 

Basically, it took place in 1971 at Stanford University, and they recruited a 

bunch of students to role play, some as prisoners and some as guards in a 

mock prison scenario. It was supposed to last for two weeks but it only 

lasted for six days before they started getting physically violent with each 

other. The people that were role playing as prisoners were being so 

emotionally brutalized by the guards that it was starting to really cause some 

trauma, so they had to cancel the experiment… I wanted to kind of do 

something similar but, you know, be even more demeaning where people 

are being treated and conditioned and trained essentially like animals, like 

dogs. (Shiller) 

Even though the actions in this film are extreme, they are no more extreme than 

experiments conducted by the Nazis during World War II or the Tuskegee Syphilis 

Study, both of which contributed to the establishment of IRB, (The National WW2 

Museum; U.S. Department of Health & Human Services). 

The question of whether humanity triumphs over evil that is asked in each of 

these examples is also addressed in the film. Ultimately for Lisa and George, evil 

triumphs over their humanity as their romantic endeavors get the better of them and 

results in the carnage. Both Lisa and George lose sight of why they were conducting 

the experiment, which, by the end of the film, I remain unconvinced that it had 

legitimate scientific backing from the start. The only indicator that it did was their 

faculty advisor’s willingness to allow it to go forward, but she was very hands off 

and died as soon as George’s and Lisa’s agendas began to unfold. Like Dogs also 

points out that once people start crossing lines, things can easily escalate to a point 

of no return, which is where Lisa finds herself toward the film’s end when she 

realizes that what she thought was a harmless bending of the rules may have led to 

the creation of a monster. 

 

Elizabeth Shiller 

Ohio University 
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Nope. Dir. Jordan Peele. Screenplay by Jordan Peele. Perf. Keke 

Palmer, Daniel Kaluuya, Michael Wincott, and Steven Yeun. Universal 

Pictures, 2022. 

 

Jordan Peele made his directorial debut with the widely acclaimed Get Out (2017), 

thereby cementing his place in the hearts of smart-horror lovers everywhere. He 

continued this sociopolitical tendency with Us (2019), which he also wrote and 

directed, and with Candyman (Nia DaCosta, 2021), for which he penned the 

screenplay. Since his transition from sketch comedy to what many consider to be 

serious horror, Peele has been credited with, according to Van R. Newkirk II, 

“giving the genre new dimensions and new power as social commentary.” For 

audiences, reviewers, and academics alike, Peele’s filmmaking, as noted by Joshua 

Ryan, “thrives off the truth” and, as observed by Monica Castillo, “melds comedy, 

horror, and social commentary,” thereby “almost single-handedly trigger[ing] a 

new wave of American horror films” (Wynter 3). These, then, are the expectations 

set up for Peele’s newest and altogether excellent film Nope (2022). 

Nope tells the story of Otis “OJ” Haywood (Daniel Kaluuya) and his sister 

Emerald “Em” Haywood (Keke Palmer) as they try to make sense of strange 

sightings and phenomena around their horse ranch in Agua Dulce in inland 

California. After one of these phenomena kills their father, Otis Haywood Sr. (Keith 

David), OJ and Em are left responsible for the company their father built, Haywood 

Hollywood Horses, the only black-owned horse training ranch in the business. Six 

months after the death of their father, OJ and Em become increasingly obsessed 

with trying to capture the strange object hovering above their ranch on film – a 

scheme to rescue their failing family business. With the help of Angel Torres 
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(Brandon Parea), a lovelorn tech from a local electronics store, and Antlers Holst 

(Michael Wincott), a melodramatic and famous cinematographer on a personal 

mission to shoot the unfilmable, OJ and Em discover that the thing hiding in the 

clouds is more than the usual UFO. 

All this happens in a beautiful, desert landscape reminiscent of old western 

films; this intentional connection is shown through a subplot that hinges on 

Jupiter’s Claim, a nearby, western-themed amusement park run by Ricky “Jupe” 

Park (Steven Yeun), a former child actor who, when he was young, survived an 

onset tragedy in which a trained chimpanzee was frightened by a popped balloon 

and maimed several actors. It is this setting that begins the social commentary Peele 

injects in Nope; the audience is given ample opportunity to gaze on the low, rolling 

hills in which the horse ranch is nestled, which recalls White Settler Colonialism 

and westward expansion, especially when the main “threat” of the film is revealed 

for what it is. Indeed, I would argue that “gaze” is the film’s main theme, 

specifically that of the “white gaze,” a “Fanonian concept” that reveals “deeply 

embedded presumptions and attitudes regarding race” (Bloodsworth-Lugo 6) and 

that “functions similarly to panoptic surveillance” (Nielsen 368). It is this theme of 

the white gaze that brings together the seemingly disparate and strange elements of 

the film. The setting, the various mentions of and allusions to lines of sight, the 

subplot of the onset chimp attack, the main plot of the attempt to photograph the 

UFO, and even the design of the object itself all point toward a deep and disturbing 

manifestation of the destructive nature of the normative assumptions implicit in the 

white gaze. In this context, then, Nope is a film not only about the pain and suffering 

caused by the white gaze but also a tribute to resistance against it. 

On another level, however, this is a film about spectacle, and Nope is indeed an 

impressive spectacle to behold. The nuanced character portrayals by the actors, the 

sound design and production, and the metered and restrained use (until the end that 

is) of special effects all come together to create an experience reminiscent of 

blockbuster masterpieces like Jurassic Park (1993) and Alien (1976) just to name 

a couple. Like those films, there is an element of ecohorror to Nope as well; see 

Christy Tidwell and Carter Soles’ Fear and Nature (2021) for more on this genre. 

As the Jupiter’s Claim subplot and the main arc of the film both make clear, Peele 

is concerned not only with rendering the viewer’s experience of the spectacle 

special – which he does, to my mind – but is thinking also about the value and 

nature of spectacle itself. Peele cut his teeth in the limelight, and much of his early 

success was predicated on making a spectacle of himself (do not all comedians 
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engage in this?). His turn to social commentary and political horror used spectacle 

to make the horrors of the African American experience difficult to ignore; in this 

context, and given the emphasis in Nope on the white gaze – which may be related 

to the audience’s gaze more generally – it is hard to resist the interpretation that 

Peele is beginning to ask serious questions about the value of cinema and spectacle 

in the search for meaning and paths of action in a world full of injustice and 

oppression. 

Nope has been interpreted by Abe Beame as not “overtly political” and as “‘just’ 

entertainment,” and, surely, it operates on this level as well as on the levels 

described above. Perhaps this is what makes this film different from – and possibly 

better than – Peele’s previous efforts. In some ways, Get Out and Us are closer to 

fables or morality plays than anything else; they each feed the audience the story’s 

meaning in a way that Nope refuses to do. To me, this is a sign of growth in a 

filmmaker who has begun to realize that there is as much meaning, good and bad, 

in both the medium he has chosen and its history as in the stories he tells. While 

still political, Nope is a film that even those fatigued by the politicization of 

everyday life can enjoy. It is the film’s successful mobilization of multiple levels 

of meaning – from pure enjoyment to the deeply social – that is sure to make Nope 

a lasting classic of the ever-expanding horror genre. 

 

Carlos Tkacz 

University of Nevada, Las Vegas 
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FOR SUBMITTING ARTICLES 
 

The Popular Culture Studies Journal is an academic, peer-reviewed, refereed 

journal for scholars, academics, and students from the many disciplines that study 

popular culture. The journal serves the MPCA/ACA membership, as well as 

scholars globally who recognize and support its mission based on expanding the 

way we view popular culture as a fundamental component within the contemporary 

world. 

TOPICS COVERED: 

Based on analysis of the proceedings of the Midwest PCA/ACA and the national 

organization reveals that most popular culture scholars are interested in American-

based: 

 

• Film 

• Music and Dance 

• Television 

• Sports 

• Celebrities and Brands 

• Literature 

• Comics/Graphic Novels 

• Games 

• Animation 

• Theater 

• Fashion 

• Computers 

• Social Media 

• World Wide Web 

• Mobile Computers 

• Professional Wrestling 

• Archives and Museums 

• Food and Drink 

• Fairs, Festivals, and Carnivals 

• Toys 

• DIY and Crafting 

 

However, many scholars approach these topics from an interdisciplinary 

perspective, which adds significant value over single-issue or more 

focused/specialized journals. 
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All contributions to the Popular Culture Studies Journal will be forwarded to 

members of the Editorial Board or other reviewers for comment. Manuscripts must 

not be previously published, nor should they be submitted for publication elsewhere 

while being reviewed by the PCSJ’s Editorial Board.  

Submissions (three documents, MS WORD, MLA) should be submitted via 

our PCSJ Google Forms. 

1) Short Bio: On a separate document, please also include a short (100 words) bio. 

We will include this upon acceptance and publication. 

2) Title Page: A single title page must accompany the email, containing complete 

contact information (address, phone number, e-mail address). 

3) Manuscript: On the first page of the manuscript, only include the article’s title, 

being sure not to include the author’s name. The journal employs a “blind review” 

process, meaning that a copy of the article will be sent to reviewers without 

revealing the author’s name. Please include the works cited with your manuscript. 

Essays should range between 15-25 pages of double-spaced text in 12 pt. Times 

New Roman font, including all images, endnotes, and Works Cited pages. Please 

note that the 15-page minimum should be 15 pages of written article material. Less 

than 15 pages of written material will be rejected and the author asked to develop 

the article further. Essays should also be written in clear US English in the active 

voice and third person, in a style accessible to the broadest possible audience. 

Authors should be sensitive to the social implications of language and choose 

wording free of discriminatory overtones. 

For documentation, the Popular Culture Studies Journal follows the Modern 

Language Association style, as articulated by Joseph Gibaldi and Walter S. Achtert 

in the paperback MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers (New York: 

MLA), and in The MLA Style Manual (New York: MLA). The most current editions 

of both guides will be the requested editions for use. This style calls for a Works 

Cited list, with parenthetical author/page references in the text. This approach 

reduces the number of notes, which provide further references or explanation. 

For punctuation, capitalization, hyphenation, and other matters of style, follow the 

most recent MLA Handbook and the MLA Style Manual, supplemented as 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSfmK2-_sfPVNw1f5BKwVmkRIyvK_AwpVc97r1kJvltDEIsc4A/viewform
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necessary by The Chicago Manual of Style (Chicago: University of Chicago Press). 

The most current edition of the guide will be the requested edition for use. 

It is essential for authors to check, correct, and bring manuscripts up to date before 

final submission. Authors should verify facts, names of people, places, and dates, 

and double-check all direct quotations and entries in the Works Cited list. 

Manuscripts not in MLA style will be returned without review. 

We are happy to receive digital artwork. Please save line artwork (vector graphics) 

as Encapsulated PostScript (EPS) and bitmap files (halftones or photographic 

images) as Tagged Image Format (TIFF), with a resolution of at least 300 dpi at 

final size. Do not send native file formats. Please contact the editor for discussion 

of including artwork. 

Upon acceptance of a manuscript, authors are required to sign a form transferring 

the copyright from the author to the publisher. A copy will be sent to authors at the 

time of acceptance. 

Before final submission, the author will be responsible for obtaining letters of 

permission for illustrations and for quotations that go beyond “fair use,” as defined 

by current copyright law. 

  

  



 

 

170 

FOR SUBMITTING REVIEWS 

The Popular Culture Studies Journal is seeking authors to review works on any 

aspect of U.S. or international popular culture. In particular, we are interested in 

books, films, videos, websites, or any other works that critically engage popular 

culture that have been published, released, or posted in the last two years. We will 

also consider older seminal pieces that deserve a second look. If you submit a 

review of the latter, a rationale for the relevance of the review today will be 

expected. 

Reviews should adhere to the ethos of the PCSJ and be largely positive with any 

criticism of the work being constructive in nature. For more information about this 

journal, please visit: mpcaaca.org/the-popular-culture-studies-journal.  

Written reviews should be roughly 800-1,000 words and should be typed, double-

spaced with 12 pt. Times New Roman font. Research and documentation must 

adhere to The MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers and The MLA Style 

Manual, 8th edition, which requires a Works Cited list, with parenthetical 

author/page references in the text. Punctuation, capitalization, hyphenation, and 

other matters of style must also follow The MLA Handbook and The MLA Style 

Manual. If you are interested in submitting any alternative form of review, please 

contact the reviews editor directly with your proposed format. Guidelines will be 

determined depending on the proposed format. 

Reviews should be sent electronically to Christopher J. Olson at 

olson429@uwm.edu with PCSJ Review and the author’s last name in the 

subject line. Reviews should include both the review and the reviewer’s complete 

contact information (name, university affiliation, address and email). Reviews 

should be sent as Microsoft Word attachments in .doc or .docx format, unless an 

alternative format has been approved by the editor. 

If you are interested in reviewing for the Popular Culture Studies Journal or if you 

are an author or publisher with a work you would like to have reviewed, then please 

contact Christopher at the following address or email: 

Christopher J. Olson, Reviews Editor 

Email: olson429@uwm.edu  

http://mpcaaca.org/the-popular-culture-studies-journal
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FOR REVIEWING ARTICLES 

Our reviewers are important to us. We appreciate their service as well as the 

significant role our reviews play in ensuring quality of our publication. 

If you are interested in being part of the Popular Culture Studies Journal as a 

reviewer, please complete our online form (mpcaaca.org/the-popular-culture-

studies-journal/for-article-reviewers). 

For our reviewers who would like a certificate for service, please complete our 

online form (mpcaaca.org/the-popular-culture-studies-journal/for-article-

reviewers). 

 

  

http://mpcaaca.org/the-popular-culture-studies-journal/for-article-reviewers
http://mpcaaca.org/the-popular-culture-studies-journal/for-article-reviewers
http://mpcaaca.org/the-popular-culture-studies-journal/for-article-reviewers
http://mpcaaca.org/the-popular-culture-studies-journal/for-article-reviewers
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UPCOMING SPECIAL ISSUES 

In addition to PCSJ calls for ongoing journal and reviews submissions (above), we 

are also planning for special issues. In other words, the special issues will appear 

alongside PCSJ articles and reviews in upcoming volumes. If you have an idea of 

a special issue, please contact CarrieLynn D. Reinhard at pcsj@mpcaaca.org. 
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The Midwest Popular Culture Association / American Culture Association is a regional 

branch of the Popular Culture Association / American Culture Association. The 

organization held its first conference in Duluth, Minnesota, in 1973. After a five-year hiatus 

during the 1990s, the organization held a come-back conference in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, 

in 2002. 
 

MPCA/ACA usually holds its annual conference in a large Midwestern city in the United 

States. In the last several years, conferences have been held in Wisconsin, Minnesota, and 

Ohio. Upcoming conferences will be held in Missouri and Indiana. The conference 

typically is held in October. 
 

Anyone is welcome to join and submit proposals for consideration at the MPCA/ACA 

conference. Membership in MPCA/ACA is by no means limited to those working or living 

in the Midwest or even the United States. In fact, presenters have come from as far away 

as Florida and California, and Norway and Australia. 

 
 

mpcaaca.org 
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