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Preface

Horror fiction appeals to audiences on different levels through a wide variety of subgenres, such as  boo-scares, violent chills, sexual thrills, and quiet fears. Despite a variety of subgenres, horror fiction is marked by a general lack of racial and ethnic diversity in its main characters. I’ve read speculative literature all my life, primarily horror fictions, in part because I decided it was helpful in dealing with issues of displacement, such as fear, need, and unmet desire. Books like  IT (1986) and  Let the Right One In (2004) were transformative in the way that they assured me I wasn’t alone in feeling out of place. 

Yet it didn’t take me long to realize that I, a Puerto Rican woman, am somewhat omitted from the horror genre (along with other minorities). 

This didn’t mean I stopped enjoying horror. It merely meant that I continued absorbing the stories, fully aware of my place as an observer staring in, never to be invited within. Later, I realized horror is shaped by what Robin Coleman and Wendy Kozol identify as “the racial gaze” (160). The way an audience reinforces its identity is cultural and begins with the “norm.” 

For many horror audiences, the “norm” is steeped in Whiteness. Kozol might agree the idea of Whiteness is asserted through negation. In studying Whiteness and perceptions of indigenous cultures, Daphne Habibis et al. posited a “theoretical frame of whiteness” to aid in research, finding that it’s “an identity more than skin colour” because it originates from 

“entrenched cultural practices reinforced by the  near-universal Whiteness of our political, public and private sector leaders” (59). The idea of 

“normal as Whiteness” is also reflected in the media. By mostly featuring minorities as supporting characters, the first to die, or leaving them out entirely, horror fictions are reasserting the racial gaze that’s already present in society. 

Horror fictions sustain the inclusion and exclusion of diversity in cycles of storytelling, and this research will focus on what I refer to as the latest cycle of diversity. Before delving further, I will explain what is 1
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meant by “latest cycle” and how it’s measured. I contend that the current U.S. –based horror fiction market (including literary and visual formats) is experiencing a reawakening of diverse characters, creators, and themes. 

I use the word  reawakening to acknowledge how horror fictions have a long history of subversion of the status quo. It can be argued, though, in some decades visual horror fictions have fared better than in others. Robin Coleman categorizes her research in  Horror Noire: Blacks in American Horror Films from the 1890s to Present (2013) as a “cycle of representations that coincides with the rise and fall of sociopolitical trends in particular decades” (4). 

This work will evaluate how the latest cycle is indeed faring better than other cycles. While this is an exciting thought, it is far from definitive. No matter how diverse this cycle may seem, it does not excuse the preceding cycles, nor does it indicate a need to stop reassessing definitions of diversity and inclusion. In “Britain’s Postcolonial Crisis: The Denial of Racism in Little England,” Ali Meghji found that “Britain’s claim to  historical innocence connects with the British state’s insistence on not being responsible for  contemporary  racialized injustices” as a sort of “ post-racialism” (par. 8). Racial equity is far from being achieved, even as current progress creates the assumption that progress has an end or is 

“finished.” 

I argue that there is evidence of how, in this cycle alone, there has been an evolution in representation due to format, availability, and creator opportunities. More specifically, while I believe this latest cycle began with the release of the horror film  Get Out (2017) and is still ongoing, it seems the cycle of diversity is expanding in a different mode from film: streaming platforms. The subsequent chapters will build to assess the progression of the latest cycle from different mediums (like literature and film), leading to a discussion of exemplary diverse horror fictions among various streaming content offerings. 

My definition of the latest cycle is subjective. Part of that subjec-tion is based on the critical and popular reception of Jordan Peele’s  Get Out. Much in the way Cathryn Josephina  Merla-Watson attributes  The Brief and Wondrous Life  of Oscar Wao (2007) as “launching a ‘speculative turn’ within Latinx studies” (par. 3), I believe  Get Out signifies a similar speculative turn for horror fictions. After the release of the film in February 2017, the elevation of horror as a storytelling mode was notable. Peter Debruge of  Variety writes, “What a watershed feat Peele has pulled off, delivering such a gloriously twisted thriller that simultaneously has so much to say about the state of affairs in post–Obama America” (par. 11). 

 Get Out is also centered on identity as a key theme which can still be adequately addressed in horror fictions. For this reason, 2017 is (in my view) 
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the start of a new diversity cycle in horror fictions. Historically and culturally, 2017 followed a contentious 2016 election, one in which much of the political conversation centered on U.S. identity (i.e., what constituted a  true American), ending with the election of Donald Trump as president. 

This historical flashpoint will be mentioned later in the text in relation to certain case studies. 

As is the case with previous cycles, horror fiction (and all fiction) is a product of its time, and flashpoints such as the election and changing demographics have influenced the direction of this latest cycle. In 2017, “with  one-third of all eligible voters being from a racial or ethnical minority” (Kraybill 2), the most diverse set of candidates thus far was elected to the U.S. Senate. Such a large step forward was imbalanced by the fact that the majority of U.S. senators were White and male and sometimes parroting the anti–Other rhetoric of newly elected President Trump. Kraybill documents how “at different points in the campaign, Trump would go on in tweets, appearances and debates to employ divisive rhetoric regarding immigrants, women, people of color and religious minorities, such as Muslims” (2). These sentiments run counter to the U.S. 

post-racial narrative. 

I find this comparable to the cycles of diversity in horror fictions because although the progress is alluring, it may promote a false sense of closure or  post-racialism. Although I’m asserting 2017 as a watershed year for horror fictions and believe this moment has sustained and transformed over a five-year period, this cycle will inevitably hit a decline. At that point, it may be years before another cycle begins, and that cycle may usher in other modes of diversity to be studied. Until that point is defined by other researchers, I will maintain 2017 as the starting point for the latest cycle in diversity, with no clear end as of the printing of this text in 2023. 

In 2017,  Get Out stemmed from a buildup of previous literary and visual horror fictions that came before it. Television shows like  The Walking Dead (2010–2022) and  Fear the Walking Dead (2015–present) established a history of diverse horror characters well before 2017. Other scholars might argue that  Get Out  was not a watershed moment but an echo of the diverse fiction already proliferating from 2010 and onward. 

Perhaps past horror fictions and others could be parceled off into their own cycles of diversity. Rather than review all cycles and influences, I will evaluate definitions of genre for the latest cycle (2017–present) and explore modes of diversity and exemplars in horror fictions, leading to an analysis of what I believe to be foundational case studies from the latest cycle. 

After initial research, I sought to better understand the trends in horror and how they might contribute to the latest cycle of diversity. Much in the way Jacques Lacan suggests in  The Four Fundamental Concepts of 
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  Psycho-Analysis (1981)—“I love you, but because inexplicably I love in you something more than you—I mutilate you” (268)—it’s not a hate of the genre that drives me to question its lack or push for diversity: rather, it’s my love of horror that demands an honest appraisal of that which I love. 

Without critical assessment, there can be no room for betterment, even as critical assessment can sometimes be viewed as betrayal (Jagodzinski and Walling 5). Oftentimes, I’ve felt betrayed, or at the very least left behind, by most every storytelling genre in which I’ve invested. 

Based on the popular media stories I was introduced to as a child, I cultivated my own canon of horror. I grew up never seeing myself reflected in any of the characters. The first time I read about a Puerto Rican lead character was in Marge Piercy’s  Woman on the Edge of Time (1976), and that’s categorized as science fiction. As an  eleven-year-old, I noticed Jennifer Lopez in the film  Anaconda (1997). I couldn’t recall seeing a Puerto Rican in visual horror fictions before then. I am not the only minority to experience a revelation. While talking to a Mexican film student, M. 

Night Shyamalan replied, “Do you see a lot of people like you writing stories? That’s your strength” (qtd. in Kohn par. 14). He stressed how the industry is calling for new viewpoints on storytelling. Likewise, Jordan Peele reflected on why he wrote  Get Out, deciding that “I wanted to make a movie about the social fear and anxiety we all have about being the outsider in any group” (par. 3). 

Still, these minority horror writers are men and not Latinx. They write from their experiences and fears, and this work assesses diversity from a Latinx viewpoint. According to Toni Morrison’s analysis of White American literature in  Playing in the Dark (1992), the marginality of people of color speaks to the “collective needs to allay internal fears and to rationalize external exploitation … a fabricated brew of darkness, otherness, alarm, and desire that is uniquely American” (38). As a Puerto Rican, I wrestle with an exploration of what it means to be “American” and what it means to be an Islander. This dual identity and sense of isolation encouraged my inquiry. 

In assessing difference, I understand how to categorize myself among my collective identity. Morrison remarks on the “ not-me” polarity which arose from an examination of slavery, freedom, and skin color (38). The assessment of skin color and cultural difference spun societal identity on its head. Suddenly, another cultural identity (the Black identity) battled for supremacy in the United States, at least in a literary sense. Morrison believes culture is created by a nation’s literature. In response to the slavery and freedom dichotomy that some viewed as a taint to the country’s image, U.S. literature became based on “the  self-conscious but highly problematic construction of the American as the new white man” 
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(Morrison 39). To adjust the national projection of the “White man” persona, I examine the underlying issues present in horror fictions. I am not the only Puerto Rican to study horror, but I wanted to do as Graff and Birkenstein refer to as “throwing in [my] oar” (10). I wanted to move from academic conversation to academic conversation and synthesize what was said through research. In seeking an understanding of the latest diversity trends (and as a minority), I recognize the importance of past and present definitions of the term “horror,” so that’s where I will start. By surveying the canon and definitions of horror, historical significance may point to influences for present and future implications of diversity cycles. 


Introduction

There are varied definitions of horror narratives, and what really qualifies as horror is continually in flux. In  Space Sirens, Scientists, and Princesses: The Portrayal of Women in Science Fiction Cinema (2018), Dean Conrad states “science fiction will always be a matter of argument” (10). 

By that, he means the definition of science fiction is continually in flux. 

Fans and critics apply attributes to their “version” of the genre. In the same vein, the horror genre definition will always be an argument. Yet, argument allows the voices of many to be heard and may be the basis of classification. Once consensus is established, it becomes easier to decide  how to use and define a complex concept. Utilization and definition translate into power. Concerning horror, how it’s defined and disseminated (thus, how it’s used by creators and audiences) influences the power structure inherent in the genre. Not only is there an underlying power of who is creating and starring in horror narratives but there is also the matter of the assumed consumer (and how the consumer may influence writers and marketers). To create context for the rest of this research, I will begin with (1) terminology and definitions of horror terms, continue with (2) a more detailed explanation of diversity in horror as cyclical, and end with (3) my rationale, scope, and methods. As indicated by the following survey of scholarship, interpretations of horror may be tied to how others define and validate the genre. 

 Terminology and Definitions

First, I will review terminology that appears throughout this work. 

The terms will add context for the research that follows. 

•  Latest Cycle of Diversity—I believe  Get Out signifies a speculative turn for horror fictions or the start of the latest cycle of diversity. 

After the release of the film in February 2017, the elevation of 7
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horror as a storytelling mode was notable, proliferating the understanding that identity is still a key theme that can be adequately addressed in horror fictions. 

•  Retelling—a reshaping of familiar stories with diverse characters that share a new perspective. 

•  Slipstream—a term coined by Bruce Sterling recognizing that speculative stories are hard to categorize, as tropes and narratives may bleed into several genres. 

•  Speculative Fiction—a genre umbrella term for the subset of three influential types of fiction: fantasy, science fiction, and horror. 

•  Afrofuturism—a Black critique of science fiction and fantasy stories, a term coined by Alondra Nelson. 

•  Chicanofuturism—a Mexican critique of science fiction and fantasy stories, a term coined by Catherine S. Ramirez. 

•  Latinx—an umbrella term for Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, Dominicans, and other  Spanish-heritage peoples, in lieu of terms like Hispanic or Latino/a. Matthew Goodwin clarifies how with the term  Latinx, “this new usage of x embraces multiplicity rather than manifesting  worn-out binaries and allows for the undefined and unexplained” (2). 

•  Latinxfuturism—a term coined by Cathryn  Merla-Watson (derived from the work of Nelson and Ramirez) to identify the refutation of White narratives in favor of asserting minorities in speculative fictions. 

•  Cyclicalxfuturism—a new term built off the preceding futurisms and the foundation of this text that reviews diversity in cycles rather than as a continuum. The word “cyclical” 

denotes the diversity angle in reviewing horror fictions through stages (aka cycles). The “x” pays homage to Latinx’s  all-inclusive terminology. 

•  Horror Fictions—this term will be used to acknowledge all modes of horror, such as literature, film, and television. 

•  Viewer Safe Zone—Willer Riemer characterizes this as a line between “too much of the grotesque” and “everyday  horror-fare” 

before a horror fiction unwittingly mutates into a visual feat capable of triggering trauma, moving out of a safe zone (96). 

•  Multimodal Research—based on Carey Jewitt’s definition, it is “a combination of new and old technologies” to include analysis of static and dynamic images in context with  text-based sources. 

•  Crystallization—based on Laura Ellingson’s work, crystallization is a framework that “constructs patterns across data from multiple participants” and so “each account provides pieces of a meaning 
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puzzle but never completes it, rendering the impossibility of total understanding more apparent” (446). 

•  Creators— all-inclusive term for writer, editor, script writer, producer, director of fictions. This definition notes that for some mediums, like visual fiction, there are several types of creators with differing roles. Each role adds to the creation of the narrative, but for simplification, roles like screenwriters, novelists, and producers may be referred to as “creators.”  

Next, definitions of horror terms, canonical fictions, and their impact on diversity will be examined. The horror genre has several names, mingling with “suspense,” “terror,” or “gothic,” but their definitions may point to canon cultivation and what horror represents for audiences. This section will review the following horror terms:

•   Suspense

•   Terror

•   Horror

•   Gothic

The review will include each term’s definitions, prominent horror fiction titles from the normative White canon, competing diverse titles from various cycles, and relevant research associated with the term, genre, and diversity. The normative White canon titles and competing diverse titles are separated to compare the exclusion of minority characters (and exclusion of their experiences) across the facets of horror’s definitive terms. 

When naming formative horror titles, critics and audiences may inadvertently be reaffirming the normative canon by only including titles with White main characters. In observation of this trend (one which I almost committed while writing this section), I have included diverse titles, some from 2017 and onward, some from previous cycles. Not all of these titles are necessarily considered popular, but by mentioning them, I’m underscoring how the horror canon can lead to exclusion of diversity in favor of “traditional” horror. The latest cycle of horror may be sublimating the canon through a realigning of definitions. My labeling of certain titles as suspense, terror, horror, or Gothic is not fixed. As you review this section, feel free to refute my definitions to layer in your own. 

To begin,  suspense is a term associated with many other genres, such as mystery, action, and fantasy. Examples of horror narratives that evoke suspense include novels like  House of Leaves (2000) or  The Turn of the Screw (1898) or a film like  The Shining (1977). Diverse suspenseful titles include novels like  Beloved (1987),  Geek Love (1989), and  Her Body and Other Parties (2017) and films like  It Comes at Night (2017) and  Master (2022). 
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As suspense is more of a symptom of a genre than a standalone category unto itself, it can also be associated with a feeling of heightened excitement or uncertainty. The evocation of such a feeling is a conscious choice made by horror creators to draw in an audience, although it’s difficult to discern why audiences then seek out the looming excitement coupled with dread. Keith Bound suggests that suspense is hard to measure, and still, most theories assume it’s quantifiable (20). Bound developed an Electrodermal Activity (or EDA) model and observed twenty viewers watching horror films and short clips. He collected physical responses and questionnaires. Ultimately, Bound is convinced that the EDA model is effective in “understanding [the] viewer experience of suspense and offers psychophysiology a new framework to measure suspense in terms of anxiety durability and intensity” (32). This implies audiences may only put up with so much for so long. Or perhaps they only enjoy the genre for just how far it can push them to the edge of uncertainty, and that’s why they move beyond suspense to other types of horror fictions, like terror and horror. 

The terms  terror and  horror are integral parts of the lexicon of the genre, and both have divergent meanings that may reveal audience motivation. The definition of terror moves from the nuances of suspenseful uncertainty to the specifics of intense fear. Terror is also associated with “terrorism,” which includes committed acts of violence to inspire fear. While horror fictions are far from works of terrorism, some of them employ setting or violence to incite fear in the audience. Examples of terror titles include novels like  The Haunting of Hill House (1959) and  A Head Full of Ghosts (2015) and films like  American Psycho (2000). Diverse terror titles include novels like  The Only Good Indians (2020) and films like  I Am Legend (2007),  Get Out (2017), and  Candyman (2021). 

Because the idea of scaring the audience seems so intrinsic to what the horror genre is designed to do, it can be tough to differentiate terror from horror. In “Psychoanalytic Theory in Times of Terror,” Angela Connolly explores the semantic differences between the terms, noting that to terrorize is “to frighten,” while to be “horrified” is to bristle with disgust (408). Though the disgusting or the grotesque can inspire fear, it’s of a different variety than the pressure brought on by terror. If placing the horror gamut through a filter, I would provide a sliding scale from 1 to 5: suspense would be a 2 (nominally scary); terror, a 3 or 4; and horror, a 5 (a culmination of uncertainty, fear, and the grotesque). Terror is mostly about fear, and horror expands on that fear. 

The basic definition of  horror is that the audience should be scared and shocked. According to J.A. Cuddon, horror “shocks, or even frightens the reader, or perhaps induces a feeling of repulsion or loathing” (11). 

When seeking out a horror fiction, the audience expects to encounter 
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something unknown. The same exploratory feeling comes with science fiction, but horror pushes and twists discovery into something undefined. Canon horror titles include novels like  Frankenstein (1818) and  Heart-Shaped Box (2007) and films like  The Exorcist (1973) and  The People Under the Stairs (1991). Diverse horror titles include novels like  Reprieve (1997) and  The Changeling (2017) and films like  Event Horizon (1997),  Tragedy  Girls (2017), and  Spiral (2021). Horror narratives can terrify, but that doesn’t mean they’re the same as terror narratives, as each tool (terror or horror) is necessary in building the complexities of the genre. 

Another way to explain the differences between terror and horror comes from Jungian scholar Susan Rowland. She writes that “whereas ‘terror’ signifies the expansion of the conscious self under sublime pressures, for example, in the erosion of borders between natural and supernatural in a ghost story, 

‘horror’ means a reverse direction of recoil and even self-fragmentation” 

(Rowland qtd. in Connolly 408). Thus, when encountering horror, the senses are overridden with revulsion, but with terror (that frightens), it’s possible to reach a border between pleasure and pain or the sublime. As Edmund Burke outlines, “When danger or pain press too nearly, they are incapable of giving any delight, and are simply terrible; but at certain distances, and with certain modifications, they may be, and they are delightful” (qtd. in Connolly 410). 

Burke suggests that in small doses, or with the right application, terror is useful, perhaps more useful than horror or suspense. 

If terror frightens and enables the sublime, it may connect with suspense and be another reason why audiences turn to the horror genre. Furthermore, Connolly suggests, “a mode of terror is the exercise of the finer parts of the system, a kind of psychological ‘workout’ for the imagination, an idea that is very close to some of Jung’s thoughts on the Shadow, on the individuation process and on the functions of terror” (410–411). To be terrified is to put mental and physical processes on high alert, activating survival mode. The notion of survival is tied to a possible death, which may lead to  self-reflection. Consumers of horror fictions are hoping to be frightened, just so they can experience the instinct to fight and survive and then “touch” the sublime once they persevere. Because they’re not really being chased by otherworldly creatures or haunted inexorably, consumers can safely experience horror and thus feel as though they’ve persevered. Audiences are also hoping to see reflections of themselves. Terms like  suspense,  thriller, and  horror are essential to understanding impacts of diverse characters and writers because they help define what horror is and who can tell and star in these kinds of stories. Instead of the term  terror, suspense,  or  thriller, however, the word  horror will be the key term used in this research when referring to fiction. 

Another term associated with horror dates to the inception of the 
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modern horror genre:  gothic. As a genre, horror fiction has been traced back to folkloric tales such as the late medieval Jewish golem and French werewolf stories. Canon gothic titles include novels like  Dracula (1897) and  Interview with the Vampire (1976) and films like  Suspiria (1977) and Crimson  Peak (2015). In contrast, diverse gothic titles include novels like The  Elementals (1981) and  Mexican  Gothic (2020) and films like  Beloved (1998) and  Antebellum (2020). While I will outline the history and import of gothic horror later, here I’ll review a few definitions, as the gothic is steeped in tradition. Tradition is about keeping the known and shunning the unknown, and because of that, an analysis of gothic definitions could inform the diversity trends in horror fictions. 

At the heart of gothic horror is place. There were always hints of horror, twisted magics, and violence in  centuries-old narratives. Yet with the arrival of  The Castle of Otranto (1764), the atmosphere of a haunted castle and the oddities of the characters therein suddenly became important to the newly coined genre brought on by  Otranto’s creator, Horace Walpole. 

The basic premise of the gothic includes what David B. Morris relates as a need for terror, the sublime, exaggerations, and repetitions (302).  The Castle of Otranto  is composed of exaggerations and repetitions of suspense. 

As apt as Morris’s definition may be, its abstract nature does not encapsulate the full meaning and failings of the genre. While setting is part of the gothic definition, Justin Edwards writes of “the boundaries of the British gothic [as being] defined by its fantastic, metaphysical, externalized, and class-based characteristics” (18). Having money and status has strong associations with the gothic. In older canonical fictions, many of the owners of these large, drafty buildings are affluent. Though they’re not always the protagonists, owners of the staid gothic settings are usually part of the story in some way. In  The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Horror (2002), editor Jerrold Hogle discusses gothic’s appeal to a largely White audience by including characters and themes revolving around  middle-class White protagonists (8). Such definitions not only identify boundaries but also result in stagnation regarding how the genre can change. 

Other definitions of the gothic shift from class toward broader interpretations, such as the one proffered by Anne Williams. In “The Horror, the Horror: Recent Studies in Gothic Fiction,” she states, “The Gothic has provided  Anglo-American culture with a space of monstrous ‘otherness’” 

(790). Even as past gothic fictions have relied upon Walpole’s formula of upper-class tragedies in a spooky setting, they have also allowed for a reflection of the monster and of parallels to humanity. 

Take, for instance,  Frankenstein, a gothic story (still starring an affluent doctor, worried for his affluent girlfriend), which is mostly about creation and isolation. Victor Frankenstein’s creature reaches out his hand 
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several times in the story, only to be constantly rebuked, until he becomes what everyone assumed he always was: the antithesis of what is civilized (uncivilized by the characters’ standards), a perversion, aka a bona fide monster. Frankenstein reflected on the question of what a monster is while living through a horrific circumstance of his own making, maybe not realizing how he too could be categorized as a monster. 

Even class-based gothic horror like  The Castle of Otranto or  Frankenstein allows a space for darkness to be stored, examined, and then put away. To further interest audiences, writers of past gothic fictions titillated audiences by pushing the boundaries of truth and perspective. In again considering  The Castle of Otranto, a definitive component is the preface, which compels the audience to believe that they’re reading a 

“true” account. 

More updated horror fictions infuse the plots with what was known (or true) in context with the monstrous other. Examples like  The Terror (2007) and  Broken Monsters (2015) integrate setting, isolation, and the “monstrous Otherness” as mentioned by Williams. Just because the genre still adheres to the “norm” of Whiteness doesn’t mean it hasn’t expanded in more positive directions. Noel Carroll points out in  The Philosophy of Horror (1990) that “a great many horror fictions oppose slavery and racial oppression; domination of one group of beings in the horror genre by a putatively superior species almost always heralds a revolt in which the  master-species ( master-race) receive their just des-serts” (197–98). Horror may exemplify diversity in cycles, but it has continually included White  middle-class characters at the center of depraved situations. This could be, in part, due to the gothic roots of horror which seem to dictate place and character types (or lack thereof). While the definitions of suspense, terror, and horror leave room for interpretation, many gothic definitions rely on specific places and an even more specific audience. 

Other definitions of the gothic are more inclusive. Anne Williams relates the function of gothic fictions as “offer[ing] a geography of the human subject, a mirror that more honestly reflects our selves in all other dimensions” (799). In terms of the human subject, gothic horror is notably exclusive in its choice of characters. The exclusivity is a reversal of the honesty of which Williams speaks and a step down from the genre’s capability to explore cultural and social issues. For example, though Walpole’s characters are  one-dimensional in terms of diverse backgrounds and culture,  The  Castle of  Otranto manages to spark an interest in the “true” story as bizarre. Upon publication, the story was touted as a story within a story, with the original version supposedly dating back to the Crusades. Wrapping such an odd and terrible tale in another shroud of mystery is a way 
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to dissociate readers while at the same time mooring them in what they believe is a more “realistic” tale. In the preface, Walpole promotes “the actions, sentiments, conversations, of the heroes and heroines of ancient days were as unnatural as the machines employed to put them in motion” 

and so he resolved to remedy this (4). The story opens with “the following work was found in the library of an ancient Catholic family in the north of England. It was printed at Naples, in the black letter, in the year 1529” 

(Walpole 4). This lends to the illusion of realism and sets another standard for modern horror: the blending of realism with the fantastic. The tradition of “a true” horror fiction is also found in  Frankenstein (1818) and  The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886). 

Contemporary horror has been tailored in a similar fashion, merging realism with the supernatural. Examples include  Carrie (1974),  House of Leaves,  The Blair Witch Project (1999),  Paranormal Activity (2009), and  Archive 81 (2022). These stories take the format from  The Castle of Otranto to spin a fantastical tale under the guise of “true story,” updating this format to include average (though not culturally diverse) characters to relay the stories as  first-person observers. In 2022, Netflix released the horror limited series  Archive 81, which stars a Black man who reviews found video footage of an apartment building fire with paranormal consequences surrounding the mystery. A push for realism steeped in the fantastic is the setting for many a speculative tale and helps modern horror to challenge convention. Though sure to evoke suspense, it’s not realistic to set horror fictions in drafty castles and mansions because the modern audience cannot relate to the setting. This assessment does not discount the value of  world-building as creators see fit. Still, for the purposes of more diverse gothic horror, introducing stories with relatable characters and settings would be a positive start, especially given the reality of a diversifying population. 

Altogether, each cycle and definition of horror can foster the belief in fantastical situations as normal. Such possibilities establish horror as a strong genre for diverse storytelling. To some extent, fantastical events  do occur in daily life, when one accounts for war, rape, and murder. Depictions of violence are threaded throughout society with such rampancy that people are often numbed to their instance and effects. Like Botting believes of horror and reality, “each interpenetrates and shapes the other, dismantling conventional patterns of differentiation” (5). In viewing a diverse horror fiction, the audience may touch that line between the supernatural and reality, encouraging understanding of an unfamiliar person or group through simulation. The  multi-layered definitions of horror contribute to this understanding and may change as audience expectations change. 
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 Diversity as Cyclical

When audience expectations change, creators respond, and a new cycle of horror fiction starts. In a very gothic sort of way, a cycle shifts in stages of death and rebirth. While the stages of death are darker and regressive, it is the rebirth that allows for a chance at something brighter and more progressive. Though the past cycles of diversity are of interest to this text, such research has already been complied in works like Robin Coleman’s  Horror Noire: Blacks in American Horror Films from the 1890s to Present. My work expands on Coleman’s cyclical theory to say that the latest cycle of diverse horror fictions began with the release of Jordan Peele’s  Get Out (2017), culminating in the most diverse form of horror fictions to date: streaming shows. Coleman’s work focuses on African Americans. In contrast to Coleman’s, my work will focus on how this latest cycle is seemingly full of promise for a variety of diverse characters and themes and will do so by examining the relationships between modern horror and historical and literary definitions of the genre. I will also review how this cycle is inclusive or exclusive of Latinx representation. 

With “Diversity as Cyclical,” my objective is to discuss the inclusion of diverse characters and creators as cyclical rather than diversity itself. In compiling this work, my intent is to put the diversity of modern U.S. fictions on display; thus, many of the chapters will review fictions as a case studies—such as the analysis of  Avatar (2009) and   Spider-Man: Into the  Spider-Verse (2018) in Chapter Two and the use of  Us (2019) in Chapter Five. 

I will also make arguments rooted in the genesis of the cycles, such as the ties between speculative fiction and horror, along with how horror literature leads to visual retellings. Though my focus is on the overall diversity of the latest cycle (2017–present), many of the case studies will feature analyses of racial or cultural diversity. While I do review diversity of gender and characters with disabilities, I primarily concentrate on racial difference due to prior academic knowledge and personal interest as a Latinx horror scholar. The sections on other modes of diversity (like gender and characters with disabilities) may seem lacking, but this is not by design and is not meant to undermine the importance of all types of diversity to the genre. 

My goal in compiling this research to is to bring greater understanding of the latest cycle to inform future cycles of horror fictions. In addition, the review of this cycle may bring greater credibility to horror fictions. Most speculative fiction, is not “taken seriously except various forms of realism, which are labeled ‘serious.’ The rest of narrative fiction is labeled ‘genre’ 

and is dismissed unread” (Le Guin 83). Passing over fiction based on a label leads to gaps in knowledge of what came before and of what is possible. 

Like horror’s diversity cycle, book banning cycles have also influenced 

[image: Image 3]


16 Introduction

the canons for all genres. In the past, horror fictions like Stephen King’s The Shining or Toni Morrison’s  Beloved have been banned. Beyond horror, there has been public backlash to variations in the U.S. literary canon. 

Changing demographics and cultural values have inspired fear, and these fears are shaping school libraries. One example is the large number of book banning challenges in 2021. Based on  The New York Times reporting from Elizabeth A. Harris and Alexandra Alter, “the library association said it counted 729 challenges [in 2021 … and …] each challenge can contain multiple titles” (par. 6). Figure 1 shows how this number, 729, is higher overall than the past challenges over a  20-year period. 

The act of banning books for supposed inappropriate content dis-proportionately impacts authors of color and books with minority and queer main characters. Among other impacts, this latest cycle can be viewed as a tool to push past the barriers keeping diverse stories from the mainstream. 

As I mention several times later in this work, when credibility is lacking, this may impact diverse representation. Normative Whiteness has pervaded horror for so long that if no one is taking the genre seriously, audiences may not care if anyone pushes for diversity. As such, changes will occur later rather than sooner. As I am both a critic  and a fan, I am rallying for more diversity sooner, a quest driven by academic ambitions Figure 1: Number of challenges for book banning per year in the United States. 

Created by the author from data on ALA.org. 
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and a personal expectation to see more Latinx characters in mainstream horror. Along with cementing the genre’s credibility, my research will show how and why horror is in the midst of a diversity revival. While other cycles have flowed and ebbed, this latest cycle is surging on and is therefore worthy of study. Though I am championing the strides that have been made, I will also point out how they are small ripples in a very large pond. The latest cycle could be ushering in even more inclusive fictions, or as is the historical norm, it could lead to more exclusion after the cycle ends. 

Coleman believes racial representation in horror is a  cyclical experience. Some decades and movies are exemplary of societal subversion, similar to the allure of early horror comics from the 1940s. At the same time, Coleman acknowledges that “the wholesale omission of Blacks and Blackness reveals much about American culture at different points in history” (15). For instance, the lack of racial representation in 1980 and 1990 

slasher films, which largely take place in suburbs, may indicate the segregation of neighborhoods. In contrast, the 1968 George Romero zombie film  Night of the Living Dead seems to have been a direct reflection of the racial tension of that decade, specifically in response to the Martin Luther King, Jr., assassination. Memorably, the end of the film depicts a Black hero being gunned down by a White mob (Coleman 12). Like other genres, horror may respond to societal expectations and trends. If diversity in horror can be measured cyclically, then perhaps it’s experiencing a resurgence. 

Writers like Tananarive Due believe films such as  Get Out (2017) are not new to the horror scene, so to speak, but the artistic representation of identity in the film sparked renewed interest for diverse horror. Due designed a course at UCLA, based on the film, titled “The Sunken Place: Racism, Survival, and Black Horror Aesthetic.” She did so mainly as a chance to examine “Black monstrosity” of the past and present in horror fictions (Wolf par. 15). The course also reviews some of the genre’s most popular stories, like  Blacula (1972),  Beloved (1998), and  Fledgling (2007). 

As it did with Due, the film  Get Out impacted my view of horror fiction in that certain cinematic productions seem to manifest the promise of the genre’s transition from what Coleman terms “wholesale omission” of Others to an embrace of diversity. 

My analysis of exemplary diverse horror fictions (in literature, television, and film) explores how horror may (or may not) adhere to Edwards and Hogles’ limited definitions of the gothic. Additionally, my analysis suggests horror may also refract the psychological focus of fragility and death and how that fear may inspire a harmful desire to stereotype others. For example, the ever-present sense of doom in Jeff Vandermeer’s 
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 Acceptance (2014) is amplified when the lead character, a  bi-racial Mexican man nicknamed Control, considers stereotyping as a tool: “you could become a stereotype, and it would be a sort of camouflage, a way for no one to see you, because then you’re just a type” (Audible file). Thus, attributing categories to others may be born of fear and a need to control. In the case of the  Acceptance character Control, stereotypes affected his life, because once he became a type, no one saw him as anything else. 

Through further research, it may be revealed that horror creators have typecast characters, in turn limiting the audience’s view (or definition) of diversity. In doing so, such creators were also feeding off fears of others to draft their narratives. Altogether, my purpose is not only to uncover trends among horror fictions to assess how inclusive (or exclusive) the genre may be, but also to explore new directions the genre might take in the service of inclusivity. As I already mentioned, stories like  It and  Let the Right One In illustrated, for me, the theme of isolation and fear—and yet I didn’t see myself represented in these stories. Specific cultural representation is not necessary in every story, but it’s disconcert-ing to realize that most stories, horror or otherwise, lack a minority main character. 

Even the nondiverse fictions, such as  It Follows (2014), offer introspection as to why diverse horror is cyclical: the genre lacks credibility for some. Critics like McGlynn point to such horror as the reason why horror can never be taken seriously. He thinks “[recent horror] values the concept more than the execution, [even if] their concepts were fantastic. [Writers] try to stretch out a frightening and intriguing concept, that is generally effective for 20 minutes, for the better part of two hours” (McGlynn par. 3–4). The extra  story-fluff perpetuates what McGlynn calls “predictable stories,” devoid of meaning, that cheapen the genre. If a genre cannot be taken seriously, it’s even easier to dismiss issues of diversity as nonexistent or nonrelevant. Horror critic V. Renee offers reasoning for why today’s horror movies are just not scary:  jump-scares, poor marketing, and the fact that “bad” horror can still be popular (par. 12). As something crests in popularity, which horror tends to do in waves, its credibility inevitably seems to drown. Incidentally, in “Academic Film Criticism, the Rhetoric of Crisis, and the Current State of American Horror Cinema: Thoughts on Canonicity and Academic Anxiety,” Steffen Hantke argues, with reference to recent criticism, that “as far as popularity and profitably go, the horror film seems near the top of its game … yet the vast majority of these films just aren’t any good” (191). 

Even if not every story is canonical (for several reasons), each version of horror (suspense, terror, horror, gothic, cheap scares, and nuanced scares) may serve a purpose. By injecting horror into stories, Scippacercola 

 

 Introduction 19

suggests that we are attempting to control and understand our horrific surroundings (73). In the quest for control and understanding, it would be beneficial for the horror genre to promote a variety of perspectives—not only for moral reasons but also for economic ones. 

The economic value factors into which types of horror stories are told, thus perpetuating its cyclical nature. Previously, as Hogle and others have noted, horror was marketed to appeal to the group thought most able to pay for its content: White,  upper-class citizens. Still, horror fictions  have featured diverse lead characters, with popular results. Books like  White is for Witching (2009) and films like  Night of the Living Dead display how diverse casts can still sway the market. More recently,  Get Out is “the first film helmed by a black  writer-director to earn $100 million at the box office” (Wolf par. 3).  Get Out also grossed nearly as much as nondiverse popular horror films, like  The Village (2004),  Annabelle (2014), and  The Silence of the Lambs (1991) per “Highest Grossing Horror” list. Similarly, the science-fiction and fantasy film industry has noticed the audience demand for diverse films, especially when the Marvel film  Black Panther (2018) grossed over $1 billion. Population shifts in the United States may be contributing to the economic sway of the latest cycle. Among demog-raphers’ findings are that “the new diversity is also affecting the nation’s political geography by blurring ‘red’ and ‘blue’ parts, especially as Demo-cratic minorities move from blue to red states and blacks continue to flow in the heavily Republican South” (Frey loc. 3194). Perhaps due to such shifts, the average consumer is also demanding variation in the types of storytelling they wish to purchase. It could also be that the vast array of on-demand and relatively cheap entertainment (i.e., Netflix, Hulu, Dis-ney+, Max, and more) is widening the market of viewers. Sharing anxiety, fear, and loss in a new way is powerful, and this research aims to emphasize the impact of such storytelling. 

Even if diversity is a rising trend in the latest cycle,  story is the guid-ing principle of fiction, and no creator can or should be forced to inject stories with identity issues. At the same time, “novelists are embedded in the social dynamics of their time” (Thomas 60). Whether they like it or not, in some way, all writers are commenting on social surroundings, and by incorporating mostly White male protagonists, writers may be establishing their idea of the “right kind” of hero. By studying the diversity in horror, I assess possible gaps in perspectives in horror narratives from storytelling and marketing perspectives. I explore the horror genre in U.S. 

American popular culture with an emphasis on diverse writers and characters, particularly in context to other speculative genres. In studying the latest cycle, I have become aware that the trends of diversity are never far from thought, but sometimes they are out of reach in practice. 
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 Rationale, Scope, and Methods


Rationale

The rationale for this text stems largely from a series of research questions:

1 .  In what ways have the definitions of horror impacted inclusion (or exclusion) of diverse characters, creators, and themes? 

2 .  How might the ephemeral nature of speculative literature inspire diversity initiatives in horror fictions? 

3 .  Which points of identity and diversity does each mode of horror fiction (literature, film, television, streaming) touch upon, and how does this relate to the  ever-growing multiculturalism of the United States? 

4 .  Which mode of horror fiction (literature, film, television, streaming) is leading diversity in this latest cycle, and which mode (if any) has incorporated Latinx characters and themes? 

Additionally, the rationale for this text is informed by my minority perspective. I am aware that the U.S. –based horror canon left little space for me, a Latinx woman, or others like me. This personal stake in the research has pushed me to consider the supposed start of the latest cycle of diversity and what that means for minority representation of the Latinx variety. 

While  Get Out was formative in establishing the potential for this latest cycle, it grappled with identity and cultural appropriation for African Americans. Thus far in this latest cycle, or previous cycles, there is not yet a comparable Latinx U.S.–based horror fiction in the canon, specifically one with Puerto Rican characters or themes. Yet, there are still, as there have always been, U.S.–based Latinx horror fictions worthy of analysis. In a subsequent chapter, I review three Latinx horror fictions from the latest cycle of diversity:  Five Midnights (2018),  Pitch Dark (2018), and  Mexican Gothic (2020). I choose these three fictions because they reflect identity and multiculturalism through characterization and themes. The analysis will sometimes compare and contrast the Latinx fictions against White normative fictions. This pattern of comparison enacted throughout the text will hope-fully lead to a reflexive assessment of the primarily White canon, revealing new (and perhaps missed) opportunities for diverse voices. 


Scope

Horror fictions are shared and enjoyed on an international scale, but the U.S.–based market is the largest and, as such, will be the focus of this 
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text. Even so, the meaning of horror varies from culture to culture. There are traditions of horror fictions made popular in countries like Mexico, Japan, Thailand, Canada, Indonesia, and many more. Mexican filmmakers like Guillermo del Toro and Alfonso Cuarón have alternated between Spanish- and  English-language horror fictions. In the early 2000s, Japanese horror fictions based on novels and films like  The Ring (2002) and The Grudge (2004) became popular in the United States. Indonesian and Korean horror fictions are gaining popularity on the Netflix streaming platform. In  Nightmares in Red, White and Blue (2009), Roger Corman remarks on how many formative horror films in the early 1900s were imports and how several American horror writers of that time were immigrants from Europe (6:19). If I included international horror fictions, I would have had many more impactful titles to review, fictions like the Ira-nian film  A Girl Walks Home Alone at Night (2014), the British novel  The Girl with All the Gifts (2014), the South Korean film  Train to Busan (2016), or the Spanish film  The Orphanage (2007). Global horror fiction creators may be experiencing a diversity cycle that requires further research. 

However, my decision to focus on U.S. horror fictions is largely because of popularity, which influences the canon. For instance, U.S. films experience the greatest  market-share of box office revenue, even as countries like India produce more films and sell more  box-office tickets than the United States (Malusitz and Payano 65). Due to their economic prominence, U.S. 

horror fictions may be globally influential to the genre. It’s arguable that English and American storytellers like Shelley, Poe, and Radcliffe modernized and popularized horror fictions. With the modernization came a reinforcement of the “Whiteness” ideal, leaving only cycles of diverse characters undermining these ideals throughout the centuries. Cathryn Josephina  Merla-Watson shares how “contemporary speculative production in the U.S. and beyond, moreover, remains firmly entrenched within a largely white, middle-class, cisgender male purview” (par. 7). Thus, my interest remains with the latest cycle of the U.S.–based fiction canon and its subsequent influences on the nondiverse standards of horror. 


Methods

In addressing the four questions mentioned above, my research employs mixed methods. The qualitative analysis begins with speculative literature and its significance on the subgenre of horror, moving to the literary significance of horror, then highlighting how this storytelling mode ties into visual horror. Due to my reliance on visual horror for evaluation, I incorporate quantitative methods, such as charts and visual analyses of diverse horror fictions over the 20th and 21st century. To accentuate points 
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made, I incorporate qualitative analysis of horror fictions as case studies. 

While this study is formulated around the latest cycle of diversity (2017–

present), analysis of every horror fiction therein would not be feasible. Case study research can imply bias of sampling or lack of persuasion with the chosen cases. Nicolaj Siggelkow believes that “cases can also help sharpen existing theory by pointing to gaps and beginning to fill them” (21). When choosing one case study over another, diversity gaps became a key criterion. 

Certain cases were chosen because of their relevance as being formative to the heteronormative traditions of horror or as a sublimation of the genre for one reason or another. Many of the case studies I chose are exemplary of the latest diversity cycle because of inclusion of minority characters or themes of identity, culture, and race. At times, I may contrast and compare one case study with another or mention character or thematic similarities. 

Some of the case studies (i.e., in the speculative or literary horror chapters) were released prior to the latest cycle, while others (i.e., in the visual and streaming horror chapters) were released after the start of the cycle. 

Throughout subsequent chapters, the framework of analysis is built from Cathryn Josefina  Merla-Watson’s work and the term she coined, Latinxfuturism. To assess the research throughout, Merla-Watson’s theories may better articulate how the identity of Americanism is explored in the latest diversity cycle in horror fictions. Alondra Nelson has written about Afrofuturism and how it has redefined the science fiction canon. Correspondingly, Catherine S. Ramirez has written about Chicanofuturism, and how she believes this Mexican critique of science fiction was borne of Afrofuturism (187). Later, Chicanofuturism was adapted into Latinxfuturism by  Merla-Watson. The work of these three women built off that of the others and then scaffolded into new ways of refuting the White narrative and asserting minorities in speculative fictions. Like Afrofuturism and Chicanofuturism, Latinxfuturism “excavates and creatively recycles the seeming detritus of the past to imagine and galvanize more desirable presents and futures” ( Merla-Watson qtd. in Sanchez-Taylor 5). Creatively recycling the past to reimagine it aligns with the power of a retelling. Nelson, Ramirez, and  Merla-Watson evaluate racial and cultural difference set against fantastical stories and how this increasingly adds to the canon. 

Beyond just a literary term, Latinxfuturism is its “own aesthetic and political movement that is constantly in flux” (J.T. Taylor 30). Although most theories of “futurism” often reference science fiction, they can be applied to the speculative sister subgenre of horror. As there have not been many Latinx main characters prevalent in U.S.–based horror fictions, the theories of  Merla-Watson will serve as a Latinx framework from which to assess the latest cycle. At times, I may also refer to Nelson or Ramirez, as their work inspired the theory of Latinxfuturism. In particular, I will 
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reference Merla-Watson’s work in context to definitions, canon assumptions, and case studies. 

The perspectives and identities associated with this research are numerous and include racial, cultural, gender, sexuality, and ableism points of view and intersections thereof. It would be inaccurate to assume I could speak for all these groups. To think that I, one researcher (even from my Latinx perspective), could aptly explain and identify their relevance to horror fictions would be an unfair assumption on my part as a researcher and an injustice to the readers. 

Instead, I’ve chosen to review my work through the framework of Latinxfuturism, as described by  Merla-Watson. Her theories, which reference intersectionality in identity, may help me review the themes in each case study I believe are most important to the latest cycle of diversity. By reviewing research and case studies through this lens, I am not saying that Latinxfuturism should be a distinct and separate form of speculative fiction. In  The Latinx Files: Race, Migration, and Space Aliens (2021), Matthew David Goodwin relays how “Latinx science fiction has been a vital part of both science fiction and Latinx literature all along” (72). My application of Latinxfuturism in this text is an acknowledgment that Latinx characters and creators have continually pushed boundaries in this cycle and others, albeit under the radar when compared to titles like  Get Out. 

Additionally, Latinxfuturism will help narrow my focus on what is relevant to American definitions of identity and ties to the latest cycle through an intersectional lens. Building off Latinxfuturism, I would term the framework of this text as a form of Cyclicalxfuturism. I would use the word  cyclical to express the diversity angle in reviewing horror fictions through stages (aka cycles). As for the “x,” it would pay homage to Latinx’s all-inclusive terminology. Goodwin clarifies how with Latinx “this new usage of x embraces multiplicity rather than manifesting worn-out binaries and allows for the undefined and unexplained” (2). The melding of “x” and 

“futurism” is an acknowledgment of the preceding offshoots of futurism. 

Throughout these chapters, I employ other theories related to futurism including the mimetic lens, abjection, and postcolonial theory. 

A mimetic lens allows analysis of the impact of horror fictions on audiences and culture. Using Edmund Burke’s theory of terror and the sublime, I cite abjection when discussing how horror can exhibit the suffering of others. Likewise, postcolonial theory was essential in building the theory of cyclical diversity in horror fictions, as the genre revolves around suffering and what it does to the characters. Thus, the postcolonial lens from researchers like Ania Loomba and Linne Blake advanced my analysis of identity of characters, while other lenses helped me better analyze narrative themes. Altogether, I believe the amalgamation of theories upon which 
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Latinxfuturism is based facilitates better understanding of one topic, particularly a topic that is mired in shifting definitions and cycles of difference. 

Chapters Six and Seven analyze critical and audience response to TV case studies from the latest cycle. As this text later explores, all fictions are affected (in some way) by critical and audience reception. However, it is my contention that the latest cycle of horror fictions is changing the  most in television. Television is a medium notorious for responding (arguably with a quicker turnaround than other mediums of other fictions) to cultural, critical, and audience responses. For example, in 1968, Star Trek displayed an interracial kiss on the episode “Plato’s Stepchil-dren.” Bill Higgins explains how the NBC network nearly pulled the interracial kiss as a storyline but aired it “with an eye toward the Emmys and stirring up controversy” (par. 1). The creators may also have written the kiss as a response to the cultural attitudes on race at the time. In its season three, the ABC series  LOST (2004–2010) killed off two characters, Nikki and Paulo. Allison King notes “the writers chose to bury them alive to get a reaction [… and they …] either paid attention to the fan forums or were somehow informed of what the reactions were” (23). It was well known that online fans of  LOST disliked Nikki and Paulo for several reasons. It can be assumed this dislike reached the creators, who then killed them off—even though they reportedly had planned on keeping them as part of the entire third season in larger roles. Due to filming schedules and for other reasons, television is a medium in which audience and critical reception create a larger influence. As such, when reviewing television and streaming fictions, my methods will include analysis audience, critical, and thematic implications for each show. 

In reviewing audience and critical reception, Chapters Six and Seven will filter responses using crystallization and critical thematic analysis. 

Twitter, Google Reviews, and Rotten Tomato will be the three primary sites to measure critical and audience sentiment regarding each show. 

Immersion of this type may be categorized as crystallization, which Laura Ellingson believes is “especially beneficial for relationship research precisely because of the field’s focus on the complex dynamics of everyday relating, processes that are difficult to appreciate fully without the use of visual media or storytelling practices” (443). The tweets and various reviews are a sort of visual media telling a partial story of how audiences feel and react to diverse horror fictions. 

After this immersion, the discourse will be studied for recurrence, repetition, and forcefulness—the three modes of understanding in critical thematic analysis. As Lawless and Chen consider, recurrence and repetition are types of similarities across several pieces of discourse (95). Then, in filtering the sameness, it is important to review the tone, inflection, 
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and purpose of what was said, or the forcefulness (Lawless and Chen 95). 

Audience interpretation will be observed, alongside critical and popular reviews, creating a fuller picture of proposed attitudes towards casting and themes. This array of multimodal sources will provide an immersion into the potential sentiment diversity in the latest cycle. 

Similar to horror fictions that shape one story through several viewpoints, my research also gathers the underlying elements of horror fictions through multimodality. Multimodal research is helpful in demonstrating multiple aspects of comprehension in an increasingly technological world. 

As Carey Jewitt shares in  Technology, Literacy and Learning (2005), a combination of new and old technologies adds to the landscape of knowledge, leading from the foundational to the unknown (21). For this work, the new and old methods incorporate the combination of text and image analysis. 

By combining new and old methods of research, I am allowing for a greater understanding of horror fictions. I gathered and staged my research with the multimodal approach, through the analysis of static and dynamic images and through the analysis of the horror genre from separate viewpoints: literature, film, and television. In studying horror fictions from these three mediums, it is not my aim to say they are all the same just because they utilize horror tropes. Indeed, through a textual and visual analysis, I stress how the literary and visual horror fictions are different and similar. One mode complements the other, essentially calling for what Botting deems “the new horror” that “demands a broader Gothic frame: fiction and film cross into everyday life, displaying the permeable, shifting boundaries between reality and fantasy and enveloping every social position” (6). I strive to exemplify how differences (like literature, film, and television) may be studied for their separate importance, and yet, difference is essentially strengthening, as the horror genre is made stronger for all these contrasting modes of storytelling. 

As an example, Netflix’s  Black Earth Rising (2018) applies multiple POVs, voice-overs, and haunting illustrations to explicate the horror of the Rwandan genocide. Jewitt explains, “new configurations of image and word” lead to an enhancement of literacy, perhaps even reshaping what it means to be 

“literate” (110). An acknowledgment of this dichotomy may inspire even more compelling and diverse narratives though retellings. 

By retelling or merely by sharing a new perspective, a shift occurs. In basing their work on Kozol’s “racial gaze” theory, Habisis et al. found that 

“meaningful reconciliation requires repositioning the normativity of settler […] perspectives so that the dominant culture comes to understand the relative nature of its own cultural attachments” (58). The aim of this analysis is to assess the repositioning of normative Whiteness present in horror fictions. The use of multimodality accentuates the importance of what I later describe as the power of “slipstream writing” and “retellings,” 
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which combine genres (slipstream) and sometimes reshape familiar stories with diverse characters (retellings). The term  retelling builds on work from scholars like Richard Delgado and his theory on counternarratives and how the “dominant group creates its own stories,” and because they are dominant, this translates to their narratives seeming superior and 

“natural” (2412). To counter the natural and dominant narratives, what Delgado refers to as outgroups create “stories […] to subvert that ingroup reality” (2413). It’s not my intention to suggest that diversity is absent from horror, but rather that normative Whiteness is prevalent, and through the reassessment and application of tropes, this prevalence may have been realigned in the interest of inclusivity during this latest cycle. Yet, the tropes are partially to blame for the supposed critical lack of validity. If the tropes include sex, death, and the grotesque, it’s hard for some audiences and scholars to understand the value in studying or using such devices. 

However, their taboo nature is exactly why they are essential when deconstructing positions of power and themes of cultural identity. To narrow my focus, I have broken down the study to relevant categories such as: a speculative overview, textual analysis of horror fictions, visual analysis of horror fictions, the rise of streaming horror television, and a brief afterward. 

In Chapter One, I lay groundwork for upcoming chapters by addressing general arguments against diversifying fiction. Subsections include examinations of arguments such as “don’t force art” and “injecting diverse characters is a cheap marketing ploy.” These arguments are part of the U.S. 

culture and reflect pushback and room for growth concerning diverse storytelling in horror. 

Chapter Two, the speculative overview, describes the definitions of the speculative genre. One of the definitions includes a focus on visionary fiction or work that is hard to categorize. Scholars like Bruce Sterling have deemed such speculative work as “slipstream,” and I detail the definition of said term and what it means in relation to diverse fiction like  Pitch Dark. The Latinxfuturist and Cyclicalxfuturist focus of this work relies on establishing context for the latest cycle, so a review of the parent genre (speculative literature) and its shifting modes of definitions will provide a framework for the similarly shifting difference assessed in the latest cycle. 

In Chapter Three, I assess literary horror in two modes: historical evolution and Latinx stories from the latest cycle. To begin, I trace the roots of modern horror fictions in literature, starting with an examination of gothic fiction. Then I analyze  Frankenstein, asserting that it offers an early example of slipstream writing. My literary analysis of the gothic transitions to more diverse horror paving the way to the latest cycle, to include Octavia Butler’s  Fledgling  (2005) and Lauren Beukes’  Broken Monsters (2014). These two works can also be considered examples of 
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slipstream writing, demonstrating how writers take advantage of shifting genres and definitions when sharing diverse stories. Then I detail the Latinx perspective of the Monstrous Other with analysis of  Latinx-authored horror fictions like  Five Midnight s,  Pitch  Dark,  and  Mexican  Gothic. I close the chapter by reviewing how horror literature, film, and television (though separate mediums) may influence one another, as this seems integral to the latest cycle. In particular, novel adaptations and retellings have been recurring themes in the latest cycle. 

In Chapter Four, my initial aim is to summarize the import of marginalized characters in visual horror and how it has impacted the latest cycle. The analysis starts by considering women in visual horror, with Bride of Frankenstein  and  Sharp Objects as case studies. I stress how women are creating and starring in an increasing number of horror fictions, but statistics show that the averages for inclusion of women and minorities are still abysmal, even with diverse shows like  The Walking Dead.  The chapter includes analyses of characters with disabilities and LGBTQ characters in visual horror. 

Then, in Chapter Five, I discuss racial minorities in visual horrors, including  It Comes at Night, Get Out,  and  Us. The case studies were chosen due to a mix of casting and diverse themes related U.S. identity and racial consciousness. The chapter concludes after a quantitative analysis with a chart of horror films starring a surviving minority lead. 

Chapter Six details one of the most diverse parts of horror fictions: television shows. As case studies, I examine  The Exorcist,  Fear the Walking Dead, The Twilight Zone,  and  Castle Rock against the context of audience and critical reviews, ending with an analysis of diverse themes for each show. 

In Chapter Seven, I argue that streaming platforms are moving in the most diverse directions for reasons of advertising, economics, and audience expectations. I examine five streaming shows as case studies:  Evil, Lovecraft Country,  The Stand,  Them, and  Brand New Cherry Flavor, concluding with a chart overview of modern horror television and diverse lead characters. 

Finally, the Afterword relays my thoughts on the future of horror fictions based on the development of the latest cycle. The chapter ends with my reflections on the relevance of multicultural storytelling in horror for future cycles. 

As mentioned, my research will not trace each and every cycle of diverse horror, nor will it be a detailed historical review of media leading up to  Get Out. Instead, this work will analyze theory and case studies from before and after that 2017 flashpoint as needed. Though I will examine case studies relevant to this period (among them  Mexican Gothic,  Us, 
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and  Lovecraft Country), the first three chapters will set a foundation for what follows. In discussing speculative literature (Chapter Two), arguments against diversity (Chapter One), and the historical evolution of literary horror fictions (Chapter Three), I am reviewing the impact of these components on the diverse themes in the latest cycle. The ephemeral definitions associated with speculative literature may correlate with the multi-layered definitions of Americanism. In this way, the speculative overview links identity (or definition) to the latest cycle. The arguments against diversity can originate from critics, audiences, and creators. These arguments may hinder creation of or interest in diverse stories, so it’s helpful to refute the fallacies. Finally, literature and visual fiction (film/television) are linked. One medium can inspire another and vice versa. By scrutinizing this link, I’m acknowledging another possible reason for the 2017 

speculative turn: television adaptations.  Mexican Gothic,  Sharp Objects, The Stand, Brand New Cherry Flavor,  Castle Rock,  Fear the Walking Dead, The Twilight Zone, and  The Exorcist were adapted from novels or original source material. The link between mediums of horror fictions is relevant to the latest cycle and perhaps to other cycles. Altogether, the first three chapters are connective threads providing rationale for the remaining chapters, which review case studies from the latest cycle. 

From my perspective, this starts with film, spills into television, and opens several doors for streaming fictions. The central argument throughout this work is that the multiple points of identity that define Americanism are reflected in the latest cycle of diverse horror fictions (2017–present), with the most diverse fictions premiering on streaming platforms. Furthermore, an acknowledgment of the power of definition and multiple perspectives may inspire subsequent cycles of diversity in any mode (literary, film, television, and streaming) of horror fictions. 

Chapter One

“It’s so commercial!” 

 Arguments Against Diversity

Before going any further, I would like to address arguments against diversity in fiction. As Peele notes, the aftermath of the Obama presidency perpetuated what he calls “a  post-racial lie” (par. 4). The United States wanted to believe that the ugliness of slavery was gone, and conversations about race became increasingly uncomfortable. Entire movements have been centered around the notion of the “ post-racial” consciousness, and this ironically drives an antithesis against what the term   post-racial may suggest (a move past racism or a  non-racism). 

Take for instance an online group named the Rabid Puppies, who banded together to nominate a slew of conservative, White male writers for the sci-fi Hugo awards in 2015. The group was created simply as a mechanism to protest the inclusion of gender-, racial-, or  class-related issues within the landscapes of  sci-fi. Members of the Rabid Puppies were upset over what they considered the new norm in  sci-fi and the Hugos: inclusion of minority writers, characters, and themes. As Emily St. James details, they felt they were “being criticized for liking all those stories featuring white men at their center and, thus, [felt] demonized” (par. 74). In their quest to shape the canon of  sci-fi Hugo award nominees, the Rabid Puppies were countering changes that made them feel excluded. Based on the group’s claims, the changes were unnecessary. Their counterarguments were steeped in the 

“post-racial lie,” leading them to enact exclusionary tactics. 

Counterarguments are important, as they enrich an issue and lead to new theoretical frameworks. As  Merla-Watson and Olguin note about the Latinx framework, it’s a reminder of how “we cannot imagine our collective futures without reckoning with the hoary ghosts of colonialism and modernity that continue to exert force through globalization and neolib-eral capitalism” (135). Thus, to counter-argue the past impacts of racism is to refuse the possibility of a diverse future. Throughout the last part of this 29
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section, I argue that counterarguments against diversity are often founded in ignorance, fear, or both. Still, in examining and opposing these arguments, I also hope to inspire new theories as to the validity of diversity in horror fictions and beyond. The quoted statements arise from a combination of academic concerns and personal conversations. For the sake of contextualizing the impacts of diversity in horror fictions, I consider key arguments throughout this section. 

 “Is diversity in storytelling even needed?” 

There are several opinions on why diversity is or is not needed in the whole of storytelling. It may be argued that stories, in and of themselves, relay themes “everyone” will understand and so have “universal appeal.” 

The problem with this is that the definitions of the terms  everyone and universal originate from a fixed perspective. For Americans, their ideas of 

“everyone” and “universal appeal” is rooted in Western culture and values, which may be divergent from international cultures and values. The mythos of the “everyone” type of story is born of normative expectations. 

Comparatively, diversity in storytelling disrupts normative expectations and widens audience appeal. Consider the TedTalk “The Danger of a Single Story,” in which Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie suggests that when a group is shown “as one thing, only one thing, over and over, […] that is what they become” (9:08). Continuing, Adichie shares anecdotes and insights about stereotypes in storytelling, some of them remembered from her youth spent reading British children’s books. While she treasured the stories, as a Nigerian citizen, she admitted they painted false expectations and that perhaps stories with a single point of view (like British children’s books discussing the weather and eating apples) spread ideas erroneously, particularly ideas of what is “normal.” For Adichie, the stories she read as a child delighted her, but as she grew older, she realized they represented nothing of her reality. While stories can persuade people of new realities, they can also foster assumptions, especially if audiences have only heard one story. 

E.O. Wilson’s review of storytelling in “The Really Big Questions: Why do Humans Tell Stories?” posits how any story may increase empathy (3:01). 

If a story, or literature, can be measured for its intrinsic value, then the method of storytelling can matter a great deal. Diverse storytelling is essential, if only: to upend assumptions, disrupt the narrative of familiar stories, and to increase empathy.  Who or  what gets included is a cyclical issue of debate within the speculative writing community. There are readers and writers who dislike the rising trend of weaving diverse characters and societal issues into story arcs, while others argue there’s not enough complexity. 
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 “Even if its story does not feature a diverse character, it still relays global themes” 

“There are not too few books for marginalised [ sic] young people. There are hundreds of them, thousands of them. 

You don’t have to read about a queer black boy to read a book about a marginalised [ sic] child. The children’s book world is getting far too liberal about what ‘needs’ to be represented. You don’t read  Crime and Punishment to find out about Russian criminals. Or  Alice in Wonderland to know about rabbits. Good literature expands your mind. 

It doesn’t have the ‘job’ of being a mirror [….] A great book has a philosophical, spiritual, intellectual agenda that speaks to many many people—not just gay black boys. I’m sorry, but write a pamphlet about it. That’s not what books are for.”—Meg Rosoff, “Writer Meg Rosoff commenting on a post about diverse books,” Facebook post from 2015

Lack of diverse characters in a story may not detract from its global themes. 

Novelist Meg Rosoff echoes this sentiment in a controversial social media post discussing diverse books. She believes great literature already provides avenues for empathy and that the literary world is getting too literal in what 

“needs” to be represented (see epigraph above). In consideration of her point, the  Harry Potter book or film series does not star a diverse character but the story can still inspire empathy. As many contemporary literary fans are aware, the work emphasizes a fantastical world full of wizardry, mythical creatures, and … empathy. According to Alison Flood, reading a Harry Potter book might promote greater societal awareness (par. 1). She further proports that the younger generations who grew up reading and watching  Harry Potter have greater understanding for those different from them, because of the marginalization they encountered with the Muggle and non-Muggle issue portrayed in the series. 

Audiences also view Harry Potter as a marginalized character, and in this way, may decide the story conveys global themes. Initially, he is economically disadvantaged, subject to abuse from his caregivers, and derided by classmates over his  half-caste status as part Muggle and part Wizard. 

All the same, Harry Potter is still a White, English male who inherits great wealth from his parents. This is not to say that J.K. Rowling did not include diverse supporting characters, like Harry Potter’s first love interest, an Asian-Scottish girl named Cho. In the Broadway continuation of the Potter-verse, the diversity of characters is expanded even more when Hermione is cast as a Black woman. The change for Hermione’s character is a retelling of a White character repositioned as a minority with White normative  co-stars. 
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Casting White leads surrounded by minority supporting characters may contribute to the semblance of a story with a diverse cast and global themes. The recent  Spider-Man reboot,  Spider-Man Homecoming (2017), stars a young White teen who falls in love with a biracial girl and has an Asian-American best friend. The thirteenth Doctor on  Doctor Who (2005–

present) is a White woman with a supporting cast of a Black man and a Middle Eastern woman. These casting trends may be indicative of the shifting demographics. Currently, the White population in the United States is still outpacing minority populations. Yet population growth indicates that minority groups will outpace White populations soon, and indeed in many U.S. high schools, this has already been proved true (Frey loc. 3021). 

By maintaining a White leading character surrounded by minorities, creators are acknowledging the changing times, while still maintaining the status quo of viewing stories through a primarily White lens. 

The perfect balance of character diversity does not guarantee global themes, but an imbalance may accentuate difficult truths. In  Mexican Gothic or  Pitch Dark, the main character is a minority with White characters in the periphery. For these two case studies, the White characters are not just supporting characters but also antagonists. Such a switch seems to relay the theme that all White characters (and by extension White people) are capable of bigotry. While this is true of any race, the bigotry from White characters in  Mexican Gothic or  Pitch Dark creates an uncomfortable feeling. This could be because a minority lead with White antagonists is not the norm in horror fictions. Yet, when reversed (a White lead with minority/alien/monster antagonists), the theme then follows the formula of the Other as monstrous. Anyone is capable of being monstrous, but the common casting of Others as antagonists in horror fictions can distort themes of identity. So while the character dynamics in  Mexican Gothic or Pitch Dark evoke an uncomfortable feeling, it is merely because the audience is confronted with a truth they are rarely shown. Conversely, the character dynamic of Others as antagonists is often repeated, and despite how awful this underlying theme is, audiences are more inclined to be comfortable with this because of prevalence. Even with diverse characters in the mix, continually casting Others as antagonists could undermine global themes in favor of normative expectations. 

None of this analysis is meant to cast aside the empathetic potential of any story, but instead to recognize the need to expand diverse storytelling. As previously stated, research findings point to fictional novels as being more empathy-inspiring, with “fiction [being] primarily about selves interacting with other selves in the social world” (Flood par. 8). Fictional texts allow an interaction with other selves and making connections. According to Leo Tolstoy, art creates a moment where the observer connects with 
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the creator’s emotional experiences at the time of creation (42). For every Huckleberry Finn or Kunta Kinte, there’s a reader who imagined themselves in the same situation. In contrast, Oatley believes nonfiction reading to be based on an external model of learning, whereas the social aspect found in fiction reading led to immersion (qtd. in Flood par. 8). Through immersion, the reader inadvertently begins to feel what the characters feel. If a story doesn’t require a diverse cast to relay global themes or compassion, by the same logic, replacing all–White normative casts with diverse characters would likewise not disrupt this potential. As an added bonus, diverse casts will also increase opportunities for observers to connect with new emotional experiences. Carroll suggests a similar premise in  Philosophy of Horror concerning audience reception. If stories can influence compassionate thinking, diverse horror fiction might also be an agent of change. 

 “Don’t force art” 

Leaving art as it is and not “forcing it” is a very popular argument concerning diverse fiction. Including diverse characters translates to compelling writers to change their art for the sake of a movement or for the sake of what a publisher demands. This research references several instances of retellings—or adaptations of a previously nondiverse story with minority characters—such as  True Detective Season 3 or the latest reboot of  Black Christmas (2019). The practice of retelling has been equated with  stealing,  implying that art is being hijacked or forced. 

However, one of my composition students contextualized the non-diversity argument rather well with an analogy: “if an artist wants to draw circles, do not force them to draw squares.” However sound and compelling of an argument it may be, it’s incidental. Yes, there may be publishers who demand that writers create more diverse stories, or writers may feel pressured to include diverse characters. Overall, the diverse movement is heralding diversity without threatening authors, “Do this, or  else.” Championing a cause and issuing a decree are two different things. Choice is still readily available to any and all writers, and the fact that certain critics or audiences are calling for more diversity does not mean they are forcing artists to create something they do not want to create. In my estimation, if diverse stories can be compared to art, and of course they can, then calling for more diverse art is a hope for both circles  and squares. In a world in which we are mostly surrounded by circles, it’s not surprising that audiences are bored and thus wish for some artists to create more stimulating worlds by adding squares—and, perhaps, triangles, rhombuses, and rectangles to boot. If every artist were forced to draw squares, it would be just as boring as 
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being inundated with circles. As of late, writers are choosing, not necessarily being forced, to construct art devoted to circles (aka diversity). Therefore, I would identify the call for diversity as a call for more nuanced art. 

No story should have a job, but a story may prove to be a bridge. As Rosoff believes, books don’t have the “job” of being a mirror (see epigraph in previous section). Setting aside jobs and mirrors, defining books as bridges could help in the creation of more bridges, which would encourage more travel, so to speak. This might erase the excuse that “there is no way to get there, so I cannot get there”—aka, “I’ve never met that type of person, so it’d be a waste to try and understand their experience.” With more bridges, audiences can travel to new locations to witness more experiences, perhaps leading to greater empathy and less fear for those they do not understand. For those who believe art cannot encourage change, research suggests otherwise. 

Admiring art or reading a book is pleasurable, but perhaps there’s a greater meaning behind the purpose of art. While stories can generate empathy, they can also distort reality, and, thus, the proliferation of stories can at times be  counter-productive (Wilson 4:02). Empty narratives or propaganda narratives can shape perspectives in the same manner as character immersion generates empathy. As Adichie has commented, there’s a danger in a single story, and exposure to several stories from differing viewpoints may counteract such danger. 

Imbued with influential properties, storytelling holds potential to change thinking, especially in the view of evolutionary biologist E.O. Wilson. He and Olsher agree that storytelling is a natural human pursuit, with the human brain cementing reality in storytelling of different kinds: 

“Human brains are built to take experience, which is meaningless on its own, and give it a shape: a beginning, middle, and end […] with characters we can relate to” (6:12). If it’s a natural impulse to create stories, perhaps it’s just as natural to empathize not only with familiar characters, but also with diverse characters. 

Stories naturally cultivate connections. As proposed by Susan Langer, art links other cultures and is constantly questioned (5). Questioning the need for diversity in horror fiction is not immune to a similar doubt. 

When a horror writer expands upon life experiences through story, a reader grabs hold. Perhaps a writer becomes immersed within a character, depicting a new and previously unimaginable world. The reader still grabs hold and follows the writer down the rabbit hole; when they come back out on the other side, they take with them the bits and pieces of another life shared. Evan Porter summarizes a new television show airing in Palestine, featuring a Jewish character. The humanizing character depictions combat the negative views normally spread through Palestinian media, which sometimes paint Jewish characters as unsympathetic Israelis (Porter par. 
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9). Further exploring this phenomenon, Porter theorizes on the power of media over cultural norms: “Combating these stereotypes may be a crucial step toward recapturing cultural peace” (par. 12). From a realistic standpoint, Porter acknowledges that characters in a television show or book won’t be responsible for ending a war, but any start is a good start. 

Concerning horror fictions, the choice in characters has usually come from a very short list, starting with White, male, and ranking in author-ity. Statistics from Molly Wetta indicate that while minorities “make up about 37% of the population in the United States, less than 10% of books feature diverse characters,” with the overall percentage in horror ranking even lower (par. 1). A genre full of diverse characters and issues (like Octavia Butler’s  Parable series or Justine Larbalestier’s  Liar) may instill fear of the White male experience fading in favor of a crowded multiverse. Wetta describes literature as a being full of “mirrors, windows, and sliding glass doors, reflecting the world, allowing readers to visit new worlds” (par. 2). From the low number of diverse characters, horror’s reflection of the world may be unnatural as it ignores the diverse world around us. As Tolstoy writes, “Art is an intercourse between man and man,” and without it, man would be “separated” and “wild” (44). Populating the genre with a range of characters and storylines may open the audience to what it means to experience fear, and to be human. Frankly, the only type of art being forced is the sustained practice of White normative characters as the default. Relating to a character a reader previously generalized increases understanding of the human condition, further rejecting the underlying stereotypes promoted by society. 

 “Injecting diverse characters is a cheap  

 marketing ploy” 

Inorganic injection of minority characters seems like a cheap marketing ploy and may indeed be one. Until  Wonder Woman (2017) came along to beat box office records, several movie studios were hesitant to release female-led superhero movies. The disappointment with under-performing films like  Catwoman (2004) and  Elektra (2005) may have stemmed from the belief that a woman as the lead character contributed to declining box office sales. After the boost from  Wonder Woman in 2017, more  female-led superhero movies have been released, such as: Captain Marvel (2019), the  Birds of Prey (And the Fantabulous Emancipation of One Harley Quinn) (2020),  Wonder Woman 1984 (2020), and Black Widow (2021). The market (composed of publishers, producers, and writers) has often gambled on  attention-grabbing antics, to include character creation, in favor of making money. For example, “Science fiction 
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editor John W. Campbell rejected stories written by or featuring women or people of color, believing his audience wouldn’t like them” (St. James par. 75). Similarly, Justin Edwards’s discusses how the development of the horror genre relied on a recipe for success by including a majority of White  middle-class characters (18). There was a fear in upsetting a White  middle-class audience, who was paying for the content. Audiences are already subject to the whims of the market and have been sold on one character demographic for so long (i.e., White male characters) that the thought of change, perhaps unconsciously, drives them to the rationale that it’s unnatural to include different characters. Indeed, when Netflix rebooted  Lost in Space (2018–2021), some viewers were confused as to the inclusion of a Black daughter in the White Robinson family. As such, most privileged groups would not understand the effects of  under-representation (Flood par. 10). Viewers may not realize the hypocrisy in never questioning a lack of diversity in other stories. 

An injection of diverse characters may not be such a bad thing, heavy-handed or inorganic though it may seem. Chris Carter’s definition of recent quality horror stories is that “they are retellings of an old horror narrative” (14). Using such a definition, an injection of diverse characters might very well be just a retelling. The television show  Charmed (1998–

2006) had an  all-White, female cast and was popular among paranormal and horror audiences. In 2018, the parent network, CW, remade the series, this time starring three minority women: one Black and two Latinx. In 2019, The CW recrafted  Roswell (1999–2002), with  New Mexico (2019–2022). 

As with  Charmed, the previously heteronormative White cast from the late 1990s shifted to feature a sexually and racially diverse cast. Originally, the 1990’s  Roswell followed the story of a trio of aliens who,  Superman-style, crash-landed on Earth and struggled to assimilate with other teens, like Liz Parker. In the 2019 retelling, Liz Parker is now Liz Ortecho (played by Cuban actor Jeanine Mason), depicted as a Mexican American who tries to help the trio of (still) White aliens assimilate, contrasted against the story of her family, some of which are U.S. “illegal aliens” also hoping to assimilate. Though the CW network may have cast diverse leads to reap economic benefits, that does not lessen the impact of seeing a familiar story through a new lens. The approach widens the audience and allows minority viewers to feel validated, not just as an Other but as a member of society worth being portrayed in a public media sphere. Furthermore, this establishes that a story is not owned by one culture or perspective but can be shared by many. 

Merla-Watson and Olguin clarify how Latinxfuturism has the “capacity for incisive social critique that cuts to the bone of our shared pasts and presents” (137). A shared past and present for all identities of Americanism is the heart of a retelling. Initially, it may be hard to understand the value of 
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a retelling, outside of economic motivation on the part of the creator; however, there is a larger reason why retellings are important. 

When an audience sees a familiar story with diverse characters, the meaning of the story may change. In  Roswell, New Mexico (2019–2022), the central themes from the original are intact (like romance, friendship, imperialism). Helmed by a diverse cast, new viewpoints of the same  Roswell story become visible. The same is true of the casting changes from S1 to S3 

of  True Detective. In Season 1 (2014), the audience follows two White detectives through a tough case, one dealing with an imploding marriage and one dealing (seemingly) with mental illness, and somehow, they still solve the case. While not exactly a retelling (like the rebooted  Charmed), Season 3 of  True Detective (2019) is effectively a retelling of the story arc from Season 1, except that one of the lead detectives is African American. The show still features an imploding marriage, mental illness, and witty banter between two male detectives. Yet, there’s an added layer to the same narrative themes, exemplified in this quote from Episode 5: “You got some major cognitive dissonance” (“The Hour and the Day” 32:02). Instead of being cognitive, the addition to the narrative is a  social dissonance experienced by the Black detective, Wayne. He is questioned on how “he was treated as a Black detective” in the 1980s and 1990s. Through a series of flashbacks, the viewer learns of minor slights against Wayne when presenting sugges-tions during department meetings: “They would’ve believed it coming from you,” he notes to his White partner. Season 3 of  True Detective is still what viewers hope for, a  mystery-horror story full of suspense. With the addition of Wayne, viewers are also exposed to a narrative format they’re used to (an eccentric detective solving a case) but through the lens of a minority going through the same difficulties formerly reserved for a White character. 

Altogether, if the market is already deciding which narratives are compelling enough to sell, there’s nothing wrong with creators considering an audience preference, such as a demand or trend to include diversity, and reacting to it. In seeing a minority in the familiar story, the reader may realize that minorities can effectively fulfill character roles, adding new layers to the plot due to cultural or racial difference. In short, the familiarity of a retelling may achieve two things: (1) promote the underlying notion that humans share important commonalities concerning life and death and (2) present the idea that differences serve to enrich, not cheapen, storytelling. 

 Summations

Overall, the aforementioned arguments against diversity are important to consider in context with the latest diversity cycle in horror. The 
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arguments contain fallacies or  self-fulfilling prophesies that may hinder or inspire more diverse fictions. Much like Palestinian soap operas, or passages from  Harry Potter, stories can positively impact perceptions of cultural diversity if just given the chance. Individuals that agree with Rabid Puppies’ philosophies want to bar metaphor from art, maybe because deep exploration of an issue can facilitate transformation. For people in power, like White males, the status quo is preferable, particularly when the idea of the “ post-racial society” is being touted as fact and not for what it really is: a dream worth striving for. Even when dreams are conjured into reality, their effusiveness can be weakened if structures are not continually reinforced, revisited, and occasionally updated. Cyclical diversity is the mechanism to revisit and update old structures. Diversity within fiction also builds the empathy of readers and widening audience appeal for the horror market (and all markets). Expanding audience appeal shapes and reshapes genre definitions, which will be explored in the next chapter on speculative literature and diversity. 

Chapter Two

“Why so blurry?” 

 Speculative Fiction and Slipstream

Although speculative literature is a genre of storytelling unto itself, it encompasses a  sub-set of three influential fiction slots: fantasy, science fiction, and horror. In trying to interpret horror fiction trends, I first assess the trends of speculative fiction, particularly in film and television. It is my contention that while all three subgenres of speculative fiction display the potential for diversity, U.S. fantasy and science fiction have traditionally sustained more impactful diversity cycles. As horror is part of speculative fiction, the exploratory tropes inherent to the genre may be driving the diversity in the latest cycle. 

Additionally, in this chapter I review the definitions of the speculative genre. As in the Introduction, the reason for this is due to the interplay between categorization and cycles of diversity. One of the speculative definitions includes a focus on visionary fiction, or work that is hard to categorize. Some scholars have deemed such speculative work as “slipstream,” 

and I detail the definition of said term and what it means in relation to diverse fiction, and what it means for Latinx horror fiction.  Merla-Watson and Olguin contend that “the broader category of SF enables us to excavate, remap, and recenter the Chican@ and Latin@ contributions to  sci-fi, fantasy, and intersecting categories and genres” (135). 

As speculative fiction is the mother of horror fiction, describing the genre’s definitions becomes integral to understanding horror and the latest cycle. There are layers to the shifting definitions of speculative fiction. 

Likewise, there are shifting decades of diversity in horror fictions that define themes from each cycle. The very idea of definition is grounded in power. Whoever defines a term then cements understanding of said term or idea. If the definition is rooted in heteronormative Whiteness, then the power of minority definition and representation is instantly negated, as it never existed to begin with. 
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To constantly question “what defines speculative fiction” is, in this researcher’s opinion, a positive and a negative point. It is a negative point because constant debate adds a seeming uncertainty or even instability. Yet it is a positive point to constantly question because debate fosters change, which possibly leads to innovation. In the same vein, scrutinizing the latest cycle of diversity in horror fictions and arguing how it can be defined may allow for greater context, possibly informing scholarship for future cycles. 

Altogether, the ephemeral nature of the speculative genre definition is analogous to the experience of many U.S. minorities. To be a minority and an American is to be transient, with multiple layers of identity shifting from region to region and person to person.  Merla-Watson describes how Latinx fictions exemplify “heterogeneity and trans-Americanity” (par. 3). 

As cultural expectations change, so definitions should change. In this way, it is possible that the undermining of traditional definitions allow space for new cycles of diversity to realign the genre of speculative fiction, and, by extension, the subgenre of horror. 

 Definitions of Speculative Literature

As it is effectively the parent genre, speculative literature’s trends res-onate with horror and establish a basis for research. Like Gothic researchers, speculative researchers begin discussions by how they define the genre and what that says about current scholarship. This section will review definitions of speculative fiction from the perspective of critics and speculative fiction creators, such as Ray Bradbury, Terry Pratchett, and Margaret Atwood. I will also analyze the terms  slipstream and  visionary fiction, explaining how they coexist as unifying (and yet distinct) parts of speculative fiction. In exploring several definitions of the genre, I will present how speculative fiction and, likewise, horror exemplify the potential for diversity. 

Writers have been blending the unbelievable into literature for centuries. As Zellers points out, “back in the day—way, way back—fantasy was literature and literature was fantasy […] Shakespeare put a ghost in Hamlet. Swift sent Gulliver traveling to Lilliput. Irving made Rip van Winkle take a very long nap” (par. 1). These historical examples lead to diverse speculative writers like Joanna Russ, W.E.B. Du Bois, and Junot Diaz.A great story can belong to one genre, or several, but that doesn’t detract from its greatness. This is where speculative literature comes in. 

There are several tangible definitions, but some swear by the intangibility 
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of the genre. Many speculative novels have trouble fitting in, in the sense that they seem “shelvable” in several genres, but  un-shelvable in others. 

Merla-Watson and Olguin note how “the genre of speculative fiction (SF) is a notoriously porous and slippery one, encompassing science fiction and fantasy as well as their subgenres, which continue to proliferate” (135). As disparate as each subgenre might be, the “ what-if” element is the central connection, with fictions based in escapism or heavier issues. The modern landscape of literature is changing (yet again), and the change is even more apparent when measured against the nondiverse founding writers of each subgenre. Raymond Williams famously established “culture as ordinary,” believing that “the making of a society is the finding of common meanings and directions” (32). As noted in the introduction, White protagonists are the cultural norm in horror and in many other fictions. Their prevalence as main characters constructed a common meaning from the viewpoint of normative Whiteness. 

Incorporating a more diverse cast of characters would not be an inorganic insertion—for example, adding characters as “tokens”—but merely an accurate reflection of the diversity of U.S. culture. “Whiteness” as the norm does not account for changing demographics, because, as Raymond Williams tells it, “the growing society is there, yet it’s also made and remade in every individual mind” (32). Williams discusses how “observations, comparisons, and meanings” must be tested (32). 

My research is an appraisal of the considerable norm of horror fictions and the rigorous testing thereof during the latest cycle. As I discuss speculative literature in context with horror fictions, I will refer to it as spec lit.  The context will explain spec lit’s definition in relation to the three distinctive subgenres: science fiction, fantasy, and horror. Specifically, I analyze how science fiction and fantasy have included notable attempts at diversity and how this inclusion may have become a model for the latest cycle of diverse horror. 

Like the horror genre, the definition of spec lit will always lead to debate, and for good reason. In the continual debate, further change is encouraged, and then later achieved. For example, Courtney Alameda’s Pitch Dark is a work of spec lit, but if forced to shelve it in just one subgenre, it may become subject to a debate. Audiences and critics may decide that  Pitch Dark is not a true horror story or a true sci-fi story. Such contention may force categorization of a work. I would categorize  Pitch Dark as a piece of slipstream writing. Theorists, as well as artists, have their thoughts on what the genre is, and every one of them touches on something intrinsic. In  Pitch Dark, Alameda’s artistic version of spec lit may include rein-vented tropes, with a background of reimagined realities (also known as an open entity). Gill frames the genre as an open entity, or as “works that 
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fall within the micro-subjects of speculative fiction conjecture about matters that in the normal course of things could not be” (72). Reality and perspective are recurring themes in the quest to understanding spec lit, with the discussion of art as another indicator. Critics like Jones insist the genre represents “amalgams of art and science that endeavor to open up the mysteries of nature, history and culture by hypothesizing speculative universes of meaning” (par. 5). Not everyone shares the abstract approach to centralizing spec lit and would even call for a  de-labeling of genre work. 

However, to acknowledge the use of genre conventions as tools can strengthen fictions. For instance, Richard Adams’s  Watership Down (1972) features a civilization of bunnies intent on surviving in a postapocalyptic landscape. Yet, the inherent adorableness (and somewhat ridiculousness) of a  bunny-helmed story is quickly negated in a plot laden with themes of power, regret, and survival. After studying Carl Jung and Joseph Campbell’s theories, Adams drafted his story with the belief that “all the stories in the world are really one story” (Bridgman 110). Whether the story of the hero is engaged in a fantasy,  sci-fi, or horror fiction, the genre tropes are devices for furthering the titular mythos and themes. While even a world full of bunnies may seem easy to dismiss, Adams embraced a fantastical world to create a story with “crossover appeal” (Bridgman 110).  Watership Down appeals to traditional fantasy audiences and new audiences due to the richness of the story development. The ability of crossover or “slipstream writing” and its impact on marketability is part of what makes spec lit special. Greater marketability is a draw for diverse audience and themes. 

A slipstream writer can weave in between genres, and their body of writing defies conventional definition. In 1989, Bruce Sterling introduced the term  slipstream as a state of “weirdness” in  sci-fi and fantasy writing and subsequently reflects on the term in 2011 (6). He considers how the term never really caught on, but how he created it because he recognized stories being “written by people outside of the genre and only vaguely aware of its traditions” (6). In the case of slipstream, artists negating traditions can shift the canon in new directions, leading to more opportunities for writers who were once on the fringes. A spotlight for that which is hidden and a niche for nontraditional writers is one way to describe slipstream. Christopher Priest suggests that “the best way to understand slipstream is to think of it as a state of mind or a particular approach, one that is outside of all categorization [sic]. … [S]lipstream induces a sense of ‘otherness’ in the audience, like a glimpse into a distorting mirror” 

(“Foreword”). Slipstream writing is effective  because it defies conventional definition. 

Before exploring more definitions of spec lit, I will briefly discuss 
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how a unifying term like  slipstream  can be transformative rather than a means of erasure. Allison Weir explores the duplexity of terminology in “Global Feminism and Transformative Identity Politics.” She explains how women have related to each other in critiques of global feminism, and past terms have relied on unification as sameness or refusal of identification as indifference (Weir 123). Through an analysis of the types of identity politics and their efficacy, Weir suggests there is a balance to be struck between sameness and indifference. Her section, “Holding Together,” references the “I” and “we” mentality of identity, backed by Charles Taylor’s theory of identity: “My identity is defined by the commitments and identifications which provide the frame or horizon within which I can try to determine from case to case what is good or valuable” 

(qtd. in Weir 116–117). By this standard, to “hold together” is to concentrate on the creation of “I” as assessed by the surrounding community regarding what is acceptable. Weir states that it’s a “collective identity” 

that is not dependent upon sameness or categorization but upon “associations, our relations to each other” (119). Slipstream does not have to be a separate genre categorization. Instead, it can be another way to grasp the layered meaning of a speculative story that moves from a collective sameness onward to a collective  recognition of the power of difference. Slipstream writing offers a remaking (or retelling) of meaning as it forces a reexamination of classifications, genre tropes, and the interrelation of fantastical tropes. 

The genre labels lead to discomfort for some creators, conceivably due to the fear of erasure enacted by a collective categorization. Examples of slipstream writers of the past and present include Ray Bradbury, Margaret Atwood, Terry Pratchett, and Ursula K. Le Guin. Examples of modern slipstream writers include Sherman Alexie, Haruki Murakami, and Nnedi Okorafor. Diana Gabaldon’s  Outlander series has been hailed for merging historical fiction, fantasy, and  sci-fi. Yet, when a work or writer is categorized in a certain genre, confusion and negative connotations arise. Ray Bradbury reflects on how after writing “R Is for Rocket,” he “became” a sci-fi writer, and the label held different values depending on the perspective: “admired by some, and criticized by many who observed that I was no writer of science fictions, I was a ‘people’ writer, and to hell with that!” 

(18). Bradbury describes how for some critics, “R Is for Rocket” meant he had earned the distinction of  sci-fi writer, but for others, he wasn’t a “true enough” sci-fi writer. Bradbury would later insist how his work, mostly categorized as science fiction, was more aligned with fantasy because the probability of the plotlines were far from realistic. Thus a tug of war can arise between the genre labels authors wish for themselves and the labels critics and audiences bestow. Other authors have resisted certain genre 
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labels, perhaps attempting to market to larger audiences or because they do not agree with the categorization of their story. According to Margaret Atwood, she is unsure of the categorization of her work because she no longer recognizes what sci-fi is, only knowing sci-fi by a “feeling” and not by “strict definition”:

Though sometimes I am not asked but told: I am a silly nit or a snob or a genre traitor for dodging the term…. I didn’t really grasp what the term science fiction meant anymore. Is this term a corral with real fences that separate what is clearly “science fiction” from what is not, or is it merely a shelving aid, there to help workers in bookstores place the book in a  semi-accurate or at least lucra-tive way? These seemed to me to be open questions [qtd. in Passell 3–4]. 

In a review of Atwood’s work, Ursula K. Le Guin concludes that Atwood evades the term   sci-fi because she wishes “to protect her novels from being relegated […] into the literary ghetto” (qtd. in Passell 7). Yet, Atwood’s statements cannot be simplified as dismissive. She is questioning market decisions while also admitting to the complexities of the genre, which seems to underscore what it means to be a slipstream writer. 

Le Guin’s criticism of Atwood is indicative of a bigger fight concerning the legitimacy of genre writing versus what some might consider 

“literary” works. Terry Pratchett recently questioned the need for classifications at all by stating, 

We categorise [sic] too much on the basis of unreliable assumption. A literary novel written by Brian Aldiss must be science fiction, because he is a known science fiction writer; a science fiction novel by Margaret Atwood is literature because she is a literary novelist. Recent  Discworld books have spun on such concerns as the nature of belief, politics and even of journalistic freedom, but put in one lousy dragon and they call you a fantasy writer [Qtd. in Taneja par. 1]. 

Once a novel is consigned to a category like fantasy, it may be dismissed due to the established tropes. The presence of dragons or talking rats could overshadow the larger message of political import because “in 

[my] book the rats go to war, which is, I hope, gripping. But then they make peace, which is astonishing” (Pratchett qtd. in Taneja par. 4). The simple part of spec lit is that a reader is transported from reality with the help of vampires, dragons, or spaceships, but the complex part is that (sometimes) the vampire might reflect a deeper aspect of social, cultural, or political life. An imaginary creature reflecting on humanity may seem silly, but if bunnies can do it, so can rats. Telling a story, or “creating meaning over time,” is what Weir recognizes as a “narrative model of identity” that “does not mean resolving into unity or sameness” but connecting and thus discovering what “I” is holding it together (118). In 
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this way, the genre is continually undermined and redefined. The constant questioning of “what is spec lit” promotes growth and is a practical application of transformative identification, a process of assessment and adaptation. Writers like Pratchett, Atwood, and Bradbury may refuse genre labels because they feel the tropes of the fantastical genres (dragons, zombies, and spaceships) result in dismissal of the social commentary, (and the social validity), of their work. Tropes should be viewed not as a limitation but as narrative devices capable of realigning identity and power. 

Outwardly, slipstream seems a denial of genre because it’s construed as an umbrella term (or sameness) to usurp the individual subgenres of spec lit. However, slipstream is an extension of spec lit. The designation of slipstream is a way to acknowledge that some works (i.e.,  Frankenstein, Oryx and Crake,  and  The Three Body Problem) dip into more than one genre. Literary critics like Jonathon Sturgeon view an adherence to genre as “tyranny,” even as he acknowledges countering narratives: Kazuo Ishiguro has written a fantasy novel. He doesn’t want to call it fantasy. 

You know what? That’s absolutely fine. He can call it what he likes. Ultimately, it’s his readers who will decide what it is, whether they want to slap a label on it anyway. If you consider yourself a fantasy reader, then read it. Or don’t. 

Have your views on it—you’re entitled to them [par. 3]. 

Admitting that a story belongs in a particular genre doesn’t diminish it, just as admitting that a story may fit more than one genre definition doesn’t diminish it. Denying genre placement  altogether disparages the speculative genres. There’s nothing wrong in placing a story full of dragons and ogres in the fantasy category. The best part about a fantasy (or any genre) story is that it’s not just a fantasy story. As in the works of Bradbury, Le Guin, or Carroll, fantasy borrows from other genres. Spec lit leads to many subgenres, and when these genres cross (or slipstream), they enable an “interrelated world of resistant meaning” (Weir 122). Slipstream is an enhancement of the fantastic, but for some, it’s hard to discern the value. 

There’s a difference between a slipstream writer and an outright denier of genre literature. In Ray Bradbury’s  Zen in the Art of Writing, he describes his career in shaping a new concept on old stories, like ghost, mystery, or  sci-fi stories. His editors claimed the stories didn’t fit the mold but published them anyway (Bradbury 10). Many beloved stories step outside their categorical genres, with  sci-fi bleeding over into horror and fantasy bleeding over into mystery. The act of writing can be freeing, and writers aren’t defined by what they write. Even when labeled a  sci-fi, fantasy, or horror writer, no one must adhere to any one slot—hence the term  

 slipstream.  At the same time, severing a link to any genre is an invalidation 
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of speculative stories. A way to appease genre critics or those who believe genre labels are suppressive would be to support the designation of slipstream. The term encompasses the use of the fantastic and the literary and invites diverse writers, characters, and storylines that may be just as hard to categorize. 

Diversity and slipstream writers are interconnected, because both are continually moving through cycles of inclusiveness or exclusion throughout spec lit. A canon is built on the ideas of “what is.” The normative Whiteness of the canon is reinforced when slipstream writers and diversity are undermined. Slipstream is about opposing the status quo, and that is what inclusion is all about. Derivative forms of speculative storytelling (Afrofuturism, Chicanofuturism, and Latinxfuturism to name a few) are throwing open the doors about how and about whom a story may be told. 

As  Merla-Watson explains “Latinxfuturism and alternative futurisms are revolutionizing how we think about the speculative genre at large” (par. 

1). In this way, the denial of one term over another is really a veiled denial of change. Given that spec lit is a genre haunted by intangibility, it’s confusing as to why the term  slipstream (or  cross-genre or any other term) is not applied in a wider sense. The acknowledgment of slipstream would allow for the confines of a genre categorization (which is important for reader recognition), while keeping the  anti-genre critics happy.  Sci-fi, fantasy, and horror are distinctions within  spec-lit, but what separates them need not be walls but open doorways. Slipstream is that open doorway or a recognition in the transformative quality already fundamental to the genre. Slipstream writing forms an “effective coalition” needed in spec lit, a way to “see oneself in the other, rather than simply recognizing the other’s separateness, independence, and difference” (Weir 123). The subgenres are distinct, but when stories cross genre, or slipstream, that’s okay and should even be promoted. From a marketing standpoint, slipstream would encourage multiple shelvings of the same story in different genres, then reaching a wider reading base. From an inclusion standpoint, slipstream writing can help diverse authors challenge and subvert traditions, and for horror fictions, this would start with Gothic narratives. A refusal of what came before is a powerful device and part of why the appearance of slasher films in the 1960s and 70s was such a shock (Hutchings 81). Slipstream fictions can be just as powerful in contesting the types of stories that have already been told, pushing aside what is expected, like the expectations of normative Whiteness in spec lit. 

Besides slipstream, there are other facets of the speculative genre, like visionary fiction. The addition of visionary fiction, which John Algeo credits with “transform[ing] our vision of ourselves and our environment” (8), has enriched the genre. It is a blending of spiritual ideas with speculative 
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worlds and characters. Examples of visionary speculative works date back hundreds if not thousands of years.  The Golden Ass by Lucius Apuleius was written in 1566 and is a prime example of visionary fiction. Other examples of visionary works include:

 Zanoni and  A Strange Story  by Edward Bulwer Lytton Through the Looking Glass and  What Alice Found There by Lewis Carroll

 The Education of Oversoul  Seven by Jane Roberts Illusions: The Adventures of a Reluctant Messiah by Richard Bach

 Two Tales of the Occult by Mircea Eliade Algeo promotes the offshoots of subgenres within speculative literature, positioning visionary fiction among  sci-fi, fantasy, and horror. Visionary fictions build up spec lit because they encourage wonder and engage with the state of the world. Algeo quotes Kandinsky’s observation that “literature and the other arts, turn inward from the material to the spiritual at a time of violent change in culture” (1). He describes types of literature in relation to spiritual and factual realities. Poetry, as he tells it, is the literature of beauty and sound, whereas mainstream fiction is rooted in fact, and speculative fiction, such as  Pitch Dark, is an alteration of reality or a mirror of the world around us in a new way (Algeo 5). While admitting to the fault in dichotomies, he offers a stark way to delineate regular fiction from the speculative: “The mainstream novelist pretended that he was just giving the facts—writing a true story, [… while speculative fiction …] somehow changes reality, and so it’s the kind of literature that speaks especially to the sense of change in our time” (6). Algeo believes that sci-fi reflects reality through technology and the “ what-if,” that fantasy is a radically different world usually devoid of technology, and that horror is set in reality with intent to scare the reader. His definitions may come off as oversimplification, especially because he applies the “ what-if” 

only to  sci-fi, when really, the “ what-if” element fits all the subgenres, as proposed by Ogle (par. 4). Perhaps recognizing this, Algeo explains the nuance of horror fictions:

Horror fiction is sometimes criticized for grossness and immorality, but Stephen King maintains instead “that the horror story is really as conservative as an Illinois Republican in a  three-piece pinstriped suit. Its main purpose is to reaffirm the virtues of the norm by showing us what awful things happen to people who venture into taboo lands” [8]. 

The entirety of spec lit reaffirms the virtues of the norm by tossing a mix of characters into new worlds, regardless of the positives or negatives, and 
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taking the audience through an otherworldly journey. Visionary fiction is relevant in the study of the latest horror cycle because it is an example of how change can be framed as exciting rather than daunting for the audience. Visionary fiction demonstrates how a divergence from the status quo is made palatable, paving the way for all types of speculative creators wishing to add diversity in storytelling. 

Visionary fiction was an important factor in creating the pulp mag era. This next section illustrates how the world of spec lit was popularized in the pulp mag era, leaning heavily on exclusion and exploratory tropes, later recognizing more diverse fictions. 

 Speculative Imagination and Exploratory Tropes Many of the traditions of the speculative canon stem from its origins in pulp magazines like  Amazing Stories,  Weird Tales, and  Science Fiction Magazine. Many of the magazine covers depict  sci-fi tropes, including invading aliens, futuristic technologies, and new worlds. Those same images have also incorporated many White normative male heroes on the covers, reinforcing exclusion of minorities as heroes of spec lit stories. Using a range of old pulp magazine covers in context with Laughlin and Throop’s theories, I describe the history of exclusion in speculative literature and how such exclusions have inspired changes, as with the latest diversity cycle in horror. 

With one glance at the cover of old speculative magazines, it’s easy to dismiss them as glorified cartoons. They feature crude renderings of aliens, hot babes, and men with ray guns. By studying the humanities, I’ve stepped back to appreciate the early speculative art (and flash fiction) for what it was and for where it led. At its core, imagination drives each speculative story. For the purposes of this section, imagination will be defined as the cultural and cognitive ability to reach beyond the confines of reality (Laughlin and Throop 711). Imagination is formed within realistic situations, stretching beyond to create something new. While the three subgenres of spec lit are separated by distinctive traits, the most cohesive is the “ what-if” factor. What if a young boy found out he was a famous wizard? What if zombies overran the earth? The  what-if factor is a key element of imagination. In fact, even as many argue against the commonalities of horror, sci-fi, and fantasy, I propose what unifies them is the imaginative spirit. Even in the early pulp mags, this spirit was capable of inverting harmful tropes to elevate gender, race, and other points of diversity. 

The problem with imagination derives from the limits within a 
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writer’s mind. Laughlin and Throop dig into the cognitive origins, describing imagination as “a natural process of the brain” (711). Displacement into the fantastic is another basis of fantasy, horror, and  sci-fi. Culture, dreams, language, and myth shape imagination, and “if the first has particular significance, it’s in giving a foundation for meaning in the second” (Laughlin and Throop 711). Reality and imagination share a powerful interplay, and one cannot be exclusive of the other. So, if women and minorities are oppressed, their standing in a story may not differ from their experiences in reality. 

Other instruments of imagination, particularly narratives, include religious storytelling and iconography, which influence how humans perceive the world. Geertz and Jensen conclude that humans use world-building of sorts to create predictions, so when new experiences are encountered, they’re contextualized against predetermined notions (11). 

Even with these models, it’s almost surprising that “our brains ever get things right” (Geertz and Jenson 11). While creating literary characters, speculative writers take the idea of one kind of person, such as a woman, and model her from past knowledge. If said knowledge consists of submission, it’s no wonder most women featured in early speculative stories were damsels in need of rescuing. 

Additionally, as minds build models of experience, they’re also capable of building constructs of the minds of others. Modeling another human’s mind is helpful because it increases empathy, which leads to positive change. On the flip side, the same connectivity can be responsible for deception and mass illusions (Geertz and Jenson 11). The sexual and racist tropes are examples of negative connections perpetuated in speculative fiction. 


Trapped in Sexuality

In the early pulp mags, the portrayal of women revealed their status in the mythopoetic system of the Western world, and it wasn’t favorable. The covers of the magazines sum up the roles created for women: a sex symbol, an evil entity, a damsel, or a combination of the three. The following are two illustrations of the speculative designations common in the first half of the 1900s. As exhibited by Figure 2, women are both feared and sexualized. Figure 3 is the 1950 October cover of  Fantasy magazine, and a woman is the central point of power and objectification. Despite the assumptions, Batya Weinbaum made a discovery of the early  sci-fi pulp magazines from 1927 to 1930. 

Her research points to the inclusion of women writers and issues early on, at least as published in certain magazines. She argues that the 
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Figure 2: Cover of the Spring 1957 issue of  Space Science Fiction Magazine. 

The artist is Tom Ryan (Wikimedia Commons). 

presence of feminist  sci-fi in the 1930s was  under-recorded. Even if women were more widely published than believed in the early 20th century, that doesn’t mean they were widely accepted, or that masculinist assumptions weren’t the norm. Weinbaum shares how

[image: Image 5]
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Figure 3: Cover of the October 1950 issue of A. Merritt’s  Fantasy Magazine. 

Cover art is by Norman Saunders (Wikimedia Commons). 

stories such as “The Revolt of the …” by Robert Barr published in 1848 in  The Idler had been depicting the  take-over of the business world by women for a number of years, and the conflict this produced for men. Nonetheless, reac-tionary stories at the very beginning of the sf pulp empire, such as George Bauer’s “Below the  Infra-Red” depicted women as object, only appearing as beautiful things, if they appeared at all [par. 6]. 
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During the 1930s, more women were graduating from higher education, entering academic and professional spaces they hadn’t normally occupied. Even as men included women as characters in this decade, they did so only in response to what was happening in the world around them, not out of any feminist ideologies (Weinbaum par. 7). Men weren’t sure how to handle the invasion of women, and writers like David Keller dealt with their  ever-changing environment through storytelling. 

Women protagonists were pushed into stories due in part to the subtle changes in society and not because the creators wished to herald change of their own accord. Female empowerment, on the part of male sci-fi writers, was more reactionist than revolutionary, but overall, early pulp included more gender diverse writers and issues than purported by most sci-fi scholars (Weinbaum par. 11). Using Weinbaum’s research alongside Laughlin and Throop’s definition of imagination, the fabric of the world, or the mythopoeia, shaped the direction of speculative stories, inadvertently leading to divergent characters and storylines. Regardless of men’s personal stance on women in the 1930s and beyond, the demands of a developing industrial economy pushed the storyteller’s imagination to handle characters and issues they might have ignored during one cycle or another. 


Misrepresented Minorities

During the explosion of pulp magazine fiction and beyond, minorities were a foreign concept. Neighborhoods, schools, and stores were segregated, Most early speculative fiction is lacking minority characters. If and when they are included, they may be misrepresented. Roberts argues that minorities are sometimes reimagined as aliens, like the dreadlocked alien hunter in the  Predator (1987) film or likewise the Black alien who kills by way of “raping” its victims in the  Alien film franchise (118). 

Roberts may agree that demons from the horror genre and ogres from the fantasy genre act as  stand-ins for minorities. In early speculative stories, encounters with Others of any kind are rarely a meeting of equals. Consider the next two illustrations, in which two aliens are bested by two men. With Figure 4, even if a  human-like face floats in the middle of the birdlike body, the alien on the right is rejected based on appearance, in spite of a nonthreatening stance. Meanwhile, the alien in Figure 5 is the epitome of squashable in the guise of a large bug wielding a ray gun. 

When writers lack daily interactions with Others, their fictional depictions of minorities demonstrate distance. In a way, a mythos can be built around minorities and carries meaning, even if the meaning is not realistic. 

[image: Image 6]
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Figure 4: Cover of the pulp magazine  Amazing Stories, October 1930, vol. 5, no. 7, featuring “Skylark Three” by Edward E. Smith, Ph.D. (Wikimedia Commons). 

Laughlin and Throop explain “the meaning encoded in sacred stories and other media informs lived experience, and that is why myth is found to be so intimately associated with a society’s ritual activity” (715). 

Roberts is convinced that simply placing minorities as protagonists isn’t enough to overcome the racial hurdles in  sci-fi, because Heinlein and 
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Figure 5: Cover of pulp magazine  Amazing Stories, July 1939. The artist is Robert Fuqua (Wikimedia Commons). 

Le Guin both featured Black protagonists ( Starship Troopers and  The Left Hand of Darkness), with little being said about racial difference. He claims race is one of the large and looming “social debates in post-war American life,” and being that  sci-fi is popularly “produced and consumed in America” (118), it’s natural for the two subjects to tumble together in search of 
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meaning. Moreover, minorities appear not only as antagonists in speculative fictions but also as props. In Weinbaum’s continued studies, she notes how one man writes about a Black mammy, while another depicts Black people as devils (par. 6). Her work indicates the issue of racial diversity may have been lacking in the early pulps to a greater degree than gender diversity. 

The need for better minority representation in speculative fiction is another insight into Alfonso Ortiz’s negative feedback loops. Laughlin and Throop identify the loops as an echo chambers for belief systems, ones that merely reinforce an individual’s ideas of truth (712). When minorities are absent from a storyline, or when they portray a foreign enemy, the belief that minorities are too different or dangerous to be understood is strengthened. Yet, the need for diversity in speculative fiction is also the greatest overarching hope for the genre. Cynthia Wagner expands on this: 

“Species (races) begin to learn to live with diversity and equality, which was the only true hope for the future all along” (par. 1). If speculative fiction is reaching towards new cycles of diversity, it is fulfilling its true purpose as the compass of the present and the crystal ball of the future. 

Exploration as a Beacon of Hope

Exploratory tropes illustrate a beacon of hope among the early pulp mag covers. This spurs hope for all speculative fiction, the latest cycle included. A negative feedback loops contribute to a downtrodden system of oppression, whereas a positive feedback loop “can, on occasion, lead to alterations in interpretations, which in turn can change aspects of the cosmology and the ritual-mythopoetic reflections of that cosmology found in that particular culture” (Laughlin and Throop 712). To break through 

“traditional cosmologies,” a person must see past the everyday pattern of thought based on their mythopoetic system. Despite the disparaging characterizations of women and minorities, early speculative fiction managed to convey a sense of hope through exploration. 

The door to true creativity lies beyond the templates laid out in the cosmology, because a cosmology is an extension of experience, much like dreams are (Laughlin and Throop 714). Although most storytelling is embedded in reality, the occasional story will break outside of this comfortable sphere, creating something new. 

Discovery of a hidden world or a new planet was a common theme for many early speculative stories. Figures 6 and 7 show a  non-gendered culture with a fresh outlook on violence or a parallel universe with advanced technology. Even if patriarchal White maleness still held center, exploration brought optimism, signaling a desire for revolution. Bagchi discusses 

[image: Image 8]
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Figure 6: Cover of the pulp magazine  Weird Tales, January 1948. The artist is Weird Tales, Inc. (Wikimedia Commons). 

Fokkema’s theory “that writers resort to sketching what they see as better worlds in times of crisis when dominant ideologies can no longer answer of the needs of the day” (par. 2). Utopian and dystopian stories are a form of speculative writing that always peeks past the horizon, at times suggesting a better reality and at other times warning of a doomed future. 

[image: Image 9]
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Utopian writings, cognitive function, myth, and imagination seem to go hand in hand because “even as imagination is a vast space of connection and creation, utopian/dystopian writers acknowledge the incomplete and fictional aspect of their world-building, because humanity is so nuanced, it would be arrogant to assume an imagined future could be the complete truth” (Bagchi par. 1). 

Figure 7: Cover of pulp magazine  Amazing Stories, April 1935. The artist is Leo Morey (Wikimedia Commons). 
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I put forward that in spite of the failings of early speculative fiction, the saving grace was exploratory storytelling. The desire to explore new planets, discover hidden caverns, or wield supernatural abilities widened the minds of writers so that their stories eventually broke through the everyday assumptions of reality. 

Even while imagination helped populate early speculative literature with offensive stereotypes, it was also responsible for driving writers to create visions of new worlds and ideas. Eventually, the landscape of sci-fi, fantasy, and horror have evolved to be somewhat more inclusive, with the diversity cycling through in waves. The artwork gracing the covers of  Weird Tales and other seminal magazines documents the reinforced tropes, also serving as a reminder that spec lit  has changed, though it still has room to grow. 

 Speculative Fiction and Diversity

The fantastic and the allegorical often combine, showcasing the speculative ability to promote diversity. Yet, the fantastical tropes can be perceived as overshadowing, negating potential metaphorical value. This section will discuss the importance of diverse speculative fiction, to end with case studies like  Avatar (2009) and  Into the  Spider-verse (2018). 

Any type of story can establish a version of truth, justice, and culture, but spec lit demonstrates resilience in relaying larger social and cultural themes. In “Imagination and Reality: on the Relations Between Myth, Consciousness, and the Quantum Sea,” Laughlin and Throop pose a series of questions, one of them being, “How is it that reasoning about reality from a mythical foundation is often truer than reasoning alone?” 

(710). In other words, viewing the world through one lens (i.e., objectivity) may lead to strong rationales, and yet, by combining realism and artistic devices (such as storytelling), unimagined truths may come into focus. Spec lit is based on a combination of the fantastic, realism, and artistic devices. Laughlin and Throop also consider that even as some readers and writers imagine fictional worlds and others cannot, this does not negate the fact that “there often appears to be striking correspon-dences between mythopoetic systems found in many of the world’s cultures and certain fundamental aspects of reality” (710). Whether or not a myth is shared by a certain culture, these sorts of stories are impactful and echo back to reality. Thus, it may be prudent for diverse writers to take part in this construction of reality by adding to the speculative canon as often as possible. 

Spec lit can be a powerful tool in depicting themes of reality and 
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identity. Shweta Taneja, an Indian writer, struggles “with restrictions and biologically nonsensical rules, [while also] dealing with aggression from males” (par. 9). In response, she turned to spec lit, a genre she believes undercuts all the issues in her life by reversing expectations of the norm. 

Taneja concludes, like many others, that “inverting society in [stories] 

changes both the writer and the reader and the world around them a little bit” (par. 10). For her, the satire present in stories like  The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (1979) entertains readers while also amplifying social issues. As Taneja believes, genre writing “exposes society and our lives in places that realistic fiction can’t touch” (line 1). The ridiculousness of a talking rat or bunny is useful in showing the ridiculousness of something like war or separation. For spec lit, maintaining a transient definition may be an asset because then the different subgenres become that much more accessible. While most literary genres have defining characteristics, the mark of spec lit is the proliferation of characteristics, of diversity (Gill 72). Writers of all backgrounds should take full advantage of the inherent tools of spec lit, which by default includes diverse themes, to explore reality. 

  Writers-of-all-backgrounds  is a term that includes  non-native people, and writing about other cultures can create a  tug-of-war regarding appropriation. Brian Attebery explores the uncomfortable barriers Australian scholars confront when exploring Aboriginal storytelling. He cites  sci-fi as a sort of neutral zone, a contact zone. When writers and cultures interact in this zone—using  sci-fi tropes as a buffer—Australian scholars and Aboriginals feel more comfortable about what story about is being told and about whom it is being told. “If sf is the art, the zone in which it operates is the collectively imagined future, a symbolic space where utopia, Armageddon, and other powerful scenarios compete” (Attebery 385). 

Instead of ignoring indigenous voices,  non-natives can contribute alternative visions of mixed cultures crashing together in a new future. 

Like the Australian scholars, Jennifer Burnham is a  non-native and grapples with the hypocrisy evident in academia when studying natives. 

To counter the negative, she speaks for advocacy and support on behalf of natives, as well as opening scholarship for all. Burnham is straddling a line between speaking for other cultures and advocating for open discourse in writing. She feels this way because “to say that a Black scholar can only study and teach Black literature, an Asian scholar Asian literature, and Western European scholars Western European literature seems to encourage racial or cultural biases rather than mutual understanding” 

(Burnham 2). She also talks about the true basis of native storytelling and how indigenous people are the only ones responsible for “the pedagogy and sovereignty of intellectual, creative, and historic rights” (2). She views 
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spec lit as the perfect genre for the deconstruction of White power and the promotion of native interests. The subgenres of spec lit are “a disruption of colonial literary models in genres that often rely on Western privileged perspectives involving the appropriation of Indigenous culture, land, and resources through the process of colonization” (Burnham 4). She suggests that stereotypes surrounding native women can be broken down in the subgenres and future worlds of spec lit by authors like Blake Hausman, Daniel Heath Justice, Drew Taylor, and Eden Robinson. 

Reclaiming the narrative for native women in literature is important because they have often been portrayed negatively. Burnham believes that native women are often cast into two camps: hypersexual or flat (6). To dispel the negative connotations of sexual depictions or squaw mentalities associated with native female characters, spec lit writers “force the critical examination of incongruous lexicons, histories, and futures of Native peoples […] through the execution of writing Native characters as central protagonists within rich, modern, and futuristic settings” (7). Burnham calls for Native women to recall their identity, not only through literature but through any sort of storytelling or cultural setting. 

Native women are far from the only group who should be taking full advantage of the exploratory options, particularly  sci-fi, that spec lit has to offer. According to Nnedi Okorafor, Africans have traditionally resisted penning  sci-fi or other forms of genre fiction because of harsh everyday realities (par. 8). It’s hard to have time or energy to imagine alternative realities when the present reality may be wrought with larger-than-life struggles like civil war and totalitarianism. The overshadowing conditions of drought, famine, and loss of electricity leave little room for spacecrafts or other “immature” aspects of spec lit (Okorafor par. 7–9). Viewing spec lit as a frivolity is a common African belief, as told by Okorafor. In misunderstanding the genre, Africans may continually “absent [themselves] from the creative process of global imagining that advances technology through stories [… and are …] not yet capitalizing on this literary tool which is practically made to redress political and social issues” (Okorafor par. 10). That’s not to say Africans lack technological contributions or know-how, despite contributing largely to genre fiction, when oral histories and magical realism all have speculative ties. Okorafor recalls “a line from the Ethiopian American  hip-hop group CopperWire’s science  fiction-themed song, ‘Phone Home’[…]: ‘What’chu think we do all day, swat flies? We got  two-ways and flip phones shipped here from Dubai’ (par. 11). There is a perception that Africans need civilization or need rescuing. An African and speculative mix would, as Burnham suggests, “disrupt colonial literary models” (4) and dispel stereotypes. Penning stories that feature a mix of African culture and 
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speculative tropes would provide for a marketable story, thus reaching a wider audience. 

African and African American science fiction is far from nonexistent. As Tade Thompson shares, it “dates back to the 19th century” (par. 

7) with stories like  The Huts of America (1859) and novels like  Gandoki (1934) and  Nnanga Kon (1932). Modern African and African American science fiction films are preceded by George Schuler’s  Golden Gods (1934). 

However, the significance of films like  District 9 (2009) and  Black Panther (2018) hinge on their intense popularity, pulling African and African American sci-fi into the limelight. Both films garnered Academy Award nominations, and  Black Panther grossed over a billion dollars. Accolades and economic success are key indicators to legitimizing the African niche of  sci-fi which has long been present, but far from remembered. 

The notion of economic legitimacy is a very U.S. American notion and one that often ignores the past and the value of community. Shalom Schwartz writes how capitalism is an American ideal that can “cause a  de-emphasis on the opposing value: concern for others in the wider community, inter-personal closeness, and autonomy” (52). The acknowledgment of past contributions and an embrace of the term slipstream will influence a future generation of minority writers, leading to the creation of more spec lit stories (to be widely shared, as spec lit stories are, once again, easy to market and in demand). What is in demand can also reshape the canon, and that is more noticeable in speculative U.S. film offerings. The speculative genre is becoming more popular, as demonstrated by the list of  top-grossing films indicates on  box-office tracking sites like  TheNumbers.com. As of 2022, seven of the top ten grossing films are speculative stories (“All Time Worldwide Box” table). Five of the films star a mix of men, women, and minorities, suggesting that diverse characters make more economic sense to appeal to wider audiences. 

Avatar

 Avatar (2009) is a modern blockbuster and an example of a spec lit fiction featuring global themes and diverse characters.  Avatar can also be described as a  sci-fi retelling of the story of Pocahontas. The movie includes a diverse perspective with the lead character being Jake (aka Sam Worthington), a White man who is paraplegic. Jake steps into the world of human colonizers (himself included) and oppressed Natives on an alien planet. Two minority women, Zoe Saldana and Michelle Rodriguez, co-star in the film. Zoe Saldana’s minority status is overshadowed by her costume—as she’s depicted with blue skin throughout the 
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film—and Michelle Rodriguez’s character is killed off more than half-way through the film. However, these details do not detract from the film’s ability to convey themes of imperialism, ecological destruction, and genocide. Still, it’s hard to say how much more interesting the inverse would have been—say, instead of the normative White Sam Worthington as the lead, Zoe Saldana is the paraplegic American and meets Worthington as the blue alien. As a Dominican American, Saldana might have portrayed her character in way that could have examined a  dual-identity complex (the character might feel) at the prospect of becoming a colonizer or a member of the alien tribe on another planet. Such a repositioning of characterization in  Avatar would have obscured “colonialist boundaries between self and other, between the technologically advanced and the ‘primitive,’ between the human and nonhuman, and between the past and future” ( Merla-Watson and Olguin 135). Alas, the film defined the leading character in the image of Worthington, thereby missing the chance to share a larger story told through the eyes of an unassuming hero. 

Spider-Man: Into the  Spider-Verse

The definition of leading character, or hero, evokes the picture of a White man carrying out manly deeds, but this changes in a fiction like  Spider-Man: Into the  Spider-Verse (2018). While in  Avatar the traditional hero is somewhat inverted with Jake’s paraplegic condition, the  Spider-Man film is a complete departure from the norm because of its portrayal of heroism across a wider range of character types. In the Marvel comics,  Spider-Man has, for the most part, been marked by one persona, that of Peter Parker.  Spider-man first appeared in 1962, and it wasn’t until 1992 that a Latinx (half–Mexican, half–Irish)  Spider-man was introduced with Miguel O’Hara, with Latinx (half–Black, half–Puerto Rican) Miles Morales being introduced as  Spider-man in 2011 (Dominguez par. 

4). The original  Spider-man (Peter Parker) is a White,  middle-class male, and his rise to superhero status is marked by tragedy. After the murder of his uncle, Peter is driven to a life in which he is responsible for saving others. As not everyone can relate to Parker’s tragedy, this marks him as a marginalized character of sorts. Recognizing that this marginalization is not a sufficient departure from the normative Whiteness,  Into the  Spider-Verse reshapes the vision of Parker with the Black Puerto Rican teen Miles Morales (Figure 8). 

Like Parker, Morales is middle-class but does not suffer the loss of a parental figure. Once Morales acquires his powers, he is not as motivated 

[image: Image 10]

 

 Two—“Why so blurry?”  63

Figure 8: Left: Teen Peter Parker from  Spider-Man (2017) , distributed by Dis-ney-ABC. Right: Teen Miles,  from  Spider-Man: Into the Spider-Verse (2018), distributed by Sony Pictures Releasing. 

as Parker to be a hero. Whereas Parker derived his impetus from tragedy, Morales must find an inner catalyst for his ascension to hero. Even after the death of his uncle, Morales is not ready to be  Spider-Man. He does not know how to be what Parker seems to be: the ideal hero who always knows what to do. In  Gender and Heroism in Early Modern English Literature, Mary Beth Rose discusses how “as scrutiny of traditional heroism 

[…] becomes more pointed and intense, the male warrior becomes less of an elegiac and more of a problematic figure” (xiii). Through trauma, Peter Parker is a reactive hero and is born into heroism. In contrast, Morales must endure as a hero through choice and not reaction. His conflict res-onates with the audience (perhaps more so than Parker’s tragedy) as it is a realistic mediation of a societal struggle in doing the right thing, even when the right choice seems obvious. At the climax of the film, he fully embraces his choice, and as such, has the confidence to carry out his new role. In Morales, the audience is exposed to what Rose deems the hero of perseverance rather than a hero of action. 

The film offers the failed hero and then introduces a multidimensional universe as a narrative tool to discuss variations of “hero.” 

Before Morales becomes Spider-Man, Parker narrates what he believes defines the mantle of the persona: “No matter what, I always get back up” (  Spider-Man: Into the  Spider-Verse 4:05). In direct contrast to this statement, Parker dies shortly after, and the  Spider-Man persona seems to have failed. Rose traces how heroism changed from a basis of action to a basis of endurance due to an “increasing separation and distinctive gendering of public and private spheres, the centralization of the nation-state and accompanying processes of social mobility, the rise of 
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standing armies and the state’s monopoly of violence” (xiv). Parker’s defeat dismantles the myth of the resilient hero, as heroism is not always synonymous with triumph. Then, with the introduction of Miles, hope showcases heroism in a new form.  Into the  Spider-Verse presents iterations of heroism, not just with Morales but with  Spider-Woman. The arrival of characters Gwen Stacy and Peni Parker is refreshing, especially because there is a historical “gendering of heroism” reliant on painting the man as hero and the woman as damsel (Rose xxi). Gwen and Peni break from the form of damsel and enter the realm of hero. The film satirizes the notion of “form” altogether with the characters of  Spider-Ham and Spider-Noir. They don’t seem to fit in anywhere but are still accepted into the  Spider-Verse group as heroes. The writers offer an alternate dimension form of Peter Parker to mentor Morales, albeit a sloppier, insecure form than what came before. It’s as though, because Morales is a half–Black, half–Puerto Rican man starring in a traditionally White story, the writers needed to anchor the plot in the familiar Parker narrative (aka, the White Peter Parker). Any fear of diversity is likely contingent on the belief that it can only happen after a White erasure. Perhaps to quell this fear and to appeal to a wider audience, the writers of  Avatar and  Into the Spider-Verse created contemporary speculative narratives in which diverse characters star and thrive alongside White characters, while still redefining expectations of protagonists for the  ever-popular genre of speculative fiction. 

Speculative fiction is perhaps so popular because it pushes writers into a creative space to explore societal issues without the strict conventions of realism. Aaron Passell sums up the function of speculative fiction as “the defamiliarization of the everyday through the fantastical can be the best way to bring [reality] into focus” (71). As silly as it may seem to read about a zombie apocalypse or an adventure through space and time, these types of stories can juxtapose readers so that they are ready to view the world through new eyes. According to Jordan Peele, it’s easier to relay a larger theme within the confine of a speculative story. It’s easier to digest because “when you allow people to submerge themselves into a story, they will react by thinking through what it’s about. That’s just so much more fun and effective, I think, than a lecture” (par. 6). Speculative fiction can be an entertaining platform to examine larger social issues.  Merla-Watson writes of the “renaissance of Latinx speculative texts [… with …] the 2007 

novel  The Brief and Wonderous Life of Oscar Wao, ” which served as a turning point for Latinx speculative studies. By encouraging creativity and inclusion, the use of imagination may well push the genre to reach a new audience, enabling a multitude of experiences to be embraced through the art of storytelling. 
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 Using Creativity for Diverse Fiction

Creativity can create boundaries or erase them, especially in spec lit. 

As outlined in previous sections, the speculative genre is a call for new directions, but it doesn’t always know how to get there, particularly when factoring in the horror subgenre. In “Writing Back: Speculative Fiction and the Politics of Postcolonialism, 2001,” Nancy Batty and Robert Markley contend

contemporary speculative fiction explores such issues [as territorial and economic aggrandizement—its effects on imagined indigenes, on ourselves, and on the lands that it exploits] in fascinating ways, working out, for good and for ill, our encounters with radical otherness [… and] calling into question the unwritten values and assumptions that identify “us” as white, privileged, technologically sophisticated, or, in the case of the ethnically diverse crews of Star Trek and its  spin-offs, avatars of a “dominant”  techno-scientific culture 

[5]. 

Several speculative fictions,  Star Trek included, have demonstrated the estrangement of the fantastic can relay the seriousness of societal issues while also entertaining audiences. In “Historical Fantasy, Speculative Realism, and Postrace Aesthetics in Contemporary American Fiction,” 

Ramón Saldívar observes the rise of minority writers and hence argues that the intersection between race, social justice, identity, and history 

“requires these writers to invent a new ‘imaginary’ for thinking about the nature of a just society and the role of race in its construction” (574). Of its own accord, creativity opens different spaces by establishing new worlds. 

For the sake of creativity, diversity need not be stifling. Ignacio Gotz believes that rather than define what creativity is within strict guidelines, it’s best to be more inclusive and less exclusive (296). He also acknowledges the perception of the word  creativity  and the fact that a strict definition may not be appropriate. Additionally, creativity starts from the assumption that “everyone knows what creativity means or that any definition will do” (Gotz 297). The problem with such an assumption is that not everyone can decide on the definition and simply affixing any meaning does not translate into wider acceptance, just as including images does not necessarily facilitate more meaning. In  Arts-Based Research: A Critique and a Proposal (2013), Jan Jagodzinski and Jason Walling detail that the presentation of images (particularly in academic settings) may facilitate misunderstandings. Pulling from the philosopher Deleuze, Jagodzinski and Walling believe that an image halts a thought (4). Consider the Lacanian extension of Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory of language, specifically the signifier of a tree, in terms of the word (and what it may represent 
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for the receiver) and a picture of the tree (which may affix a new meaning in their mind of what a tree should look like). The word  tree can evoke several definitions in any language or culture, but the  word does not fully encompass such variance and nor does an image:

Language as a finished product, a set of tools forged for future use, is in fact a precipitate of the ongoing activity. It’s created in speech, and is in fact being continuously recreated, extended, altered, reshaped. This Humboltdian notion is the basis for another famous contribution of Saussure [J. Taylor 97]. 

Still, based on Deleuze and Lacan, a word or an image, both of which are fluid mediums of communication, can be interpreted in static ways, and they shouldn’t be. This replacement of thought could hinder creativity, even as words and images help to solidify meaning. For creations of visual horror fictions like film or television, the signification and the 

“image” may misalign for the receiver. Looking back on past cycles and through to the latest, diversity in visual horror formats could combat this issue. 

 Summations

As Raymond Williams observes, culture is ordinary in the sense of what others establish as a community and as individuals. While the community of spec lit has built up nondiverse traditions, it has also allowed space for individual growth, and it’s this space that should be encouraged, especially concerning horror fictions. Based on initial perceptions, fantasy and sci-fi may have achieved greater diversity of characters and writers than horror. However, this perception skims the surface and fails to recognize the power of marketability and diversity cycles. Sci-fi and fantasy sometimes borrow horror tropes (like violence, sexuality, the grotesque, perversion) but are not reliant on them, and so they are easier to market to a wider audience. Due to established tropes, horror is held back in the way that it’s marketed. It takes what Jordan Peele deems “social thrillers” 

to break through to audiences that may have previously scoffed at the via-bility of the genre (par. 3). Through the eyes of Laughlin and Throop, a story is not just a story, but an undercurrent to society on a subconscious level. A story creates more than imagery; it helps the reader understand the world in new ways. The power of imagination and reality culminates in the expanse of the worldview, further inspired through the creation of diverse spec lit. 

Although there is a need to understand spec lit as a whole, value exists in understanding fantasy,  sci-fi, and horror on their own merit. The 
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description of fantastika from Damien Walter explains spec lit as “the consideration of all the genres of fantastic literature as one coherent literary and cultural phenomenon” (par. 6). Unlike some readers and critiques, Walter finds commonalities with many speculative stories, even comparing Asimov’s  Foundation (1951) to Tolkien’s  Lord of the Rings (1968). In my view, one genre cannot be independent from the other, and the unique cohesion in spec lit is reflective of the larger spectrum of the diverse population struggling for recognition with other writers and with themselves. 

I am inclined to bring up Algeo’s categorization of visionary fiction and its ability to “transform our visions of ourselves and our environment” (8) because that furthers the inclusion of diversity. The latest cycle of diverse horror fictions seems to have capitalized upon the transformed vision of minorities and surrounding environments. Building upon speculative fiction and inherent issues for the remainder of the study, I focus on diversity trends and impacts in horror fictions, starting with a textual analysis. 

Chapter Three

From  Frankenstein  

and  Broken Monsters  

to  Mexican Gothic

 Diverse Horror Novels

While there are representations of horror across cultures and mediums, this chapter will review the differing types of horror to gain a better grasp of how the canon influences recent diversity trends. When fictions are curated for textbooks or syllabi, the stories included seem to follow a pattern rife with nondiverse characters. As noted in the previous section, canons set the tone for what is expected, and what  has been expected is nondiverse characters. This chapter examines horror fictions from the past, looking to what preceded and enabled the latest diversity cycle.To begin, I will outline the major textual background and trends of the horror genre using  Frankenstein,  American Psycho,  Fledging, and  Broken Monsters as case studies. Though these fictions are foundational, for the most part, they lack Latinx characters or themes. The chapter then transitions to discuss the Monstrous Other in Latinx horror stories, specifically in the case studies of  Five Midnights,  Pitch Dark, and  Mexican Gothic. Later I underscore how literature enhances and plays off visual forms, such as film and television. Though Chapter One reviewed definitions of horror, this section will focus on literary horror’s roots and major shifts, like the gothic art horror found in  Frankenstein. 

Just as spec lit boasts branches of subgenres, horror fiction branches into several types. Narratives can be divided by popular categories: the monstrous, the occult, sexual repression, the  post-apocalyptic, hauntings, and mash-ups with horror fantasy or horror sci-fi. Throughout the course of this text, I mention one or two types of horror fictions without exhaustively detailing each. Primarily, my focus is on monstrous horror 68
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because it enables understanding of Othering and normative Whiteness as found in the latest cycle. 

 Literary Horror Evolves

Literary horror shares a network of inspiration—from folklore and ritual magic to ballads and beliefs. The myriad of inspirations—religious parables, Greek myths, onward to gothic, everyday horror, and art horror—has evolved the offshoots of horror over time. According to H.P. 

Lovecraft in  Supernatural Horror in Literature (1927), weird tales (his term for horror fictions) originated with prose passages like the Grecian Phle-gon or the Scandinavian Eddas and Sagas (43–44). There are other fantasies that predate the modern horror genre. As Noel Carroll notes in  The Philosophy of Horror (1990):

Horrific imagery can be found across the ages. In the ancient Western world, examples include the story of the werewolf in Petronius’  Satyricon, of Lyc-aon and Jupiter in Ovid’s  Metamorphoses, and of Aristomenes and Socrates in Apuleius’  The Golden Ass. Medieval danses macabres, and characterizations of Hell such as the Vision of St. Paul, the  Vision of Tundale, Cranach the Elder’s  The Last Judgment, and, most famously, Dante’s  Inferno also feature examples of figures and incidents that will become important to the horror genre [13]. 

Across art and prose, the horrific side of “what if” has been portrayed throughout the centuries. There are parallels between the horrific and ancient Greek myths. According to Nadia Scippacercola’s research, horror has recurrent associations with mythology that are often overlooked or skewed because of story categorization or character actions (73). For instance, the hero that holds up Medusa’s head is subjecting the audience to the horrors of a severed head (Figure 9), forcing analysis of what constitutes a hero and the meaning of the term  heroic violence. 

Scippacercola concludes that in “the ancient Greek novels, horror gives emphasis to certain particular moments or events; it’s often experienced together with other feelings; and at times it’s a result of pathos” (73). 

Furthermore, she believes the density of the Greek stories can be understood through the lens of mythological horror. These horrific, pervasive myths are repeated across literature and in real life. 

Though horror may ripple across timelines, bleeding quite literally into everyday horrors, the cultural impacts of modern horror arguably begin with the Gothic literary form. As Carroll underscores, “the genre itself only begins to coalesce between the last half of the eighteenth century and the first quarter of the nineteenth as a variation on the Gothic 
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Figure 9: Perseus (Sam Worthington) holds up Medusa’s head to defeat the Kraken. Still from  Clash of the Titans (2010), distributed by Warner Bros. 


Pictures. 

form in England and related developments in Germany” (13). From  Beow-ulf and Dante’s  Inferno to Faust (Lovecraft 44–45), the arc of the genre bent toward a pursuit of the unknown, with undercurrents of death and longing. 

Over time, horror has encapsulated multiple subgenres and meanings. In  Horror Fiction: An Introduction (2005), Gina Wisker characterizes earlier horror as the genre of fantasy and closure. This was apparent in the continuing horror of “Elizabethan drama, with its Dr. Faustus, the witches in  Macbeth, [and] the ghost in  Hamlet” (Lovecraft 45)—

and onward to more horror prose from Poe with the bridegroom ballad of Lenore. However, the inspiration for the truly weird, romantic, and unknown sprang from the release of  The Castle of Otranto (1764). 

Englishman Horace Walpole published the novel with the subtitle:  A Gothic Story, giving rise to the use and genre of gothic. In Fred Botting’s Gothic (1996), he believes that no real conventions of gothic literature can be encapsulated, even by classics like  The Castle of Otranto or  Melmoth the Wanderer (1820). Instead:

Gothic writing emerges and takes shape in relation to dominant literary practices, a relationship that is as much  anti-thetical as imitative. In the changes of Gothic sites of terror and horror in the nineteenth century, uncanny shadows were cast on the privileged loci of realism [Botting 10]. 
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In response to the cultural and marketing shifts, gothic literature evolved to be reflexive, or capable of responding to audience needs, at least in the approach to story. So it stands to reason that gothic fictions may be as reflexive when marketing diverse characters or diverse writers. 

Historically, the audience allure of horror may originate from being confronted with everyday horror. Going to hell, battling monsters, and other myths are fantastical but not necessarily relatable. The drafty castles and ghosts of gothic fictions are similarly alluring, but again, they lack a certain realism. Modern audiences could be looking to connect with recognizable situations, with everyday horrors such as mental illness, pov-erty, or alienation. As reviewed in the Introduction, literary horror has given way to more than the haunted castles and convoluted tales that Walpole imagined in the traditional forms that appealed to the audiences of his time. Today’s anxieties are addressed in horror narratives, mixing modernity, the mundane, and the unspeakable. Wisker shares that “horror is an everyday occurrence—terrorism, cannibalism, rape—and a way of dramatizing our hidden fears and desires” (1). These have always been problems, and people have always been vulnerable. At the same time, the fear of everyday horror seems more prevalent in the public mind, perhaps due to news and social media. The everyday tedium of things encountered (or not encountered) becomes something to analyze when considered as part of horror. Instead of the regular horror staples as mentioned by Wisker (cannibalism, rape, terrorism), horror is also capable of addressing other taboos: racism, cultural isolation, and gender equity. However, they are abstract concepts that can be tough to describe—and, therefore, less marketable. Giving the audience a monster, any type of monster, that causes one to cringe can allow for reflection in other ways. Part of the allure of horror is the dramatization of hidden fears and desires, including the human fantasy of slaying the monster, defeating the demon, and asserting control over the chaos. Defeating an imaginary or realistic horror is also part of why literary horror evolved. 

With fictions like  Frankenstein (1818), a new type of literary horror became prevalent: art horror. Noel Carroll describes the popularity of Frankenstein  and art horror as encapsulating not only what he calls “natural horror” (such as the horror of loss) but also visceral and visual difference that repulses audiences (18). The repulsion is a way to push and pull away the audience, for audiences push away from imagery that disgusts them but also return to it because it fascinates them. Additionally, Carroll claims that with art horror, audiences are taught to mirror a character’s emotions. 

He believes that “rather than characterizing art horror solely on the basis of our subjective responses, we can ground our conjectures on observations of the way in which characters respond to monsters in horror” (Carroll 18). 
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His view on audience reception of horror, a topic discussed throughout this text, is worth noting, especially as he believes that with other genres, the manipulation of the audience is not as apparent. In describing audience reception with other genres and stories, Carroll asserts that “the emotional state of the audience does not double that of King Oedipus at the end of the story, nor does the audience feel jealousy as Othello does” (18). For other genre stories, Carroll thinks that audience reaction may not be as easily influenced as it is with horror fictions. In a mystery, tragedy, or romance, the audience can be spectators and observe character emotions without necessarily echoing them. Carroll insists that horror audiences have subconsciously developed responses as outlined by characters in horror stories (18). As an example, he details how Ann Darrow is directed to respond to her first sighting of the monster in  King Kong (1933): Now you look higher. You’re amazed. Your eyes open wider. It’s horrible Ann, but you can’t look away. There’s no chance for you, Ann—no escape. You’re helpless, Ann, helpless. There’s just one chance. If you can scream—but your throat’s paralyzed. Scream, Ann, cry. Perhaps if you didn’t see it you could scream. Throw your arms across your face and scream, scream for your life 

[Carroll 18]. 

Based on character actions and reactions, horror fiction audiences learn how to react. Carroll’s theories on audience reception and art horror are compelling but seem to forget that tone and setting in any genre story can illicit audience reaction. Art horror is also contingent upon the inclusion of a monster and an  ever-present sense of doom. 

Frankenstein

A monster and an  ever-present sense of doom—these terms describe the initial 1818 version of  Frankenstein.  Indeed, the novel is about a monster and his creator, both caught between two worlds. Frankenstein’s monster is not a  naturally-occurring creature but the result of a scientific process gone horribly wrong—or perhaps, horribly right. The scientific possibility of animating a corpse is part of the anxiety which drove Shelley to compose the story. At the time, scientists investigated reanimation as a real possibility, at least for victims of drowning or coma patients (Goulding 258). While this may sound like a great discovery, and it was, it also led to apprehensions about connections between life and death. Another scientific discovery of the time informed Shelley’s story: animal electricity, so dubbed by Luigi Galvani. He claimed to make frog legs dance after running electric currents through them (Goulding 258). Dr. James Lind, a 
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friend of Shelley’s husband (Percy Bysshe Shelley) may also have influenced the science of the story. Mary took note of her husband’s stories of Lind and of Lind’s “experiments,” some of them mirroring Galvani’s “animal electricity” (Goulding 257). And so, rather than being “timeless,” Frankenstein’s monster is a product of time and of modernity. He is a culmination of “science gone wrong” and humanity’s ultimate unmooring from nature. 

Wandering the wider world, the monster comes to understand how apart from nature, and from humanity, he is. Specifically, the monster claims that he can “become linked to the chain of existence and events, from which I am now excluded” (Shelley 149), but only if afforded a mate. 

In his demand for a female monster, there is another inherent form of terror—or a fear of the same. The thought of developing two monsters is abhorrent to Victor for several reasons, but most likely because of the pervasion of too much of the same. 

Concerning the reflections of fear in Shelley’s story, there is also the monster’s fear of being disconnected. He longs to be part of the humans that he only ends up scaring and often murdering. In procuring a mate, a ritual he has observed of humans, he can finally matter: “Through those linked signs whose rules he has mastered can the Monster hope to enter 

‘the chain of existence and events,’ to  signify” (Brooks 593). The monster feels like he cannot and does not matter unless he becomes a part of society or mimics what he knows of society by having a wife. 

Often hailed as a classic in sci-fi, gothic, and horror fiction, the novel Frankenstein (1818) exemplifies modern slipstream writing, while exploring the theme of defying death and the Other. Kilbourn states that  Frankenstein “articulates the modern monster myth, one of the foundational narratives for later modernity” (167). Victor Frankenstein is a privileged, intelligent young man from Ingolstadt who is passionate about life and the mysteries of creation. Fueled by this passion, he creates a sentient being. 

The drawback of Victor’s creation is its visage; the creature is more hideous than any other living thing on Earth, and all who look upon it instinctually draw back in fear. Loved by no one (especially not by Victor), the creature flees to the woods of Germany. There, he becomes literate in both words and love—though when he approaches the humans whom he cares most about, they react with predictable horror upon seeing his hideous form. The pain of abandonment and fear are the two constants in the creature’s life, themes that echo across several cycles of horror fiction. Abandonment and fear are two things that shape the creature into a demon, one that wishes to visit agony upon his creator by murdering everyone Victor holds dear. 

Like Satan of  Paradise Lost, the creature is compelled to turn against that which he loved in the pursuit of vindication and abject cruelty, all while maintaining an objectivity. Even in his rage, he professes his 
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objectivity and dislike for hurting others (though he continues to do so). 

Both Satan and the creature garner sympathy and respect from different readers. Using feminist and postcolonial lenses, Russell Kilbourn examines the parallels between monsters and humans in  Frankenstein,  Paradise Lost, and the movie  American Psycho (based on the novel by Bret Easton Ellis). Kilbourn makes the case that Frankenstein’s creature, Satan, and Patrick Bateman (the lead character in  American Psycho) struggle with their human side and their monstrous side. Duality of self is another theme reflected in cycles of horror, including the latest diversity cycle. 

 Frankenstein was written in 1818, but when it is read in a modern context, there are parallels to cultural and racial concerns. While Shelley was concerned with the science of her time, perhaps creators of the 1930s and 1950s monster films also grappled with the science of their time. According to Patrick Gonder, “Many scientists and eugenicists of the time feared that civilization acted as a hindrance to human development” (11). Due to government systems which supported “the weak,” these same scientists were convinced that the totality of Darwinism was being held back from its potential, and so humanity was not allowed to perfect itself. The 1930s and 1950s monster films showcased the fears of human development, especially when breached, or seemingly threatened, by Outsiders. Similarly, Frankenstein’s monster is a threat to humanity, even as it was Victor, a man, who brought him into existence. 

The monster’s half-in and half-out status as something manmade but apart from mankind is another commonality shared by monster films of the past. The films displayed creatures out of touch, not just with society, but with time. Gonder talks about how “Darwin’s theories were also quickly appropriated in order to bolster white supremacist claims; the vast gulf of time separating the primitive and the civilized was used as evidence of the radical difference between racial origins and modern, white civilization” 

(23). Both Victor’s creature and the 1930s–1950s monsters are creatures out of bounds with time because they are considered inferior due to physical appearance and cultural difference. This furthers the perception they are not fit to take part in yet another chain: evolution. Even if paired with a mate, the monsters will only be viewed by their differences, and these “perversions” will set them adrift from the humanity they long to join. 

In contrast to the monster films of the past, Victor’s creature masters language, which only serves to reinforce his separation. There is a central moment when he analyzes his reflection, understanding that he is not the ideal and that he is an Other: “I was in reality the monster that I am” (Shelley 114). Monster then, is a construct, based on the parameters set forth by the dominant culture. The creature did not comprehended what that meant until confronted with his likeness and then comparing it to human features. 
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Upon observing the humans at the cottage, he decides he must first learn to speak like them, so that they may overcome his  Other-ed and terrifying appearance. Language became the creature’s “only hope for linkage to humankind” (Brooks 596). When meeting the creature, Victor is impressed and perhaps more sympathetic than he would have been because of the mastery of language: “His words had a strange effect on me. 

I compassioned him” (Shelley 148). In the end, all of the words in the world did not create enough compassion within Victor for him to fully recognize the creature as human. This linkage of language is still representative of a lack because it fails to assert the creature’s status in “the chain of existence and events” (Brooks 596). One can go through the motions of seeming “normal” without ever really feeling accepted, as does the central character in the novel  American Psycho (1991). 

American Psycho

Patrick Bateman of Bret Easton Ellis’s  American Psycho  shares many traits with Victor’s creature from  Frankenstein. Victor’s creature discovers that he is perceived as monstrous by others, while Bateman decides that society forged his monstrousness and is oblivious to its mistake. For instance, Bateman watches others and is unsure how to join in the chain of existence. He has reached the pinnacle of New York 1980s high society and is engaged to one woman and having an affair with another. He is charming and  well-liked, and he has achieved many of the things for which Victor’s creature longs. Despite his personal relationships, Bateman laments on how disconnected he feels from everyone and everything. His mastery of societal ties—good looks, economic security, and even language—only remind him that he can never belong to the world around him. Much like the creature’s self-analysis, Bateman wonders about his appearance while staring into a reflective surface:

There is an idea of a Patrick Bateman, some kind of abstraction, but there is no real me, only an entity, something illusory, and though I can hide my cold gaze and you can shake my hand and feel flesh gripping yours and maybe you can even sense our lifestyles are probably comparable: I simply am not there 

[161]. 

Though Bateman is everything society might agree is acceptable and handsome, he asserts the societal acceptance as a mask (literal and figurative), a construction. He acknowledges the isolation and how, for him, it manifests as a physical lack. Bateman feels that something is amiss, though he cannot fix it. Like the creature, his outward appearance is 
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validated by others, and his appearance doesn’t reflect the person he feels himself to be. Since it’s the  perception of him, he will wear the mask anyway, as displayed in the film version of Bateman contemplating his image (Figure 10). In Bateman’s case, the mask is not a monster, but it hides the monster he believes he is. 

In   Frankenstein, the creature wrestles with the sublime and the demonic, a parallel to humanity’s ever-expanding reach to create something greater than human. However, as Victor learns, once such a being is created, it never comes together as planned, and it cannot be undone as easily as it was constructed. There are consequences for creating a creature with human parts but lacking any other qualities of a human—emotions, sympathies, intelligence. Yet, when the creature acquires these other human traits, it doesn’t make him human in the eyes of others (though he felt himself to be equal to humans). In reaching for the sublime there is an inability to accept that which is not easily understood. Immediately, those who behold the creature classify him as a demon—without even allowing him to speak or act. Even when the creature acts solicitously (replenishing food and firewood, saving a woman from drowning), his actions go unap-preciated and are even met with brutal force. Of his personality forming the way it did, the creature says, “I cannot believe that I am the same creature whose thoughts were once filled with […] visions of […] goodness. 

But it’s even so; the fallen angel becomes a malignant devil. Yet even that Figure 10: Patrick Bateman (Christian Bale) peeling off a face mask. Still from 

 American   Psycho (2000), distributed by Lionsgate Films. 
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enemy of God and man had friends […]. I am alone” (Shelley 124). Victor saw his creature as the degradation of society, and yet it was a degradation he created. 

In contrast, throughout  American Psycho, Bateman narrates his belief in how society created  him and is somewhat to blame for his degradation. 

Guinevere Turner, the co-screenwriter of the film adaptation of  American Psycho (2000), muses on how Bateman “is a monster […] our society created. To me, [the author Ellis is] really making fun of men. Look at how they preen, how they compete. Look how little they value women. They’re all monsters, they’re beasts” (qtd. in Kilbourn 168). Man as monster is a common theme across storytelling but is especially highlighted in the manifestation of Victor’s creature. In Bateman’s case, the film’s theme merges the creation of a societal monster with the monstrosity of masculinity. 

Violence is another central tie between  Frankenstein and  American Psycho. Victor’s creature commits several murders, and so does Bateman. 

They find power in physically diminishing the lives of others. The difference between the two characters is that while Bateman enjoys killing, the creature kills out of anger for his creator rather than for the pleasure of it. 

They are both monsters of a sort, but which sort they are warrants exploration. Kilbourn notes that the root of the Latin verb “monstrare” is “to show.” Essentially, “monstrous is always in some sense concerned with representation, and by the same token representation is always in some sense monstrous” (Kilbourn 169). The novels  Frankenstein (1818) and  American Psycho (1991) culminate in an expression of what is there, and what is hidden from the central characters, even from themselves. Whether they are self-aware or not (and the creature and Bateman are both  self-aware), the function of their monstrosity is a focus on self and how it outwardly presents to others. These stories exemplify horror’s potential for appealing to and sharing diverse narratives, as seen in the latest cycle. Both fictions are also examples of slipstream storytelling, as they seamlessly meld mystery, terror, and epistolary realism. Though they are more than a century apart, Frankenstein and  American Psycho display the continuity of slipstream in horror fictions. 

Fledgling

Much like Octavia Butler’s  Fledgling (2007), slipstream horror fiction incorporates various genres and storytelling methods, adding opportunities for scrutinizing the layers of humanity and monstrosity. 

In  Horror Films FAQ, Chris Carter discusses the “best horror,” which he believes “finds new ways to tell the old stories” (14). Moving from 
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the White, introspective serial killer from the 1990s,  Fledgling redesigns another monster story. The novel repurposes the vampire tale made popular by classics like  Dracula (1897), but through a retelling. Not many vampire stories center on a minority vampire. Yet, in  Fledgling, the main character is the  only Black vampire, a result of genetic experiments. She is not a vampire hunter, like the Black  half-vampire in the film  Blade (1998), but simply a creature that craves human blood and contact. 

Traditionally, the sexualized roles of the vampiric monster have been portrayed by White men (or White women). The vampire in  Fledgling, though age 57, appears to be a weak,  10-year-old Black girl. She is neither weak nor a girl but a strong woman. Her strength as a woman is reinforced when the  Fledgling world reveals a matriarchal structure, a further reversal of most vampire narratives (save for novels like Anne Rice’s  The Queen of the Damned). Stories, in particular horror fictions, provide a space in which experiences can be mitigated, explored, and reshaped. Another way to view diverse horror fictions would be alternative histories. For example, in “Why Do We Ask, ‘What If?’ Reflections on the Function of Alternate History,” Gavriel Rosenfeld concludes:

Nightmare scenarios [or alternative histories] have been used to validate the present, while fantasy scenarios have been utilized in order to criticize it. By tracing how a given theme has been portrayed over time, we can learn a great deal about any society’s views of its past [103]. 

The presence of diversity within horror has a role to play, including its ability to build empathy by undermining the norms. Slipstream fictions like  Fledgling regularly dance outside of genre constraints. Other slipstream fictions, like  Broken Monsters, are constructed with multiple character perspectives in mind. 

Broken Monsters

As horror novels evolved in the modern age, a pattern of multiple character perspectives emerged among the more diverse fiction like Lauren Beukes’  Broken Monsters (2016). By displaying multiple character perspectives within one story, the audience may understand that life and the people in it are not so simple. This approach provides for an added insight into the complexity of moral development, individual perceptions of reality and culture, and monstrosity. 

The plot of  Broken  Monsters  is shared from several diverse character perspectives. Similarly, despite the horror tropes Stephen King adhered to in writing  Carrie, the story is told from multiple perspectives (scientific/
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journalistic reports, observers, and omniscience), which imparts that 

“no one view—scientific, political, or sympathetic—by itself represents a comprehensive perception of her [Carrie’s] reality” (“Carrie: Book and Film” 34). Points of difference build up distinct realities, and those cemented in traumas enable supplemental realities out of the range of normal comprehension. In John S. Christie’s  Latino Fiction and the Modernist Imagination (2021), he shares that such storytelling “allows the writer to zero in at any particular point, upon any specific character, and still maintain for the reader a sensation that he or she is entering a much larger and more complicated world of opinions and actions” (205). 

In  Broken  Monsters,  each character tells their version of the story, while usually carrying out bad decisions. The protagonist, Detective Gabi Versado, is the only one who makes sound decisions. The fact that four out of five characters demonstrate bad  decision-making creates the perception that the majority of people mess up and that it’s so easy, even with a tiny mistake, for things to snowball. Christie lays out how “as subsequent events shed light upon previous ones, the reader goes through a necessary process of  re-reading, and  re-understanding” (207). Adding more than one character perspective provides a greater breadth to the worldbuilding, which is another thing Beukes does well in  Broken Monsters. 

Through each character lens, the audience is exposed to different parts of  modern-day Detroit, what it means to them, and how technology does (or doesn’t) shape their view. Versado’s daughter Layla is fifteen and bored with suburban life—and gets an adrenaline rush from blackmail-ing pedophiles online. 

On the flipside, Clayton, a male in his fifties, doesn’t know how to operate a computer and views the Internet as a virus. He lives in a dilapidated building but is less on the fringes than Thomas Keen (TK), a homeless man who also works the outreach section of a local church. Through TK, the reader views the underbelly of the city and may conclude that homelessness is just another condition of life that doesn’t lessen the value of the person. Multiple character perspectives allow the audience to understand the difference between reliable (like Detective Versado) and unreliable narrators (like Clayton)—and how age, mental health, and emotions dictate how a story is told. The multiple perspectives relay the Monstrous Other as everyone, particularly against the backdrop of social media, dis-trust, and isolation. 

Fictions like  Fledgling and  Broken Monsters are relevant case studies before the 2017 speculative turn. They contain examples of character development, diversity, and perceptions of the Monstrous Other that may have influenced the latest cycle. 
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 Monster Belongs to Everyone: Latinx Fictions The Monstrous Other is a powerful trope in horror, as it allows for exploration of humanity at its best and at its worst. However, as the case studies of  Frankenstein and  American Psycho demonstrated, introspective Monstrous Others in horror have largely been portrayed from the White heteronormative perspective. This next section details the White normative view of the Monstrous Other and how it is an idea that belongs to all, like Latinx horror narratives. From the Latinx view, that which is monstrous may include themes of lost innocence, El Cuco, racism, and body horror. 

I examine  Five Midnights,  Pitch Dark,  and  Mexican Gothic as case studies to explore how horror provides a platform for exploring feelings of Latinx alienation. Other case studies—like the show  Supernatural (2005–2020), the short story “The Mulatto” (1837), the novel  Carrie (1974), and the show The Outsider (2020)—share similar horror themes of identity and monsterization to be compared and contrasted in context with the three novels. 

Orientalism, a theory from Edward Said about the erasure of an all-encompassing label, is compared against the erasure of the label  Hispanic for the Latinx community (or  Hispanicity) in relation to themes in the novels. In keeping with the Latinx lens of this study, researchers like Jose L.  Torres-Padilla, Carmen Haydee Rivera, Edgardo Melendez and more are cited throughout, along with postcolonial theorists like Brent Hayes Edwards and Philip J. Deloria. 

Adaptations of novels and retellings are characteristic of the latest cycle. The novel  Mexican Gothic will be adapted into a limited series in the near future. As the central argument of this work purports streaming horror to be offering the most diverse options in the latest cycle, the chapter ends with a discussion on how literature leads to film. 

 Latinx Perspective of the Monstrous Other:  

Five Midnights ,  Pitch Dark , and  Mexican Gothic What is monstrous in one context may be very different in another, like seminal ghost stories. They may convey seemingly global themes of isolation and the Monstrous Other, but most revolve around nondiverse characters:

 The Turn of the Screw

 The Haunting of Hill House

 The Shining

 Poltergeist
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If the themes are only established by normative White characters, global audiences may not be able to relate. Depictions of fear and monstrosity may become stronger when represented through diverse characters. Imagine if the numerous reboots of  Carrie (1976) became retellings starring a Thai or Mexican teen coming to terms with great power in a religious household seeking to denounce it. The current themes in the story would mutate into discussions of  what is a monster and  what is home  from a multicultural perspective. Horror proliferates in several forms, and cultural displacement (not feeling anchored in any one place) is one of those forms. 

Cultural displacement evokes another question:  what is human? Three recent horror novels manage to exemplify these feelings and questions, also factoring in diverse analysis of the Monstrous Other from the Latinx perspective: Courtney Alameda’s  Pitch Dark,  Ann Davila Cardinal’s  Five Midnights, and Silvia  Morena-Garcia’s  Mexican Gothic. 


Cultural Displacement and Representation

Cultural displacement and representation are major themes in Pitch Dark,  Five Midnights, and  Mexican Gothic. The main characters in all three novels are Latinx, echoing the background of the authors: Alameda and  Morena-Garcia are Mexican, and Cardinal is Puerto Rican. 

The terms  Mexican and  Puerto Rican are not all-encompassing identifiers for the creators. More specifically, Alameda can be described as a Northern California native; Cardinal can be described as a Vermont native; and Moreno-Garcia can be described as a Canadian. The creators’ descriptions are wrapped in multiple layers of meaning. As Deleuze suggests in  Difference and Repetition, “We write only at the frontiers of our knowledge, at the border which separates our knowledge from our ignorance and transforms one into the other” (xxi). By including parts of their identity in the stories, the authors transform their knowledge of fixed identity and family. Questions like What is the right name?—What is the right place?—and Does a name make identity? are part of the  dual-identity experienced by minorities, particularly those of the Latinx community. 

Shifting points-of-view and cultural context may heighten the terror and isolation of horror characters, particularly characters of color. 

Ann Dávila Cardinal highlights this in the novel  Five Midnights (2018). 

The novel occurs post–Hurricane Maria and takes a historical approach to deconstructing a major event through the character’s eyes, like Stephen Ambrose’s  Band of Brothers (2001), because of “‘verisimilitude’ 

[or] ‘portraying people and settings realistically, truthfully, and authen-tically’” (Leavy 268). Such a narrative offers a “lived experience” for the reader. The protagonist, Lupe, strives to define what is a “real” Puerto 
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Rican, particularly as others scoff at her biracial status. Lupe is, at times, labelled “too White,” seeing as she was  Vermont-born. Status for authenticity seems tied to place, at least that’s the theme touted in Cardinal’s work. While Puerto Ricans are considered U.S. citizens and are not strictly immigrants, they still experience cultural shifts in their  dual-natured identity as Islanders and as Americans. In  Writing Off the Hyphen: New Critical Perspectives on the Literature of the Puerto Rican Diaspora (2008), Jose L.  Torres-Padilla and Carmen Haydee Rivera note that “diaspora leads to displacement and dislocation that, in turn, make the construction of signs such as ‘home’ problematic” (18). Mainland Puerto Ricans may feel out of place or unable to construct an ideal “home.” 

The storyline of  Five Midnights reflects this Puerto  Rican-American dual-identity struggle. Lupe, the main character, lives in the States. While visiting relatives in Puerto Rico, she stumbles upon a murder mystery fueled by paranormal clues. Throughout her amateur investigations on the Island, she questions her lack of Latinx heritage because she is biracial and can pass for White: “She was half Puerto Rican! Half. If only she actually looked it. When she was little, she used to rub her hands over her freckle-covered, pale arms as if that would spread the freckles around and give her skin the same warm color as her father’s” (Cardinal AudioFile). Lupe does not resemble most Puerto Ricans on the island, and this fuels her feeling of alienation from both Latinx and White people. As she did not grow up on the island, she meets Island residents who constantly remind her of her difference. Puerto Rico has a rich history of migration, and as a result, many former residents (of mixed heritage, like Lupe) and natives grapple with dual identity. As noted by Rasmussen, “Today more than half of the population resides outside of Puerto Rico, and many of those with Puerto Rican background do not use their ‘national’ language, Spanish, as a primary means of communication” (7). For many, location is the simplest identifier, but that can become mired in transience when it comes to mainlanders and returning migrants. Mainlander Puerto Ricans are described as those that live primarily in the United States, while native Puerto Ricans live primarily on the island of Puerto Rico. Latinx characters like Lupe in  Five Midnights wrestle with the idea that although ancestry can be claimed from a particular region, ancestry does not ensure a sense of belonging to that place. 

In  The Practice of Diaspora: Literature, Translation, and the Rise of Black Internationalism,    Brent Hayes Edwards has retraced how African Americans, Caribbean nationals, and Africans have tried to describe self among the African diaspora “by attending to the ways that discourses of internationalism … are translated, disseminated, reformulated, and debated in transnational contexts marked by difference” (7). The same can be said for 
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mainland and native Puerto Ricans struggling with identity. Even though Puerto Rico is a U.S. territory, arguments can be made for transnationalism and alienation. Edgardo Melendez agrees that “Puerto Rico’s colonial status and Puerto Ricans’ U.S. citizenship certainly make some scholars reluctant to consider this experience as transnational” (25). Yet, he concedes that in recent years other “scholars have argued that […] many elements used in the literature to characterize migrations as transnational can be observed in the Puerto Rican case” (51). Puerto Ricans may not migrate from a different country, but they are stepping into a culture shock after arriving in the U.S. 

mainland or vice versa. Melendez notes that American natives have identified Puerto Ricans as alien, indeed as “foreigners” (52). When Islanders arrive in the U.S. mainland, they may think of themselves in the same light. Place and outward perception contribute to the definition of transnationalism and a sense of self, as seen with Lupe’s character. When comparing themselves to mixed-race Latinx or mainlanders, Islanders may establish themselves as a more direct representation of what it means to be Puerto Rican. 

In   Five Midnights, Javier, Lupe’s companion and a Puerto Rican Islander, “felt superior in his Puerto Ricaness compared to [Lupe]. His roots dug deep in the magical Caribbean soil” (Cardinal AudioFile). The difference Lupe experiences stems from place—(she is from Vermont and doesn’t fully understand Island culture)—and from appearance (she is White-passing). Researcher Gladys Acevedo notes that “as long as Puerto Rico remains in direct colonial bondage to the United States, Puerto Rican cultural expression in the United States evokes the relation, above all, between Puerto Rican people here [mainland] and there [island]” 

(19). Furthermore, mainland Puerto Ricans purportedly feel “abandoned” by native Puerto Ricans, who they claim view them as “inauthentic” (Acevedo 10). In defining what constitutes an authentic Puerto Rican, native-born Islanders are bringing about “an imagined political community—and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign” (B. Anderson 7). Because Puerto Ricans, born in the mainland or otherwise, have different views of “authenticity,” they have imagined their limited and sovereign community, which may not exist outside the realm of who they see and speak to daily. In an interview, Cardinal reflects on her displacement as a mainlander, starting with Lupe’s biracial status: Ah, but there’s the issue: she’s not biracial. And neither am I. A fellow Latinx writer referred to me as “ white-passing,” but I must own up to the fact that I’m not passing, I’m white with all the privilege that comes with. I feel better describing Lupe and I as  bi-ethnic or bi-cultural [par. 7]. 

While the discomfort Lupe and Cardinal experience is born of fear of authenticity, it is also rooted in what Cardinal details: privilege. To grow 
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up in the States versus the Island is a privilege, just as passing for White is a privilege. Acknowledging that can be uncomfortable because it seems to create another hurdle to becoming an “authentic” Puerto Rican. In reality, “the focus could be on what we have in common and what unites us, not what separates us. Boricuas need to stick together wherever they are geographically” (Cardinal Interview par. 10). Whether  native-born or not, the definition of a Puerto Rican is fluid to meet the needs of the individual. 

A name and cultural perception can also define self, as Laura Cruz encounters in the novel  Pitch Dark (2018). Courtney Alameda’s  Pitch Dark explores themes of Imperialist power, free will, and the Monstrous Other. 

The protagonist, Laura, struggles with the racial prejudice in the future and with how Whiteness is deliberately obtained. In identifying the novel as a work of existential horror, I could compare certain elements to the film to  It Follows (2014) and to David Mitchell’s novel  The Bone Clocks (2015).  Pitch Dark is comparable to other nondiverse stories such as  Frankenstein,  Carrie, and  American Psycho. Like Frankenstein’s creature, Carrie, and Patrick Bateman, the protagonists of  Pitch Dark, Laura and Tuck, feel unmoored from those around them because they are victims of circumstance. Though horror can and has been a genre capable of exploring larger themes, like the Monstrous Other found in the  above-mentioned stories, it has mostly done so from the nondiverse perspective. With  Pitch Dark, authors like Alameda are adding to the version of the Monstrous Other from a Latinx viewpoint. 

Alameda researched her Mexican history and wrote  Pitch Dark as a  sci-fi horror story of pop culture and social representation. The two main characters, Laura Cruz and Tuck Morgan, meet across time and space. They team up to defeat monsters roaming aboard Tuck’s ship in deep space, while also contending with the body tech forced on Laura by her controlling  ex-boyfriend. Agency and oppression are two focal points of the story, inspired by a saying, “They tried to bury us, but they didn’t know we were seeds,” which originated from “Chiapas, Mexica, where Zapatista rebels used it a rallying cry against a government they considered oppressive and dependent on ideas instilled by Mexico’s Spanish colonizers” (Alameda par. 2). The saying affirms that, despite any means of subjugation, the oppressed can rise despite labels and controlling forces. 

Alameda wrote the novel during the 2016 U.S. election. During this time, Mexicans like her were dubbed “rapists and murders. [And so]  Pitch Dark became a rebuttal of those words” (Alameda par. 6). For this reason and others, the protagonist is a Latinx woman from a long line of ship raiders, discovering famous artifacts. This type of job, at least in 
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a  pop-culture sense, has traditionally been embodied by White normative male characters (think Indiana Jones and Tin Tin, with Lara Croft being an exception. But more on that momentarily). Cruz does not come from a broken past, is  self-assured, and smart. Her character undermines a “toxic, demeaning narrative about Mexican people” (Alameda par. 6). 

Cruz’s character reinforces how Mexicans and any Latinx person are capable of great things, even adventurous anthropology. The character of Cruz was partly born from a virtual space. Alameda confesses that Laura Cruz of  Pitch Dark is modeled after  Tomb Raider Lara Croft, who was originally a woman of South American heritage named  Lara Cruz. 

With the early concept models of Lara, she has a Latinx look (Figure 11). Lara’s look, personality, and even her name, changed after a company merger decided a more “ UK-friendly name” like  Croft was needed (McLaughlin par. 8). Therefore, Cruz of  Pitch Dark is a negation of the toxic Mexican culture built up by the 2016 election—and an image of Alameda: a strong and smart woman living her life as a  dual-identity U.S. citizen and Latinx community member. 

Other characters in  Pitch Dark attempt to reimagine Laura Cruz’s name in their own White heteronormative image. Sebastian Smithson, Laura’s abusive ex-boyfriend, attempts to Whitewash the pronunciation of her name. Laura derides him by saying, “It’s   Lao-ra. Accented  au sound. 

Not your  white-bread  Law-ra” (Alameda 29). Reflecting on it, Cruz is sure that Sebastian mangles her name on purpose. To ensure control over Cruz Figure 11: Left: 3D model of Lara Croft from late 1996. Still from  Tomb Raider 

published by Eidos Interactive. Right: 3D model of Lara Croft from 2000. Still from  Tomb Raider published by THQ. 
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and her family resources, Sebastian does everything he can to belittle her. Mispronouncing Laura is “another way to take away who I am, and to try to separate me from the people and culture that gave me my name” 

(Alameda 29). Mispronouncing “Laura” to align with his Whiteness was a way for Sebastian to further establish his identity and assert control of his “superior” identity over Laura, in the tradition of American culture. 

Philip J. Deloria believes that Americans have identity issues in the way that “they only establish identity based on who they’re not” (3). In that way, reflecting on the differences between themselves and Native Americans, colonizing  Euro-Americans were able to build self through negation. 

It seems that Western thought the  world-over prevails mostly in the face of what it believes is “barbarism” and its  self-assumed duty to spread “civilization,” all the while wishing for substantive order alongside a “savage freedom” (Deloria 3). Sebastian views Laura and other minority people to be in need to civilizing, starting with a name change. The way a name or even a term is used can lead to erasure of entire cultures, as Edward Said describes in his study of Orientalism, an imperialist belief which conflates those of North African, Middle Eastern, and Asian descent. Said traces Orientalism to French and British Europeans, insisting that their construction of the Orient reflected (and strengthened) their identity and also allowed them to take physical and intellectual possession of North African, Middle Eastern, and Asian others (78). There is power in a term like Oriental or even in a term like  Hispanic, which disregards the nuances of culture among various regions. Regardless of the prevalent terminology seeking to define her, Alameda wrote  Pitch Dark as a reminder that each reader is “a seed. Greatness lies inside you. It takes strength to push through the soil, but you were never meant to lie dormant. You were meant to grow” (Alameda par. 7–8). She is suggesting that definition can be overcome, even as the skewed forms of power inherent in cultural appropriation have many expressions. 

 Mexican Gothic (2020), like  Pitch Dark, explores free will and power structures from White and Latinx cultural perspectives. The Doyle family grow edible spores inside women’s bodies to perpetuate their vampiric-like existence.  Mexican Gothic can be viewed as an allegory for waning White population in the U.S. and how Latinx bodies (such as migrant workers) are used in the fields, while simultaneously being portrayed as “invaders, rapists, and murders” lurking at the border. Of the three Latinx fictions mentioned,  Mexican Gothic is arguably the most impactful. This horror fiction upends the traditions of the Gothic tale, was on  The  New York Times  bestseller   list, and is slated to become a Hulu limited series. Like the other streaming shows that I evaluate later,  Mexican Gothic will be redefining the U.S.–based horror canon. 

 

 Three—Frankenstein , Broken Monsters , Mexican Gothic 87

Throughout   Mexican Gothic, the representation of Mexico is viewed from the main character, Mexican native Noemi Taboada, and the English Doyle family. Noemi is intent on investigating the Doyles at their manor, High Place, to ensure the  well-being of her cousin, Catalina, who married Virgil Doyle. Noemi recalls how Catalina’s favor-ite stories are Gothic tales, like  Wuthering Heights. Noemi’s family is well-off, as are many Gothic characters. Noemi reimagines her traditional place in 1950s society as a woman by ignoring her father’s rules (though her doing so is met with his amusement), and by ignoring the rules of the Doyle household (an attitude that is met with their disgust): she smokes in her room and visits town without letting one of the Doyles drive her. Noemi is a reversal of the traditional Gothic hero: she is a woman, she is Mexican, she has ambition for a career, and she enjoys having fun. Noemi is proud of being flirty and charming, despite her father’s and the Doyles’ disapproval of her confidence, which they perceive as disrespectful. As Noemi’s family does not have any sons, she is sent as her father’s emissary to check on her cousin, Catalina, who suspects her husband, Virgil Doyle, of poisoning her. During her stay at High Place, Noemi becomes ensnared in the Doyle family’s quest for power and immortality. 

The White and Latinx character perspectives of  Mexican Gothic  view Mexico differently. For wealthy socialite Noemi, 1950s Mexico is her home-land and full of fun and opportunity. For the waning wealth of the Doyle family, Mexico is full of treasure and disposable workers for their silver mine. When the mine was operational, the Doyles forced the Mexican workers to live “at a camp up the mountain,” burying dead workers in a mass grave. Dr. Camarillo, who is from a small town in Mexico, notes of the Doyles: “They don’t mingle with the townsfolk” ( Morena-Garcia 43). At every opportunity, the Doyles dehumanize Mexicans. Catalina is categorized by the doctor and the Doyles as having tuberculosis and “melancholy” 

that will pass, but Noemi believes Catalina needs a psychiatrist as she is exhibiting uncharacteristic behavior. When Noemi tries to bring in Dr. 

Camarillo for a second opinion to verify Catalina’s condition, Virgil Doyle cautions her against it because “the town is poor and the people there are coarse, primitive. It’s not a place crawling with doctors” ( Morena-Garcia 40). They refuse to acknowledge the expertise of Dr. Camarillo or the local healer, Marta Duval. Instead, they blame these local experts for Catalina’s condition, later even blaming Noemi. They do this not only to mis-lead Noemi but also to elicit power and misrepresent the abilities of those they consider Others. Noemi finally realizes how misrepresentation can be reclaimed, particularly by acting against the status quo in unexpected ways and subverting the monsterization inherent in Othering. 
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Monstrous Other

The Monstrous Other takes several forms in  Five Midnights,  Pitch Dark, and  Mexican Gothic. The fear of being misunderstood and displaced is represented in all three fictions. This stems from the impact of being perceived as different, as a freak. Lupe of  Five Midnights is seen as a Monstrous Other by Island natives like Marisol. She cannot reconcile Lupe’s appearance with her idea of what it means to be Latinx and an Islander. 

Marisol views Lupe and others like her to be intruders on the Island, inter-lopers capable of displacing Marisol and her way of life. 

The Monstrous Other has three expressions in  Pitch Dark: Laura as an Other, the mutation of passengers aboard the  Muir, and the hidden monstrosity of Faye. For  ex-boyfriend Sebastian Smithson, Laura is less than human: she is an Other. He views her independence and need to break free of his destructive hold as a monster in need of taming, so like Victor Frankenstein, Sebastian takes the fate of the monster into his own hands. 

He equips Laura with the subjugator, a device that controls her words and actions. Through technology, Sebastian manages to do what Victor Frankenstein could not:  control the monster. According to Alameda in “The Politics of  Pitch Dark,” “[Laura becomes an] unwilling agent to undermine her family’s vast legacy, allowing the Smithsons to seize the Cruz family’s historical collections for their own” (par. 4). The controlled monsterization of Laura is juxtaposed alongside the involuntary mutations of passengers in cryosleep aboard the  Muir. Based on what Tuck knows, “an alien substance contaminated our stasis tubes, creating the mourners” (Alameda  Pitch Dark 41). An alien substance, an unknown contagion, infected the passengers of the  John Muir, relegating them to the monstrous form of the mourners, akin to zombies. Later Tuck learns the horrifying truth of the mourners’ origins. They were not created accidentally or from an alien substance; in fact, he says, “They’re not aliens or zombies, just our own mistake” (Alameda  Pitch Dark 42). The poisoning of Earth’s atmosphere changed everyone’s DNA, leaving the possibility for mutations. Sebastian seeks to create a monster in Laura, and society is responsible for the mourners (humans mutated into monstrous creatures). These horrors are balanced against the more heinous acts committed by Faye. 

Faye takes the form of hidden monster in  Pitch Dark. She is one of Laura’s childhood friends and a fellow Latina. Near the end of the novel, Faye is revealed to be a Pitch Dark terrorist member who plans on destroying the  Muir and all chances at saving Earth with the resources aboard the ship. When her mask of “best friend” is ripped away, Faye instead points at the Cruzes and Smithsons as monsters. In attempting to colonize other planets, Faye and members of Pitch Dark believe 
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that Laura is part of “the empire looking to colonize a new world, without having addressed the evils that drove you to destroy your last” (Alameda Pitch Dark 326). Faye is convinced her actions are for the greater good. 

Laura even acknowledges, “I think you are good, Faye” (Alameda  Pitch Dark 326). Despite her intentions, Faye is the true Monstrous Other of the novel, even taking over the subjugator to force Laura into actions against her will. Though Faye despises the tech and how the Smithsons have used it, she becomes what she hates in pursuit of her “greater good.” Even when Faye’s murderous misdeeds are out in the open, she views herself as the protagonist. 

The monster as a protagonist is a theme shared in  Pitch Dark and Supernatural. In a  Supernatural (2005–2020) episode titled “Monster Movie,” the antagonist is a shapeshifter who takes on the guises of classic monster movie characters. He explains that he does so because, after discovering his abilities, his father treated him a freak. It was only when he watched classic monster films like  Wolfman,  Dracula, and  The Mummy that he realized the monster could be something other than an outcast. 

The monster could be powerful—the central character, almost like a protagonist—in a compelling narrative (“Monster Movie” 35:01). Thus, the shapeshifter pursued the opposite of perceived perversion. He wanted to become a new type of hero, though his pursuit turned to obsession and murder. Similarly, Faye inverts the perception of Pitch Dark not as terrorists, dubbing them instead as “the resistance.” Like the shapeshifter of Supernatural, she embraces being an outcast, seeking to leverage that position to become something more. Like the shapeshifter, she only becomes embroiled in obsession and murder. To some extent, stories like  Pitch Dark are about internal and external forces, but they are mostly about how “we are all Frankensteins, or monsters” (Botting 6). This recognition evens the social playing field (i.e.,  we’re all monsters), while still leaving room for interpretation of what  monster can mean to other cultures. 

In 1837, Victor Sejour’s gothic short story “The Mulatto” was printed in France and is thought to be one of the first works of fiction by an American of African descent (Daut 4). Even as this story popularizes the “tragic mulatto” stereotype of a character trapped between dual identities (choosing Whiteness or Blackness and facing consequences with either choice), the tragic mulatto is a stereotype echoed across cultures. Daut believes the “theme of tragedy and  mixed-race character predate the  mid-nineteenth century […] and cannot be considered a solely U.S. American concept” (2). Laura of  Pitch Dark shares the struggles of Antoine in “The Mulatto.” She is pulled between two different worlds, and though she is not a mulatto, she struggles to ascribe to Whiteness in a dystopian future. The theme of humanity’s regression 
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in  Pitch  Dark is parallel to Antoine’s tragic resolution and “the inability of violence to help […] achieve liberty and ultimately humanity” (Daut 10). 

In the stories of Laura and Antoine, the violence is seemingly a natural course in life and yet produces an endless cycle of misery in the instance of sublimation, while still furthering the promise of freedom. Their cycles of sublimation and freedom are parallel to the cycles of diversity in horror fictions.  Pitch Dark presents a normalization of the monster as everyone. 

The narrative illustrates “evil,” “Otherness,” and “perversion” as constant and multi-layered. 

Noemi of  Mexican Gothic is viewed as a Monstrous Other by the Doyles. She is an assertive Mexican woman with wealth and confidence, which, to the Doyle family, is foreign and monstrous. Her construct of a woman and an Other elevates her among the Doyles. Though they have servants, own a silver mine, and project success as a White family in Mexico, their wealth and prestige are fading. The Doyles hope to convert Noemi to their form of monstrosity by turning her into a sort of vampire. They seek to absorb her wealth and status to restore their own, paving over her culture in favor of assimilation. Lori Gallegos states that assimilation is “intolerant of difference and requires the eradication, rather than the incorporation, of that which is foreign” (225). In absorbing others, the Doyles eradicate their difference to replace it with their version of humanity. Much like Faye of  Pitch Dark  does, the Doyles consider themselves to be better than others and to be working for a greater good, even if that good is for their own sake. Being of the dominant culture (at least in their eyes), they believe they know what’s best for the surrounding cultures, and they do with that as they wish. Noemi is tempted to become a vampiric monster via the psychic allure of Howard. He reaches into her dreams and tempts her to join the family. Robert Jiobu explains that, historically, some groups like Italian and Irish Americans volunteered away their ethnicities but they did not “make the decision without regard to structural forces” (12). Noemi is repelled by the Doyles and their way of life, but they are forcing her to capitulate through forces beyond her control. Likewise, Francis Doyle is tempted by his family to become a spore-reliant creature. 

He eventually resists the pull of monsterization and instead helps Noemi and Catalina escape. 

 Five Midnights,  Pitch Dark,  and  Mexican Gothic display various fears to reveal the true nature of the Monstrous Other: a tactic to distract from the fear of change and a denial of the systemic horrors inflicted on the so-called monsters due to these fears. While pulling from more wide-spread horror tropes, Cardinal, Alameda, and  Morena-Garcia integrate Latinx fears of the Monstrous Other, further represented by lost innocence, El Cuco, racism, and body horror. 
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Lost Innocence

A theme that runs strongly through  Five Midnights and  Pitch Dark is that of lost innocence. This could be because they are marketed more toward the Young Adult (or YA) audience, and lost innocence is a powerful theme in Latinx literature. As Marilisa Jimenez Garcia states, “YA serves as a window into how authors narrate the promises and failures of cultural nationalism of past generations and how they imagine youth participating in revolutionary practices today” (231). Latinx YA can reimagine established laws and forms of education through youthful perspectives, daring younger audiences to reimagine their lives against the conflicts of social, cultural, and economic forces. 

In  Five Midnights, the titular characters, Javier and Lupe, are 16 and 18 respectively. Their past traumas and journeys across Puerto Rico showcase their lost innocence and how they seek to reclaim their lives. In Javier’s case, his potential is nearly snuffed out because of his drug addiction, though when the narrative catches up to him, he’s already in recovery. 

Lupe’s innocence has long been dashed because of an alcoholic father. She is allowed freedom from this trauma on her lone trip to Puerto Rico to visit her uncle. Then, her innocence is forever smashed as she is dragged into the saddening saga of murder investigations. The victims, Puerto Rican boys killed before their 18th birthdays, represent the ultimate loss of innocence. As Cardinal details in the book, the boys are not perfect, or even perfectly innocent, but still possess worth that is ruined before it can be actualized. Their parents are shown as having tried to prevent the boys from falling prey to lives of drugs and crime, but they have been mostly unsuccessful. Due to lack of opportunity and cycles of violence, many of the victims in  Five Midnights were forced to grow up too soon. 

Laura of  Pitch Dark spends much of the narrative with her childhood companions, only to have her innocence shattered by her best friend, Faye. Faye and Laura exchange jests through texts at different points in the story. Some of the texts show how close they are in terms of shared culture and values:

Faye: He keeps asking when you’re going to get here. 

Laura: Who? 

Faye: You know who. I don’t know what you saw in him. Seb’s like cottage cheese—pale, but twice as bland [Alameda  Pitch Dark 17]. 

In spite of their closeness, Laura understands later she never really knew Faye at all. After learning Faye orchestrated murderous incidents on behalf of the terrorist organization, she reflects on their relationship: “I realize the girl I loved was never more than a smokescreen. My Faye wasn’t real” 
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(Alameda  Pitch Dark 327). Laura chokes back tears because she still cares for Faye but knows she must either kill Faye to save herself or to turn her in to authorities. While Laura may have expected the Smithsons and even Sebastian to turn against her; knowing that a friend and another Latinx did just that cuts her deeply. Faye takes control of the subjugator within Laura, trying to control her the same way Sebastian did and laughing that she “owns” Laura. Laura replies, “You can’t own a person, Faye” (Alameda Pitch Dark 346). She now knows that anyone, be it a White  ex-boyfriend or a Latinx best friend, can commit heinous acts. The lesson she learns is painful, but powerful. Working against the neural powers of the subjugator, Laura then disobeys Faye’s orders. She thinks, “I refuse to let the last choice I make in this life be dictated by someone else” (Alameda  Pitch Dark 346). Altogether, her lost innocence becomes a strength, even as she must forfeit her childhood friendship in the process. 

The theme of lost innocence can be freeing, but also destructive. The characters in  Five Midnights learn this lesson, just as Laura does. Their tribulations are comparable to that of the main character in  Carrie (1976). 

Carrie has a telekinetic power that blooms at the height of teen hormones, a time when she could have come into her own as a young woman. What she finds is that although the power is fascinating, it can also be destructive and even deadly.  Carrie is the story of a girl on the fringes due to her low economic status and the suppression further facilitated by a religiously fanatic mother. Despite this, or perhaps because of it, she is in possession of a great power, which her mother hopes to cast out, adding to her lack of autonomy. 

In  Five Midnights, there are no telekinetic powers, but Lupe and Javier are on the fringes due to community status: Javier a recovering addict, and Lupe is a biracial Puerto Rican who feels she will never be accepted on the island. As happens in  Carrie, they have limited power to take control of their destinies, or in this case, control when and how their innocence is taken from them. 

In  Five Midnights,  there is also a destructive force called El Cuco, but that is only an analogy for the larger forces at work on the island. This unstoppable force that drags away opportunity and choice from the teens in Cardinal’s story could be likened to the telekinetic power Carrie is helpless in preventing from taking over her. As mentioned earlier, Chris Carter discusses the “best horror,” which he believes “finds new ways to tell the old stories” (14).  Five Midnights is a familiar horror narrative (or a counter-narrative, as Delgado speaks of it) because of shared themes like lost innocence, adding new dimensions to explore the ostracization and pain but in a different context.  Carrie features a White, pretty girl, which is a horror staple. Not only that, but Carrie becomes a Final Girl (a sole 
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survivor), albeit of her own design, before using her power to end her own life, and that of her ultimate suppressor, her mother.  Five Midnights stars a rarity in terms of main characters in horror: a biracial Puerto Rican teen. 

Juan and Lupe use their intelligence and tenacity to solve the mystery of El Cuco, later understanding that the suppressor is much larger than they could’ve imagined and may never fully be conquered. 

Similarly, in  Five Midnights the systemic issues on- and  off-Island are complicated and cannot be easily vanquished.  Systemic-issue themes run throughout stories like  Carrie and  Five Midnights. Garcia details how 

“Latinx YA, as an alternative to standard Anglo stories, which founded the medium in the United States, presents  adult-child relationships as a kind of intergenerational activist legacy” (232). Even when the monsters like Carrie’s mother and El Cuco are exposed, the discovery underscores a larger ugliness that is much harder to come to terms with. 


El Cuco

El Cuco is represented in many countries. In Puerto Rico, it is the equivalent of the Boogeyman. Many a Puerto Rican parent may be guilty of saying, “If you don’t listen, El Cuco will come and get you!” Despite this well-known cultural presence, El Cuco is essentially a formless monster. 

Per Cardinal, El Cuco’s “appearance changes based on the fears of his victims” (par. 2) and as shown from Figure 12. Therefore, Cardinal took this formless creature and decided to write a story as if it had form to terrorize, like the monsters of Dracula and Wolfman. 

Unlike the prolific monsters of  age-old horror films, Cardinal’s rendition of El Cuco implied it had to be summoned. As Javier notes, “Monsters don’t come unless they’re called” (Cardinal Audible file). This brings to light the deeper mysteries of power and manipulation of the human variety. In  Five Midnights, the formless El Cuco is being used and gives shape to the very real human monsters. Though the supernatural element of the myth is present, it is background in the greater murder mystery taking place throughout the book. In HBO’s  The Outsider (2020), however, the mystery-horror storyline centers on the physical and malevolent El Cuco, with the character Ralph telling the seemingly dying creature, “I didn’t know whether or not you could be killed. I thought you could, like anyone else. I guess I was wrong” (“Must/Can’t” Season 1, Episode 10). Ralph’s admission is part of his acceptance of the supernatural: throughout the story, he is convinced that El Cuco is not real. Yet, he finds that there’s more to life than he could understand, and the ending of El Cuco in  The Outsider is extremely ambiguous. 

Similarly, Cardinal never fully articulates what happens to El 

[image: Image 14]
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Figure 12: “Que Viene el Coco (Here Comes the Boogeyman),” by Francisco José de Goya y Lucientes, 1799 (courtesy Rosenwald Collection, National Gallery of Art, Washington). 

Cuco. This may be purposeful because as Laughlin and Throop assert, 

“mythopoetic systems seemingly correlate with culture or everyday realities” (710). In the case of  Five Midnights or even  The Outsider, a denouement for El Cuco is not necessary. Instead, the ambiguous nature of its fate is a parallel to the unknowns in life and a testament to the 
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far more important monsters: the choices people make, especially when they are faced with hopelessness. Human choice and progress are central to the racism subplot swirling in  Pitch Dark. 


Racism and Terrorism

Depictions of racism and terrorism occur in the horror novels  Pitch Dark and  Mexican Gothic. As discussed in previous chapters, racism has edged and cycled through speculative fiction. In  Pitch Dark, Alameda weaves in the undercurrents of what this may look like in a dystopian and distant future. As in  Five Midnights,  Pitch Dark features a monsterific element for the protagonists to overcome: the mourners. The mourners are mutations of the centuries of malfunctioning sleep chambers aboard Tuck’s ship, the  Muir. Though bloodthirsty and scary, the mourners are not as menacing as the true antagonist of the story, the terrorist organization known as Pitch Dark, which “jettisoned almost  one-third of Earth’s surviving population into deep space. Since then, they have bombed our places of government, blighted our soil, poisoned our water, and assassinated leaders” (Alameda  Pitch Dark 12). Their mission of destruction began over three centuries earlier, and through hate and dedication, they managed to survive into the future to confront Tuck and Laura. 

In  Mexican Gothic, the terrorism takes the form of eugenics. The Doyle family based many of their racist ideologies on eugenics. Paul A. 

Lombardo talks about the history of eugenics, having once been defined as 

“made up of ‘fact not fad’ and used to signal the study of those ‘hereditarily endowed with noble qualities” (1). Noemi finds several texts in the Doyle library about this topic, opening one up to read the passage: “If the stamp of an inferior race afflicts them [Mexicans], it is due to a lack of proper social models. Their impulsive temperament requires early restraint. Nevertheless, the mestizo possesses many inherent splendid attributes, including a robustness of body…” ( Moreno-Garcia 102). 

Howard, the patriarch of the Doyles, discusses the prominence of the Mexicans in the area due to “natural selection.” He notes how they can withstand the climate due to being in the area for so long and that 

“when you transplant a flower, you must consider the soil, mustn’t you?” 

( Moreno-Garcia 172). Any minority or anyone not born into the family in a way approved by Doyle interbreeding is looked down on. Francis, Virgil’s cousin, is partially an outsider, like Catalina and Noemi. His father married into the Doyle family and was found dead at 29 (presumably used to grow spores for the Doyles). This  half-in,  half-out status perhaps engenders empathy in Francis. He acknowledges the horrors his family has visited upon others and refuses to force Noemi into marriage. 
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He helps Noemi and Catalina escape and then sets fire to the Doyle manor. 

After the house and family have been destroyed, Francis offers to kill himself “to end the curse.” Noemi declines this offer and effectively acknowledges that while Francis was complicit in his family’s crimes (however passively), his current actions are the start of amends. Francis’s offer and Noemi’s forgiveness can be interpreted as the power of acknowledging the horrors of the past to move forward to a more inclusive future. Throughout Pitch Dark and  Mexican Gothic, the monsterific elements become backdrops for the more sinister human elements that seeks to control others. 


Body Horror

Body horror is a powerful trope in  Pitch Dark and  Mexican Gothic and is used to depict control and trauma. Laura of  Pitch Dark finds horror in the lack of control over her body, as Sebastian exerts his will over her using technology. He employs an  aptly-named device called the subjugator. It is a  body-manipulating device useful in issuing commands for who-ever is harnessed, and its effect is similar to a demonic possession. 

Ultimately, the subjugator is a reversal of the White perspective of Others in  Pitch Dark. Instead of fearing the minority will take over, it is the Latinx who fear being controlled by the majority to the extent there’s no control over identity or body. When Laura wants to speak against Sebastian, the subjugator suppresses her words. However, she acknowledges that it doesn’t force her complete contrition, merely acting as a strong influence. In this way, the subjugator is equivalent to  present-day colonization. 

No longer enacting slavery or openly barbaric practices, modern-day colonization seems less pervasive, but still pervades by preaching strength in assimilation. Any attempt at “civilizing” holds great sway, compelling action rather than forcing it entirely. 

Laura berates Sebastian for the hypocrisy of attempting to “civilize” her through a form of inhuman cruelty. She believes the practice to be uncivilized: “‘Don’t you lecture me about being  civilized,’ I say, pointing at the hollow of my throat before the subjugator can lock the action up” (Alameda  Pitch Dark 51). The uncivil use of the subjugator is a complete assimilation, akin to annihilation of self. As Alameda notes in “The Politics of  Pitch Dark,” the Smithsons “intend to use [Laura] 

as an unwilling agent to undermine her family’s vast legacy, allowing the Smithsons to seize the Cruz family’s historical collections for their own” (par. 3). Thus, the Subjugator becomes an analogy for colonization. Cruz’s family are trained archeologists and are the best at procuring high-end historical items, like the Declaration of Independence. 

They fund a successful expedition, and the Smithsons wish to buy it off 
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them for less than it’s worth, with Laura tossing at Sebastian: “Why do you think you should profit so soundly from our sweat and blood?” (Alameda 51). Like several White colonizers throughout history, the Smithsons only care about what they can gain from the hard work of those they deem lesser than themselves. 

Correspondingly, the antagonistic Doyle clan in  Mexican Gothic prey on those they consider lesser, such as women, minorities, and those from outside their family. This is equivalent to U.S. isolationist ideals, which sometime cite “America First,” forsaking outsiders or seeing them as useful only for labor, as sexual vessels, or as totems into which to funnel base fears. Control over other bodies takes two forms in  Mexican Gothic: guile and harvest. Virgil and Howard Doyle implement forms of guile akin to the hypnotic prowess of Dracula. They can influence Noemi’s dreams and desires so that she becomes an observer of her own body as both men attempt to sexually violate her. Noemi recounts the disturbing dream (implied to have really happened) to Virgil, telling him:

“It did not feel like a dream.” 

[Virgil asks] “What did it feel like?” 

“Like an intrusion,” she [Noemi] said [ Morena-Garcia 186]. 

Intrusion, or control of her body, is what Noemi experiences on behalf of the Doyle family. She is used to independence, having been indulged by her father to be smart, flirtatious, and educated. Asserting herself as a woman and as a person is not something the Doyle family will allow. They also view Francis Doyle as an outsider because his birth was the result of a Doyle woman marrying outside of the family (an affront to the Doyle tradition of intermarrying cousins). As such, aging patriarch Howard plans on possessing Francis’s body for his own and marrying Noemi. Though the Doyle men most often intrude and control women, they will overtake anyone they deem lesser to achieve their ends. Outsiders like Francis and Noemi are to be used and then discarded. Despite herself, it is hard for Noemi to resist Virgil and Howard as they possess unseen power of suggestion bestowed to them through unnatural consumption of the spores. 

Later in the novel, the ultimate form of body horror and intrusion is revealed in the harvest (for fertilization) of Howard’s first wife Agnes for spores. The spores are a proliferation of a rare mushroom discovered by Howard that has the capability of sustaining life over centuries. To capitalize on this fountain of youth, the Doyle family harvests the spores from the bodies of outsiders. The mycelium then attaches to the walls to settle as an odd sort of wallpaper. Noemi wonders at the odd wallpaper, thinking of how certain dyes in Victorian households were unknowingly releasing toxins. Her musings and Catalina’s uncharacteristic behavior are 
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reminiscent of  The Yellow Wallpaper, a short story that implies men sought to control their wives by claiming they were ill or crazy. Howard of  Mexican Gothic shared that Agnes had died, when in reality, he sacrificed her body and mind to become a hub to house and grow the spores: “They buried her alive and she died, and the fungus sprouted from her body and … 

dear God … it’s not a human mind anymore … he remade her. He remade her” ( Morena-Garcia 121). In Howard’s mind, his wife Agnes’s fate was for him to make and remake. He decided what she could be, and this included the mutilation of her body and mind to suit his needs. The Doyle family’s control of Catalina and Noemi is comparable to the U.S. cultural need to control Latinx bodies and definitions—an economic prop relegated to the fields and labeled as “rapists, drug dealers, and murderers” in the hopes their power never eclipses that of their White counterparts. 


Character Point of View

 Five Midnights and  Pitch Dark are told through multiple character points of view. In  Five Midnights, the accounts shift from Lupe to Javier. 

In  Pitch Dark, the plot develops through Laura and Tuck’s views. Considering the very adult-like actions taken by the protagonists in both stories, it’s sometimes hard to remember they are only teens or very young adults. 

Quite loosely, Alameda and Cardinal are underscoring the deep misunderstandings of a main character experiencing issues like Carrie White dealt with, on a vastly diverse scale. All the while, they are still exemplifying the 

“limitations” of telling a story about someone (“Carrie: Book and Film” 33), which is what ensues for Carrie White, Laura, and Lupe. Though, instead of just teen anxieties and religious or sexual repression, Alameda and Cardinal’s characters have to deal with facets of social, cultural, and economic repression and their effects. When mediating on what the character of Carrie represents, King shows that she is in part a response to his fear of women’s liberation (Clover 4). Her power and tragic ending signify what transpires once a woman comes into agency and how it may ultimately destroy her—or how society might respond to such agency (with fear). In Lupe and Laura’s characters, there is more  self-awareness and power. Their stories, like Carrie White’s, represent the fear of difference. Instead of just the fear of feminine power, however, Laura and Lupe deal with fear of their minority status. Their stories symbolize how society might seek to control said difference. Even as the actions of others drive the protagonists to react, the narratives are  character-focused. Due to this focus, the audience is allowed a closer glimpse into the repression, and what it may mean for the characters, instead of observational interpretation, like that of King’s Carrie novel. To impart a better understanding of the horror of isolation as 
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enacted by points of difference, it’s important to explore multiple character narratives throughout one story for effective introspection. 

 Summations

The themes reviewed in  Pitch Dark,  Five Midnights, and  Mexican Gothic demonstrate the range of diversity found in the latest cycle. The themes also highlight the need for more diverse characters and creators. 

Furthermore, such fictions manipulate the gothic form of repetition and the horror notion of “retellings.” They illustrate, much as Butler sought to do with the Black vampire narrative  Fledging, that horror is to be shared with all groups. First, audiences must see that it’s possible. While certain progress has been made in terms of diverse horror fictions, audiences should recognize that further progress can be made and then again shift in subsequent cycles. Audiences can do this by questioning the creators and characters of horror projects and by actively requesting diverse stories, thereby swaying the market to respond in kind, as it always has. Adaptations, such as the television adaptation of  Mexican Gothic, illustrate how the distinct mediums of horror fictions (literature, television, and film) coalesce to create more avenues for diversity in the latest cycle. 

 How Horror Literature Leads to Film and Television Though it may be hard to see the throughline, horror literature shares ties to film and television. There are other mediums of horror fictions, such as graphic novels, YouTube shorts, plays, and much more. However, this work has and will maintain focus on the three types of horror fictions that audiences seem to recognize the most. In doing so, I will briefly explain how the three mediums connect and create boundary-pushing fictions, to include: scholars’ defensiveness and censorship boundaries and how these boundaries impact perception and popularity of each medium. 

Given horror literature’s roots in the gothic, it has traditionally garnered more respect than film, television, and comics, but that hasn’t come without some censorship and pushback for all mediums of the genre. Mark Jancovich discusses how, in the 1930s, horror films were often referred to as 

“thrillers” or “detective stories” because “‘horror’ was also a negative term used in censorship campaigns” (169). In general, the genre is one of constant scrutiny, as recognized by Wisker, who states that being seen with a mystery novel is respected, while being seen with a horror novel is questioned 
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(10). Defense of horror is not new and is a topic brought up by many a speculative scholar. In her thesis,  Forging Twin Swords: An Exploration of Fantasy Literature (2010) ,  Heather K. Smith begins her research by asserting “fantasy literature’s real value,” which shows how, before anything else, she must defend the genre of her study (2). The very existence of speculative scholars seems counter to the narrative that it is a genre lacking in merit. 

Instead, I recognize the defense of  sci-fi, fantasy, or horror may stem from a scholar’s (including my own) sense of inferiority. There is an unspoken fear among scholars that horror fictions are just not good enough. While others are evaluating the importance of literary texts like  1984 (1949) or  To Kill a Mockingbird (1960), here I am analyzing popular culture such as  Into the  Spider-verse and  American Psycho. What other defensive spec lit scholars and I should remember is the wisdom of Leo Tolstoy, who believed there are varying modes of art (42). In essence, horror fictions are another mode of art, and that is sufficient in establishing its worth. 

Like scholars, horror audiences are denigrated (outwardly and perhaps internally), as some can’t understand why anyone would expose themselves to emotional, mental, and even sexual torture. Moral initiatives in favor of “protecting” the public from the evils of horror fictions have constantly cycled. After the stagnation of the costumed hero, horror comics gained popularity in the 1940s, only to be stomped by the 1954 Senate Sub-committee Hearings on Juvenile Delinquency, which deemed the stories as un-American and deviant. Philip Smith and Michael Goodrum trace other causes of the 1954 pushback against horror comics in “‘Corpses…. Coast to Coast!’ Trauma, gender, and race in 1950s horror comics.” Their research suggests the panels “frequently featured prototypical anti‐racist or socially aware stories” (Smith and Goodrum 2), and their “ counter-cultural” 

impact is the real reason why they were banned. Still, the list of banned horror films far outpaces that of banned horror comics or novels. Controversial films such as  The Exorcist (1979) and  The Evil Dead (1981) were initially banned in the UK, China, and Germany for “indecency” and “horrific imagery” (Davis par. 5). It seems easier to ban films than books, perhaps because of their visual display of gore and sexuality. Given the number of book bans over the years (as reviewed in the Introduction), banning any sort of fiction based on normative standards of decency is on the rise. 

Indeed, there are many U.S.–based and foreign films that are deemed as nothing more than “torture porn.” The fiction  A Serbian Film (2010), banned in several countries, was pegged as a “thriller/pornographic film” by Google’s algorithms. Though the director, Srdjan Spasojevic, claims the film is an allegory for Serbian violence and state control, the nonstop violence is said to be tough to stomach through a visual medium (Cox par. 4). Even reading the synopsis for the film is arguably tough. It’s possible audiences have a 
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hard time grasping the complex allegory the director intends when they are inundated with countless scenes of rape, murder, murder while being raped, incest, and necrophilia. As David Cox contends, “The film’s metaphors cannot communicate themselves to the audience, and when explained after the event, they seem more comical than instructive” (par. 6). Scenes like those in  A Serbian Film are common tropes, though few horror fictions can match the film’s exact scale of violence. The viewer may be left wondering the point of all the visual debauchery that points to little explanation. There seems to be a line between “too much of the grotesque” and “everyday  horror-fare.” 

Ultimately,  A Serbian Film cannot find the balance of a safe zone and unwittingly mutates into a visual feat capable of triggering trauma. 

Willy Riemer expands on this idea, referring to it as a viewer safe zone. Horror is not really known for operating within a safe zone. Decry-ing boundaries defines horror, particularly the slasher films of the 1960s, 

’70s, and ’80s. Viewers sometimes enjoy the lack of boundaries, evident in scenes in  The Evil Dead (1981) or  The House on the Left (1972), considered too controversial during their time of release. It is hard to say how any one viewer will react, but there are limits to the types of violence an audience might accept. In “Michael Haneke, Funny Games: Violence and the Media,” Willy Riemer notes: “Images that in style and contents reflect situations possible in everyday life are not considered to be enjoyable” (96). 

Life is at times a horror show; disease, violence, and death are ever prevalent. When stories include a realm of the “artificial,” infused with “inventive screen realism,” a sort of safe zone is established for viewers, and they may enjoy, rather than experience distress, over the violence (Riemer 96). 

Even if the creator was intending just to tell an entertaining horror fiction, that will also be lost on an unengaged viewer who does not have a safe zone. On some level, every creator is striving to engage a viewer based on enjoyment or because the viewer connects to the larger themes being threaded throughout the plot. Carroll observes, 

the relation between the horror film and horror literature has been quite intimate during the current horror cycle—both in the obvious sense that often horror films are adapted from horror novels, and in the sense that many of the writers in the genre were deeply influenced by earlier horror movie cycles—to which they refer not only in interviews but within the texts of their novels as well [2]. 

So, the two artforms of “too much” and “horror fare” are playing off the creation of the other. Though  A Serbian Film may at times erase the line of the viewer safe zone, suppressing such a film goes against what horror does best: subverting expectations. Even in the face of decency concerns (which are a societal expectation), to suppress even the most outlandish horror fictions is a form of artistic suppression. 
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While films are another representation of art, books can unfairly be viewed as infinitely better. Instead of being subjected to the filmmaker’s version of reality, readers can create their own realities based on the story they’re reading. For instance, “Films let you observe everything. Books? Books let you feel everything, know everything and LIVE 

everything” (TheBookAddictedGirl par. 7). Yet, such sentiments may be rooted in  centuries-old arguments, as Kamilla Elliot suggests.  In Rethinking the Novel/Film Debate (2003), Elliot explains that debates between the two mediums of painting and poetry led some to proclaim, “As is painting so is poetry” (9), a statement that horrified certain critics. The related idea—that “moving pictures” led to a decline in language—has translated into arguments about literature versus film. As Elliot points out, the two things need not be separated, especially because in the instance of some stories, like William Makepeace Thackeray’s  Vanity Fair (1848), nineteenth-century illustrations were crucial to the experience of reading a novel (35). Elevating one form of art above another may be as futile as it is reductive. For instance, Wisker considers Angela Carter’s “The Company of Wolves” (1979) as being full of compelling storylines and metaphor. Specifically, Carter’s short story manages to “exemplify how horror uses a variety of strategies to enable us to see what we desire and fear” (37), and these elements can be found in many a horror film. 

The literary aspect of horror is important, but that does not negate the efficacy of horror films as a vehicle for storytelling. Elliot relays the concept of transmitting story through film or literature as a mirror of “reciprocity” 

(212), encouraging the audience to understand “the incompleteness of both forms of representation” (215)—and to enjoy what both forms have to offer. 

To believe that literature is better than film, or vice versa, misses the point that various mediums can adeptly relate a character, plot, or setting. If the best thing about horror literature, or any literature, is its ability to enable feeling or vicarious living, then other modes of storytelling are as effective in breathing life into a character or taking readers by the hand and allowing them to live out a fantasy through the actions of another. Specifically, horror literature is hailed for its proclivity for “disturbing complacency [… 

and …] enabling us to face contradictions and disturbances in our everyday lives” (Wisker 26). Facing contradictions  is an achievable, and often executed, goal carried out by other horror mediums. Even as any medium of horror is full of potential, horror films reach wider audiences and therefore may leave a greater impact than horror novels. 

It is also important to note there are different economic forces constraining the production of books versus visual mediums. Movie distrib-utors demand a greater return on profit than book producers, so movie studios tend to play it safer than publishers. Of course, with the arrival of 

 

 Three—Frankenstein , Broken Monsters , Mexican Gothic  103

Netflix, the pendulum is swinging back—the platform is big enough that it can afford to run experiments and close enough to the data that it can derive a lot of benefit from it. 

For the remainder of my scholarship, I overview the influences of horror films on audience reception, later moving on to a disputably more popular visual format of horror of late: television. But that’s later. 

To illustrate the potential of horror film popularity, an economic measure may be the best indicator. In 2017, horror literature did gain a 22 

percent increase in sales, due in part to a causal effect as identified by Izzy Lyons. She lays out a positive portrayal of horror literature sales that are at “a  four-year high after a glut of supernatural TV series and blockbuster horror films spark an ‘incredible resurgence’ in the genre” (Lyons par. 1). 

Still, when broken down monetarily, the amount of horror literary sales cannot compare to the success of even more moderately successful horror films. For example, Statistica reports that literary fiction accounts for $165 

million in sales (“Leading online print book” figure 1). While that’s not a figure to scoff at, it’s underwhelming in the world of film. By contrast, movies like  IT (2017) raked in “a reported 700 million worldwide” (Lyons par. 6). This economic comparison is not meant to disparage literature but to emphasize audience reception concerning visual fictions.  Forbes writer Rob Cain deduces that horror films, accounting for a 10.6 percent share of box office revenue in 2017, have not grossed this well since 1999 (par. 1). He explains why horror films are peaking, starting with political concerns. 

Based on the intense rhetoric erupting from the White House, Cain contends that moviegoers, many of them young, “could well be seeking out horror films as a form of catharsis [to combat] the  day-to-day horror” (par. 

5). He goes on to describe the “peak in popularity of horror films from 1999 to 2002, which began after the Senate impeachment trials, followed by 9/11, and the 2003 War in Iraq” (par. 7). All in all, his point matches the more thoroughly researched horror cinema essay from Glenn Walters. 

Walters suggests that horror films reflect cultural fears and concerns: The creature features of the 1950s,  Them!  (1954) and  Godzilla (1954) being but two examples, reflected  world-wide concern over the proliferation of nuclear weapons, while the AIDS epidemic of the late 1980s gave rise to a renewed interest in vampires [like  The Lost Boys from 1987] [9]. 

Film is not the only visual medium that is reaching a wide range of audiences or responding to trends. Television and graphic novels have responded to public calls for greater diversity in storytelling, producing some of the most diverse horror stories in recent years (Ramos par. 

1). Though there is pushback, the latest cycle has generated interest and growth for diverse storytelling. 

Chapter Four

“I can’t look!” 

 Gender and Ableism in Visual Horror

The visual form of horror fictions is often the hardest to ignore, particularly for representations of gender and ableism. Things seen in a horrific context burn images into the audiences’ brains, and sometimes, deeper meaning is lost in the sea of perverse displays. As previously mentioned, tropes like, death, and the grotesque can distract from the import of their use. Still, these tropes can also be effective in conveying the trauma of marginalized groups. This next section will examine the visual aspects of horror fictions, like the inclusion of women, characters with disabilities, and LGBTQ characters. Throughout, I assess case studies for each minority group like

1 .  Mother’s Boys,  Bride of Frankenstein,  Sharp Objects,  Mindhunter, The Walking Dead and  Halloween for women 2 .  Leatherface,  A Quiet Place,  The Silence, and  Cult of Chucky for characters with disabilities

3 .  May,  The Texas Chainsaw Massacre,  Jennifer’s Body, I Married a Monster from Outer Space,  Lyle,  and  Chucky (TV series) for LGBTQ 

characters. 

In considering the case studies, I compare them against horror tropes and the strides made, or gaps maintained, in the latest diversity cycle. 

For this reason and others, this section will focus on stereotypical representations in visual horror fictions (film and television) and how they manage to reaffirm harmful perceptions or subvert expectations. The analysis will begin with a review of women represented in horror literature (for writers and characters) and how it has evolved in visual formats to include interpretations of parenting, the Final Girl trope, women characters as antiheroines, and intersectionality. Beyond character analysis, 104
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I also evaluate opportunities afforded to minority creators, as this may impact representation for this and future cycles. 

 “She’s just there to look good”: Gender Diversity in Horror Fictions

The chance to reshape the horror fiction canon should and can start with a reflection on gender, especially if the modern horror canon was sparked by Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley. Her exploration of the Monstrous Other in  Frankenstein spoke to cultural fears of the Outsider and fears of the impacts of scientific applications in resuscitating the dead, particularly in how that could go terribly wrong. Current scholarship concerning gender and horror fictions seems to stem from Shelley’s tradition of turning that which is normative into the monstrous. Though, even with Shelley’s jumpstarting of the modern horror canon, women characters and creators have been historically underrepresented. 

 Women Represented in Horror Literature

Understanding the role of women in horror starts with a review of literary representation, particularly for women creators. The trend of fewer women creators in film, television, and comic books could be the result of a decline in women literary writers. This reduction is odd, because from 1780 to 1850, women accounted for 50 percent of authorship of novels in all genres according to Underwood, Bammam, and Lee (par. 2 and 6). In the study “The Transformation of Gender in  English-Language Fiction,” 

it’s detailed that even as gender equality in writing was prevalent during those decades, gender roles of characters where sharply defined. Then, moving from 1850 to 1950, women authorship declined from 50 percent to 25 percent, while gender roles of characters began to blur, even as mentions of female characters declined along with women authors (Underwood, Bammam, and Lee par. 9–10). The researchers cite this as a paradox and attempt to explain it. The separation of women from literature is not necessarily a horror trend insomuch as a literary trend. In  Edging Women Out (2012), Gaye Tuchman and Nina Fortin state that “before 1840 at least half of all novelists were women; by 1917 most  high-culture novelists were men” (7). It’s not as if men were literally pushing women out of the novelist profession. Tuchman and Fortin share that, after the 1840s, publishing become more centralized and prestigious, compelling more men to 
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write than before (111). After that, other opportunities opened for women, such as editing. Still, even when women were writing about women, mention of women characters declined, leading some to theorize the mascu-lization of the novel (Underwood, Bammam, and Lee par. 12). It is also possible that women took on masculine pen names while still publishing stories through an anonymous system of sending stories to publishers via mail. Samuel Delany considers the untold numbers of minority and women writers from the early pulp mag era in his essay “Racism and Science Fiction”: “We simply have no way of knowing if one, three, or seven or them—or even many more—were not blacks, Hispanics, women, native Americans, Asians, or whatever” (par. 2). Through publication and cultural trends, women moved to different parts of publishing (at least publicly), instead of penning the stories themselves. 

Current publishing trends point to a startlingly low number of women writers, which, in turn, could be contributing to trends in gender representation. In 2013, former Tor UK editor Julie Crisp analyzed the number of female submissions versus male submissions, finding that out of 503 subs, only 32 percent came from women (par. 5). Crisp’s data is broken down by subgenre and illustrates the low percentage of women querying in horror compared to men, an abysmal 17 percent to 84 percent. Concerning the sexism in publishing, she claims it is not really sexism if 90 

percent of acquisition editors in her department are women. Additionally, Crisp notes how Tor strives to print a 50–50 percentage of female to male writers, insinuating that sexism couldn’t be the problem (par. 6). Instead, she proposes that the real problem is the number of low submissions from women. The reason for low submissions is indiscernible but could amount to several factors, self-perception among them. As Charles Taylor theorizes, women “have internalized a picture of their own inferiority, so that even when some of the objective obstacles to their advancement fall away, they may be incapable of taking advantage of the new opportunities” (25). 

Querying publishers or submitting stories to them has become easier over the decade, as companies have moved from paper to emailed submissions. Even with the simplification of querying, women may be unaware of or unwilling to seek out the new opportunities because of the internalized inferiority mentioned by Taylor. Men keep querying, resulting in a higher number of overall submissions, which leads to a larger presence of male-created stories in the horror genre. 

For horror fictions, men are prevalent as creators and as characters. 

Even when women are included, they are often afforded minimal character arcs. From the onset of gothic fictions such as  The Castle of Otranto, representations of women in horror are distilled down to “marriage and violence against women” (A. Williams 795). Though cycles of diverse 
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gender representations have broken through this expectation across the decades, the horror genre has miles to go before it is rid of the violence and marriage trope as an expectation for women characters. This does not mean women writers or women characters in the genre have not sought to undermine the trope of the damsel or the sex object. Many creators have attempted to turn the tides of the abysmal statistics as mentioned by Underwood, Bammam, and Lee. In  Daphne du Maurier Writing, Identity and the Gothic Imagination (1998), Avril Horner and Sue Zlosnik speculate that de Maurier preferred the Gothic “because of the very fact that it desta-bilizes boundaries […] her Gothic writing did develop in such a way as to constitute a critique of masculinity and femininity” (187–88). 

Even as the horror genre encourages subversion of the status quo, it has still proved hard for women to escape the roles as set in stone in Horace Walpole’s influential tale. It could be because of the historical association between women and death, most notable in legends and myths tied to sirens, Medusa, and fear of female sexuality. In his article “When Women Attack,” Stephen Marche examines the phenomena of men being simultaneously afraid and turned on by women. He underscores his point by often quoting feminist Hélène Cixous. In her article, “The Laugh of the Medusa,” Cixous notes, “Men say that there are two  un-representable things: death and the feminine sex. That’s because they need femininity to be associated with death; it’s the jitters that gives them a  hard-on! for themselves!” (876). Women as the mysterious other are much like death, and so, it would seem, the two go hand in hand. The attraction of opposites (excitement, sex, and death) suits the horror genre just fine, as it’s already defined by its ability to arouse based on the adrenaline rush and the exploration of what society fears. In this case, the genre may be representative of a fear of women “getting out of line,” especially when considering stories like  Psycho,  Carrie, and  Freddy Kreuger: Feminists have pointed out that, in many recent horror fictions, often the victims of the monster’s grisly onslaught are sexually active adolescent women. 

One interpretation of this is that they are being taught a lesson: “Fool around and this is what you can expect/deserve” [Carroll 197]. 

What makes the treatment of women characters in horror so odd, Hogle believes, is that femininity and displacement are the “unconscious” base of the genre, “often in displacements of it that seem to be old patriarchal structures” (12). Whether the monster kills the couple having sex in the woods or chases down the final girl, women and their roles have been underscored and then denied. However, the visual formats of horror reach a wider audience than literature, which may shift the perception and uses of gender with greater efficiency. 
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 Evolution of Gender in Visual Formats

Even with expanded roles for women in the latest horror fiction cycle, gender representation in television and film has evolved, but is less than ideal. According to Sam Levin of  The Guardian, in 2017–2018, “women claimed only 28% of leads for new [TV] shows, a significant drop from the previous season [in 2016–2017]. Women made up 31% of top film leads, marking a slight increase” (par. 4). Ultimately, the suppression of gender could be an expression of power, a subconscious claim against what is deemed atypical, and an affront to the power structures. Women have historically been second class, or to some extent invisible, and when they come into any kind of power, it’s better to chalk it up to perversion. For instance, Richard Marsh’s  The Beetle (1897) utilizes the main antagonist, known as The Beetle (who some might categorize as the tragic protagonist, similar to Frankenstein’s monster), to seduce White British women in an open show of subverting the colonized powers—all while maintaining an androgynous and supernatural entity on a quest for revenge. Harris and Vernooy document the male oppression in the thrilling novel, citing its constant “return to the pursuit and/or destruction of the feminine, the nonhuman, and the queer” (341). When The Beetle is killed, Harris and Vernooy argue that it’s a final embodiment of an assertion of colonial power and a derision for the abnormal across multiple levels (340). 

The Beetle is androgynous, full of power capable of overthrowing suppression. Thus, The Beetle is a perversion that must be stopped. Even as minorities like African Americans must overcome the horror stereotype of always being killed off first (which speaks to other social issues), the scarcity of women characters speaks to the assumption that it’s easier to pretend they don’t exist at all. Additionally, the misuse of women characters promotes the narrative that when women are around, they are easily controlled—and even wish to be controlled. If they can’t be controlled, much like the title character in  The Beetle, it’s easier to erase them. The lack of women writers may contribute to the continual exploitation of female protagonists. 

Still, when women writers manage to break into the horror genre, they are not viewed in the same way as men. Based on Lisa Tuttle’s account at a World Fantasy convention panel, men believe women writers “tend to be seen either as rare exceptions, or refined as something else—not horror, but gothic; not horror, but suspense; not horror, but romance” (qtd. in Wisker 12). Based on Tuttle’s experiences, women writers in horror may not be as rare as Crisp’s numbers indicate. In the traditional publishing sphere, women writers are relegated to a separate space to which men feel women’s writing belongs. However, the self-publishing opportunities from 
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Amazon and fanfiction based websites such as Wattpad and FanFiction. 

net offer new opportunities for women writers. Ashleigh Gardner states of Wattpad: “our demographics are more than  70-percent female, and 80 

percent of Wattpad users are millennials or Gen Z” (qtd. in P. Anderson par. 21). Hence, many women, young and old, are encouraged to find their niche. It could be surmised that when women don’t have to get someone else’s approval to publish their work, they’re more confident in publishing their work, though it doesn’t always translate to monetary success. In visual horror, monetary success is easier to come by thanks to the low budgets for film which usually afford a substantial return. 

Perhaps due to the  low-budgets appeal, horror films of late have courted large female casts, and these films have been directed by or written by women. Women have long been a staple of horror, but their roles as mothers and sexual objects, or their relationships in context with each other, have been sporadically represented. Films like  What Ever Happened to Baby Jane?  (1962),  Rosemary’s Baby (1968),  Carrie (1976), and  The Entity (1982) have touched on issues of sisterhood, motherhood, sexual repression and trauma. These past films demonstrate women starring in and creating horror, but women are always on the periphery when compared to men. The current U.S. horror film market has expanded on stories by and about women. The year 2017 brought  female-led films like  Happy Death Day,  Rings,  Annabelle: Creation,  Tragedy Girls, and  Flatliners. A notable female-led film of 2017 was Netflix’s  Gerald’s Game, a commentary on marriage and sexual assault.  Halloween (remake),  Suspiria, and The Nun are the films from 2018 with strong female leads or themes concerning women. In 2019,  Us stands out among other horror films because the lead is not overly sexualized, is a competent mother, and is a Black, middle-class woman. Still, these films were written and directed by men. 

Women directors have been few and far in between. Reasons for the disparity are  multi-layered, but in assessing “women’s motives and experiences in producing, writing, directing, editing, and acting in horror films,” I am taking the “ extra-filmic” perspective as coined by Cynthia Freeland (192). Essentially, rather than just considering the impact of the film and themes therein, I am analyzing who wrote it and why they might have done so. Much like women writers and characters of horror literature, women directors of horror films have not been absent, but under-represented, with notable exceptions like Kathryn Bigelow of  Near Dark (1987), Mary Lambert of  Pet Sematary (1989), Mary Harron of  American Psycho (2000), or Karyn Kusama of  Jennifer’s Body (2009). After 2010, other women directors include Laura Lau of  Silent House (2011), Xan Cas-savetes of  Kiss of the Damned (2012), and Kimberly Pierce of  Carrie (2013 

remake). 
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According to horror director, Jason Blum, “there are not a lot of female directors period, and even less who are inclined to do horror” (qtd. 

in Sims par. 2). Blum, like the men of which Tuttle spoke, may be insinuating that women aren’t interested enough to create horror, and it is their fault that they are less represented among directors. It is a common misconception about women that they are not as interested in horror as men. 

David Sims believes the real reason women directors are less featured in horror is that production companies like Blum Productions have publicly given chances to fringe or unknown directors, so long as they were men (par. 4). Sims also comments on how directing a  low-budget horror film has been known to launch careers. So more men become  high-profile directors (and go on to direct more horror projects) than women simply because they are afforded the opportunity to do so. 

Horror films written by women are hardest to come by but include Wish Upon (2017) by Barbara Marshall,  The Keeping Hours (2017) by Rebecca Sonnenshine,  The Wind (2018) by Teresa Sutherland, and  XX 

(2017), a collection of four horror shorts directed and written by various women. The number of women directors across all genres is inadequate given that “women directed only 11 percent of the top 250 movies in 2017” 

(Sims par. 3). Still, these numbers mark something of an improvement. In 2016, women directed “only 6.9% of the top films” (Levin par. 7). While the percentage of women directors is increasing, the number has remained nearly unchanged for directors of color. Among minority men and women, 

“there has been virtually no change in film directors of color,” with the number hovering at 12 percent from 2011 through 2016 (Levin par. 10). 

Another element to consider is that many of the films previously mentioned are written by a woman and star a woman, yet the story might still conform to the traditional expectations of the genre, like  middle-class concerns or men as the lead protagonist. Among television creators, “new shows of the 2017–2018 season were 91% white and 84% male” (Levin par. 

2). Despite the increase in diverse casts for television platforms like Netflix, White men continue to hold the majority of creative positions. This could be why horror tropes like parenting, Final Girl, and women as antiheroes have traditionally been viewed through a White male heteronormative lens. 

 Parenting

Parenting is a daily part of many Western lives, and an undercurrent of fear begins in how this normalization can go awry, or worse, how it can define and entrap. In a sense, “horror is concerned with borders, with 
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things that threaten the stability of the symbolic order […] and constructs the maternal figure as abject” (Freeland 190). Being anything other than a parent, or more specifically, a wife and mother, can upset what is expected. 

As Chelsea Handler surmises of her life: “I consider remaining unmarried a victory […] I just prefer to not do what everyone else is doing […] I don’t like constraints or restrictions of any kind” (33–34). For some women, marriage and all it entails is a restriction. An example of this is Jude of  Mother’s Boys (1993), an abject maternal figure who flees her husband and three young sons. When she attempts to return three years later, she’s met with a new fear: replacement. Jude’s husband has a new girlfriend and asks for a divorce. Possibly for reasons of trauma in her childhood (her father committed “great sins against her” and then killed himself), Jude is unable to carry out her role as wife and mother. In her failed reclamation, knowledge of her father’s “sins” drives her to psychosis. Jude felt defined by her role as daughter, and the disdain of control carried over into her marriage. Years later, in trying to live her life without her family, she realized society expected of her the very roles she couldn’t handle, and so she tried to return. Her husband’s refusal entrapped her further, because she didn’t really want to be a wife and mother but felt as though the outside world wouldn’t accept her as anything else. Rather than the “stable-mother” persona in fictions like  A Quiet Place or  Us, Jude is categorically more of a “bad mother” than most parental depictions in horror, but her fears are based in parallel expectations. For horror fictions, the joy of parenting can mutate into degradation. 

Amanda Digioia believes that parents are a marginalized group in horror fictions. Women and men are typically thought to fulfill two roles, mother and father, and when these roles are unfulfilled or  ill-fitting, the perverse takes shape. A woman who is not a mother is labeled “spinster” or thought to lead an “empty life” (Digioia 2). A fatherless man is not overtly scrutinized in horror fictions, but the idea of a “bad father” (i.e., a drinker or a perpetrator of domestic violence or of incest) is a horror trope, as is the idea of a “bad mother” (one who loathes, abandons, or kills her children). Digioia stresses how there are “patriarchal expectations for good mothers,” and these parameters are exemplified in certain narratives, like Rick Yancey’s  The Monstrumologist (2009) or the 2011 remake of  The Thing. 

Digioia theorizes that the vast studies on women and motherhood have perhaps outnumbered studies on men and fatherhood. She quotes Nancy Dowd, who writes that “the construction of masculinity is a major factor that hurts and undermines fathers’ care of children” (6). So perhaps the “fatherless man” trope is left unexplored in horror fictions because of the reinforcement of masculinity. The idea of “the lifelong bachelor” is inherent to masculinity, and so being fatherless is not as prevalent a fear. 

Digioia has found that sympathy with bad moms and dads are skewed in 
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favor of men, as “they are often represented as having the best intentions before they pave the road to hell” or are typically allowed a “redeeming moment” (7). This is true in the novel  The Shining and  The Amityville Horror film, in which the father in both fictions succumbs to the “evil” of the house and attempts to murder his family, only to regain his sanity at the last moment. 

Yet, in the current reincarnation of  The Haunting of Hill House (2018–

present) from Netflix, the mother succumbs to the “evil” of the house, attempts to murder her family, succeeds in killing a neighbor’s child, and is killed off by a spirit (Figure 13). In the above examples, a bad father achieves redemption, and the bad mother is punished. 

Despite these tropes, the latest cycle has brought positive changes for parents in horror fictions. Paul Tremblay’s  Survivor Song (2020) details the journey and sacrifice of a pregnant mother seeking medical care in in the midst of a pandemic. Tremblay’s other horror novel,  The Cabin at the End of the World (2018), features two gay men (as the main characters) who are seeking to protect Wen, their adopted daughter from home invaders. In the film  A Quiet Place (2018), the pregnant mother (played by Emily Blunt) is at times in need of protection, but later is seen as capable and strong in protecting her children even immediately after giving birth. Her husband (played by real-life husband John Krasinski) sacrifices himself to save his family. 

As discussed in the next chapter, the foster father (played by John Cho) in Season 2 of  The Exorcist breaks barriers as a minority parent Figure 13: Possessed mother (Carla Gugino) at children’s bedside. Still from 

 The Haunting of Hill House (2018), distributed by Netflix. 
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possessed by a demon and willing to sacrifice himself for his children. The limited Netflix series  Midnight Mass (2021) co-stars Sheriff Hassan (played by Rahul Kohli), a Muslim father holding his own against the bigotry in the small New England town, ultimately sacrificing himself to protect his son from vampires. These fictions are emblematic of diverse parents and positive portrayals of parenting as a form of sacrifice rather than the parent as “monster.” 

 Final Girl

Current scholarship about gender in horror fictions also focuses on the dichotomy of Final Girl theory, for good or ill. The work of Carol J. 

Clover details how the woman becomes the ultimate survivor, but usually only if she is attractive, shares traits mostly associated with masculinity (32), and adheres to normative Whiteness. There is a fear of difference, and as the Final Girl is created, she is crafted in the image of a man. For the viewer to accept a woman as the final survivor, she must transform into what masculinity swears she is not. Gender is itself a “triggering of intellectual uncertainty” with parallels to the uncanny (Clover 80). The variances between both sexes promote a contention of sexual identity, as exemplified in the conflicting construction of the Final Girl. Clover remarks how “just as the killer is not fully masculine, she is not fully feminine—not [like] her friends,” and her “sexual reluctance set[s] her apart from the other girls and ally her, ironically, with the very boys she fears or rejects” (88). Masculinity is dependent on the myth that women and men are worlds apart in terms of difference. 

The Final Girl is a source of contention in horror and is thought to be represented in a myriad of ways. According to Clover, the definition of “final girl” is usually the last survivor in a horror fiction, and “not only fights back, but does so with ferocity [… Final Girls may] even kill the killer on their own, without help from the outside” (37). One of most famous representations of The Final Girl is seen in  Halloween (1978). Jamie Lee Curtis plays Laurie Strode, a babysitter being stalked by the serial killer Michael Myers. Eventually, she is all the audience comes to know in the way of a surviving protagonist, thus being “the final girl.” Laurie is allowed only a brief chance to defend herself from Michael before reverting to her cowering self. At the movie’s end, she realizes Michael is not dead, and the last shot shows her crying in fear, while the pursu-ing psychiatrist (and a male) stares off dispassionately. Many films have copied director John Carpenter’s depiction of the Final Girl, such as  The Nightmare on Elm Street (1984). Even as some believe it’s a feminist ideal, 
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Clover thinks of the Final Girl as a trick. Despite the powerful image of the Final Girl standing “at last in the light of day with the knife in her hand […] delivering herself into the adult world,” Clover is convinced that she is merely a male homosocial concept (49). She contends that the Final Girl is a device for a mostly male audience to experience and applaud acts they can only imagine themselves carrying out. Yet, Clover’s analysis occurred in 1992 and is reliant upon the implication of a mostly male audience and assumptions about how they perceive these fictional women. 

More than  twenty-five-years later, horror fictions still take advantage of the Final Girl—and also satirize it in films like  The Scream (1996) franchise. More recently, newer interpretations of the Final Girl have surfaced with films like  The Descent (2005), which displays two women sent on a collision-course of survival that clashes with the morality of sacrificing others to save yourself. 

While it’s possible that a male audience is highly receptive to the Final Girl for  less-than-ideal reasons (and thus she is sometimes included in less than ideal ways, i.e.,  over-sexualized, crying uncontrollably), it’s also possible the same depictions have inspired new ideas of a woman’s capability, drawing in a larger female audience. Clover wonders about the paradox of oversimplifying a “male versus female” audience, which then assumes that men and women perceive films differently (53). She concedes that women audiences may enjoy Final Girl representations, and it may even to help increase the nominal number of women creating and directing horror fictions. As an audience member, I can say that viewing “Final Girl” films like  Aliens (1986) and  The Descent inspired me to create stories all my own. Furthermore, it’s been noted that Alameda’s  Pitch Dark’s plot shares threads with  sci-fi horror and Final Girl alums like  Aliens. 

The Final Girl may have negative and positive associations. This is similar to how the propaganda of “the tragic mulatto” was used to both subvert and celebrate the rise of  mixed-race citizens, depending on who it was and where it was disseminated (Daut 3). The nondiverse horror fictions across the centuries have still imparted powerful themes based on societal and political issues, even while sometimes using minorities as tokens. However, inclusion of the Final Girl or the tragic mulatto may signify more than just fear of the unknown or fear of the possible similarities. 

It may indicate an attempt at control, with an added fear of the potential power of the Other. 

Laurie Strode of  Halloween,  the epitome of the Final Girl trope, is reimagined in the 2018 revival of the same name. The audience receives the inversion of the scene in the original: in the 1978 version, Michael falls, is discovered to be missing, and Laurie cowers. In the 2018 sequel, it’s Laurie that falls, goes missing, and Michael appears afraid as he is 
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Figure 14: Laurie Strode (Jamie Lee Curtis) hunts Michael Myers (James Jude Courtney). Still from  Halloween (2018), distributed by Universal Pictures. 

then pursued (Figure 14). As Joe Lipsett states, “Everything really clicks at the finale, which makes sense considering the film exists to pit Laurie against Michael” (par. 11). Lipsett describes the function of the film as one in which the Final Girl is meant to square off with the Monstrous Other. 

Such a showdown is emblematic of the “masochistic fantasy” Linda Williams outlines. Instead of posing any threat to masculinity, it’s much more satisfying to see the Final Girl and Monstrous Other wrestle for control over the other. In this way, they are also less likely to realize the real threat is not each other, but masculinity. The Final Girl, who survives by out-witting or killing antagonists, is, at times, an assimilation of femininity. 

If monsters cannot pass for normal in the world, as Victor Frankenstein’s creature cannot, they meet their demise. Some monsters survive but never join society, which is its own brand of disposal. The woman can represent a monster, and the monster can represent any societal perversion that the normative culture seeks to control. When the Final Girl is reshaped, audiences are exposed to stories like  Fledgling,  A Quiet Place, and the 2018 

retelling of  Halloween. These fictions feature a woman as a final survivor but draw a modern interpretation distant from overreliance on sexual appeal or  damsel-in-distress syndrome. 

Despite its popularity, not all horror fictions employ the trope of the Final Girl. In a sampling of a random 25 films, Lauren Duca found that White women die at higher rates than other groups: a whopping 52 percent 
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(“Why Does the Black” InfoGraph). However, the range of films sampled is small, considering the sheer number of horror films throughout the century. Not only that, but the randomness of the sampling is a matter of debate, and Duca admits that women are killed so often in her sampling because “more often than not, there weren’t enough characters or non-white characters  to be killed in the first place” (par. 2). Still, women do account for a large number of deaths in horror fictions, in part because they are cast so often (similar to how White characters die so often because they are cast so often). Clover notes how women die for no other reason than that they are women, and men are killed for transgressing against masculinity (82). For a Final Girl sequence to occur, other women (and some men) have to die first, as in  Halloween or  The Descent. Films have mocked the ridiculousness of the Final Girl, like the  Scream franchise, Cabin in the Woods (2012), or the 2015  horror-comedy  The Final Girls. 

Regardless of the negative stereotypes and depictions, or perhaps because of them, women are highly marketable, and even a parody like  The Final Girls isn’t enough to erase the concept. Concept, as in object. For all its feminist appeal, the Final Girl is essentially an object to further the plot and stimulate viewers. So, women  are represented in horror fictions, but maybe not in the best way possible. 

 Women as Antiheroes

Yet lately, the genre may be flexing its gender wings, or working through another cyclical renaissance: the rise of the woman antihero. 

Marche notes that recent horror is being told by women and for women to deconstruct what it means to be a scary and powerful woman in a corrupt world (41). What this means is that the women depicted in modern horror are often antiheroes, and they engender sympathy from the audience, even while engaging in heinous acts. For instance, HBO’s recent limited series, Sharp Objects (2018), which can be categorized both as a police procedural and as horror, was  female-written and -produced. Like several of the fictions analyzed in this work, the series is adapted from a novel. The premise of  Sharp Objects follows lead investigative journalist Camille Preaker (played by Amy Adams), who is as unstable as she is strong. Much like the men in other crime dramas, she’s sassy, tenacious, likeable, and sleeps around just because she can. However, she allows glimpses of vulnerability, mostly in her desire to protect her sister. The show is creepy and disturbing, reminiscent of the disassociation brought on by HBO’s  True Detective (2014–present). The audience is unsure of how to separate what is real and what is only in the main character’s mind. In Season 1 of  True Detective, the 
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main character, Rust Cole (played by Matthew McConaughey), has a broken past and is  self-destructive. Using a similar setup,  Sharp Objects deviates by starring a woman, similarly broken and  self-destructive but not necessarily weak—much as Rust Cole is never portrayed as weak. Many crime dramas star enigmatic men who, in any other setting, might just be declared insane. 

 Silence of the Lambs  was a departure from this, as the lead investigator was a woman with a troubled past. Yet, even as Clarice Starling is smart, there’s a fragility about her that’s not as obvious with other male counterparts in similar stories. It’s as though writers are inadvertently relaying a man can be crazy and strong, but a woman is only crazy and weak. 

The gender portrayals in  Sharp Objects  invert this trope. Though it stars a White normative woman as the protagonist, the story breaks the gender mold on eccentric protagonists because the lead is a woman, yet crazy  and strong. Critics like Maggie Serota identify  Sharp  Objects as a story about “the horror women inflict on each other” (par. 1), as Camille’s 

“bad” mother and sister are revealed to be the killers, though through different means. There is cyclical violence in the story, as Camille’s mother, Adora, confesses to her own mother’s abuse and how she viewed it as “normal.” Due to this trauma, she does not see much wrong in “abusing” her daughters via Munchhausen by Proxy. The author of the novel, Gillian Flynn, has been accused of  anti-feminism, as many of the women in her novels are characterized as arrogant, selfish, and violent. Flynn responds in a  Vanity Fair article by promising not to write “the type of women people want” (as cited in Abbot par. 1). She describes the gender dynamics in Sharp Objects as a reflection of feminine rage because sometimes women don’t always help each other, even when they’re in charge. She explains the rage is also there because “men have crowded out the spaces for women in every single strata of society” (as cited in Abbot par. 6). In refusing to help one another, women may be responding to the fear of getting pushed out of the space they carved out for themselves. 

 Sharp Objects also shares parallels to Netflix’s crime drama  Mindhunter (2017–present).  Mindhunter is another police procedural that wanders into the genre of horror (and another adaptation from a novel). Both series depict an outsider developing a personal relationship to the demented killer. Part of the horror of that is the humanizing of the killers and the fear of becoming like them, or just a fear in acknowledging that we might all carry arcane violence inside of us. In  Mindhunter, that fear stems from a morally compro-mised man, while in  Sharp Objects, the fear stems from a morally compro-mised woman. As an aside, Season 2 of  Mindhunter offers a more nuanced look at its one diverse character, Wendy Carr (played by Anna Torv), a White lesbian psychologist. She is intelligent and confident but can come across as cold and is prone to frustratingly stupid decisions. Carr of  Mindhunter 
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shares much in common with Preaker of  Sharp Objects, and it’s their flaws that make them so interesting to watch. As Marche writes, the time of the woman antihero is here (34). While there is validity to his layout on the progression of the “fearful” woman in horror, there are disparities in what he calls “horror for women, by women” (34). As such, the way gender issues are addressed in society may reflect in fictional works. 

Yet, when more women participate in the creative process, character and plot arcs head in more  gender-friendly directions. For instance, there are differences of gender representation in comic versus on-screen representations in  The Walking Dead. Originally penned by Robert Kirkman, with Tony Moore illustrating,  The Walking Dead (2003–2019) comics feature women who have limited voice or agency. During the first few seasons of the TV series, Andrea is one of the only women allowed on supply runs with the men. Comparably, during the early seasons of the comics, she functions mostly as the group’s seamstress. When Michonne is introduced in the comics, her primary drive is sexual, as her initial character arc is to sleep with Tyrone. Incidentally, this proves to be Carol’s undoing, and she kills herself soon after because her only role in the comic was being Tyrone’s girlfriend. In general, Kirkman’s comic version of  The Walking Dead uses the sexuality of the women to establish the boundaries of their identities. Considering that logically, survival in a post-apocalyptic story is reliant on  multi-level survival skills from all. Given this framing, Kirkman’s gender suppression seems silly, but is indicative of “the idea of sexual identity [which] has a claim on us that our actual experience does not; for if our experience ‘contradicts’ 

it, we will bend our experience so that it will make sense in terms of the idea” (Stoltenberg 3). As Stoltenberg suggests, when the  fantasy-reality of sexual identity does not align with imagined outcomes, parameters are realigned to meet expectations. Instead of allowing men and women free reign in the story so that they have better odds of surviving, Kirkman drafts characters within societal expectations to deliver the “correct” perception of gender. 

Yet, in the television version of  The Walking Dead on AMC, writers and executive producers such as Gale Anne Hurd and Heather Bellson expanded the female character dimensions to align with their postapocalyptic surroundings rather than relying on the entrapment of gender. 

On the television version of  The Walking Dead, characters like Carol and Maggie, at times unlikeable, become leaders at earlier points than in the comics and can be deemed killers. Instead of enacting rape plots for both Michonne and Maggie, as was their horrific fate in the comics, the two women in the show are instead celebrated for their strength (and failings) as decision makers. This trait of failings, or the “unlikable woman,” is another 
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important fixture in storytelling and is often associated with “the other woman,” “the nag,” or “the bitch” (Toomer par. 6). However, recently women characters have been afforded the other side of “unlikable,” becoming the rogues, the eccentrics, or the antiheroines that may or may not redeem themselves, a space usually reserved for male characters (Toomer par. 7). Even the idea of female antiheroines relies upon the notion that in order for feminist equality to exist, a woman must act like a man. 

 Intersectionality: Women and Race in Horror

Despite the  male-dominated industry, narratives have managed to merge culturally-reflective themes of feminism, like the intersectionality of gender and race. Christine S. Bose writes: “The development of intersectional theory significantly advanced research on women of color and about others who experience multiple forms of oppression in society” (67). 

She also discusses how intersectionality reshapes the view of the world. As a horror fiction example of intersectionality, I will start by reviewing  Bride of Frankenstein (1935). My reason for this is due to the film’s role in establishing tropes for women in visual horror fictions, particularly concerning intersectionality. Tropes of women as possession, monsters, and Others have been reemerged in previous cycles. In studying the case study of Bride of Frankenstein, it may become clearer how these tropes have echoed throughout the latest cycle, perhaps even being reshaped into empower-ing retellings. 

 Bride of Frankenstein prominently displays the acknowledgment of a woman’s liberation while simultaneously undercutting her humanity by Othering her. According to Elizabeth Young, the name of the film alone evokes connotations of male possession, with “bride” having the most obvious ties and with the name  Frankenstein referring to the scientist of the original novel (403). Therefore, the female creature is a piece of property from the outset, both for Victor’s creature and for the scientist that creates her. Rather than acquiescing to the male order, the female creature displays power in her rejection of the monster “as the bride ‘refuses to mate in the image in which she was made’” (Young 403). The reason for this particular climax could be attributed to the variety of stronger female leads in film during the 1930s, such as Katharine Hepburn, Bette Davis, and Rosalind Russell. Furthermore, “such stars and the roles they played both reflected and fostered new images of women in the culture at large” (Young 403). The bride may simultaneously serve as an echo of the powerlessness women felt at the time, coupled with their nominal attempts at control, usually enacted through sexual encounters (i.e., rejections). 
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In the film, the female lead is suppressed, comparable to the gender and race relations of the time, which were increasingly unstable. Young reports that lynching was on the rise and that films like  Gone with the Wind (1939) showed unrealistic representations of “the happy slave,” with the 1920s and ’30s being “characterized as the era offering only servant roles for Black actors” (404). Victor’s creature is never depicted as happy, but he could be illustrative of Black males of the time period. In the novel Frankenstein, and in the film, he is on a quest for inclusion that is always out of reach. As an engineered being, he is looked down upon. Even as he masquerades in a body composed of human parts, it’s that very configuration that deems him unnatural, or worse yet, earns him the title of 

“monster.” Similar experiences could be congruent for many minorities worldwide, especially for biracial characters like the protagonist in Larsen’s  Quicksand (1928). Helga Crane is born into an Afro-Danish American family and spends her life travelling the globe “to find her place in the racialized world of the 1920’s” (Rutledge 76)—thinking she could only find happiness if she were married to the “right” man. Comparably, Victor’s creature strives for his place as a married man, for at least as a heterosexual partner, he can wield power over someone (namely, the bride). 

Sadly, his ending is as unhappy as Crane’s, and ultimately, he is left powerless. Instead of embracing the exception, the creature and Crane are subverted (either outwardly or by choice). Rutledge comments on Larsen’s challenge to “the  trans-Atlantic racial exceptionalism by using a far more expansive critical lens that recognized a different mode of being” (76). 

The duality of self can sometimes be crippling. If Crane had accepted the immigrant version of herself while growing accustomed to her American persona, she may have been happier. However,  self-acceptance is not always helpful—or enough. If only Helga Crane and the creature had found outward acceptance, maybe they would have found happiness. 

Given the period in which  Quicksand takes place, it was highly unlikely Crane would find enough outward acceptance to help her. Contrary to Crane, Victor’s creature continually seeks outward acceptance, merely to be slapped away. 

The unfulfilled destinies of Crane and Victor’s creature exemplify the connections between race and belonging in a gendered society. In comparing the two characters, I would cite Linda Williams’ theory on women and monsters within horror. Women in horror films are often afforded 

“the gaze”—that is, they view the monster or antagonist first, and within that gaze, a moment of recognition occurs as the woman and monster understand “their similar status within the patriarchal structures of seeing” (L. Williams 62). The two characters hover outside of the normative order, and both are often punished in horror for their nonnormative 
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status. Ironically, the woman may kill the creature or vice versa, in a way to “transform curiosity or desire into masochistic fantasy” (L. Williams 61). Since they do not belong, the woman and creature must be eliminated, either by killing one another or by assimilation. As previously mentioned, Rose discusses how horror reshapes a worldview. In horror, this can mean a reshaping (or retelling) of power dynamics, particularly among women of different races. 

Women, race, and the monstrous are dominant themes in the television series  American Horror Story: Coven (2013). As did  Bride of Frankenstein,  Coven preceded the “speculative turn” of 2017, and its themes are relevant in building a foundation for the current diverse horror cycle. As a horror fiction,  American Horror Story (2011–present) has continually elevated portrayal of women, minorities, representations of gender, and characters with disabilities. Amy K. King expresses how “many of  American Horror Story’s narratives focus on women’s experiences, both as monsters and victims (who sometimes also become monstrous)” (557). In  Coven, women as monsters and victims (and a combination thereof) are the central theme of a feminist battle of race, appropriation, and power. The third season combines the normative portrayal of White women witches alongside the contrasting Creole women practicing Vodoun. The difference in the witch factions reflects the difference in feminism, which has a “deep association and critique of whiteness pervading academic, mainstream and celebrity feminisms” (Lonergan 2). Historically, audiences have been shown White women practicing witchcraft in various horror fictions, such as  I Married a Witch (1942),  The Witches of Eastwick (1987),  The Craft (1996), and  Hereditary (2018). In  Coven, the two factions of witches practice separate forms of magic, with the leader of the White witches, the Supreme Fionna Goode (played by Jessica Lange), ignoring the fact that witchcraft has various forms. 

Fionna’s daughter, Cordelia, is also a witch and wishes to steer the future generation of witches in a more inclusive direction. Meg Lonergan relays that “Fiona Goode and the Witches council represent the older, past generation of witches, which can be understood as an allegory for second wave feminism—especially when paired with Cordelia and ‘the girls’ 

who represent the third and fourth waves of contemporary feminism” (4). 

However, Cordelia falls short of reconciling the two witch factions. The depictions of White witches who fear and triumph over the Creole witches 

“draws on racialized stereotypes of the primitive and the savage to present voodoo as dark and dangerous” (O’Reilly 30). Marie Laveau (played by Angela Bassett) is a main character and afforded agency in her role as disrupting and reshaping the ideal modern “witch” as the Vodoun witch leader. Creators Brad Falchuk and Ryan Murphey “depict magic and 
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voodoo [Vodoun] as a symbol of resistance to social injustice” (O’Reilly 30).  American Horror Story: Coven is one modern example of creators re-writing roles usually reserved for normative White characters. The impact of  Coven may have influenced other television horror fictions from the latest cycle. 

Altogether, my analysis of gender and ableism in this chapter merges and borrows from Latinxfuturism and global feminism. According to Weir, global feminism combines multiple modes of “resistant agencies” 

(124). This is similar to Latinxfuturism, which “disidentifies with [dominant speculative literature and] creatively recycles and repurposes it” 

( Merla-Watson par. 6). In repurposing the status quo of White heteronormative fictions, reevaluating ableism and queer portrayals is needed. As such, I will next consider the portrayal of people with disabilities and LGBTQ characters in visual horror fictions and how they are represented in the latest cycle. In doing so, I’m underscoring Weir’s definition of the feminist “we” that “constructs shared interests” but supports “disparate realities” (110). The concerns of the Final Girl, women and violence, race, and monsterization are feminist concerns that echo through several minority groups. 

 “I was here the whole time”:  

 Characters with Disabilities

Like women and racial minorities, characters with disabilities share connections to the horror monster. They can be portrayed as monsters or may not be accepted by their community. That which is feared must be controlled, and this is a recurrent theme across horror fictions that includes people with disabilities (and other minority) characters. Physical deformities are presented as a way to interpret the deviation from the norm. In other words, Jamie McDaniel suggests that “if a body does not conform to established definitions of ‘average,’ we want to know how and why” (423). To explore the curiosity with physical disability, horror fictions employ what Sharon Snyder and David Mitchell deem “narrative prosthesis” (180). There are two reasons to feature a character with physical impairments, either as a 

“routine characterization tool or as an opportunistic metaphorical device” 

(Snyder and Mitchell 180). Initially, Jedidiah Sawyer, also known as Leatherface of  The Texas Chainsaw Massacre franchise, seems a routine characterization of a character physically and mentally impaired. In the prequel Leatherface (2017) Jedidiah Sawyer is introduced as a metaphorical device for madness. The narrative traces how he starts out as being relatively kind and is driven to murderous action as a result of his “bad” mother. Even so, 
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his disabilities and penchant for  cross-dressing reinforce how he is not accepted by others. The character Leatherface asserts the monsterization of characters with disabilities. 

During previous cycles and this one, characters with disabilities have become a trope as the bad guy.  The  Washington Post reporter Alison Stine reflects on portrayals of deaf characters in horror films, and how they made her feel about her deafness: “I noticed a pattern in the movies I loved so much: Often, I was the villain” (par. 2). Physical deformities or differences of any kind usually meant that a character on screen was the antagonist. Stine recalls seeing Freddy Krueger with “severe burn scars” 

and Jason of  Friday the 13th hiding “a malformed skull” (par. 4). The fear of deformation may stem from underlying eugenics fears, which loomed large in horror films during the early 1900s. In his book  Screams of Reason, David J. Skal writes how many of those films, like  The Black Stork (1917), were a response to the fears raised by eugenicists of the time, like Charles Darwin’s son, Major Leonard Darwin. He wrote in 1932 about the “gradual decay” of Western civilization due to an influx of immigrants and theorized that a need for “safeguarding the future of our race” was needed (as qtd. in Skal 136). Minorities are associated with fears of deformity, and those who are deformed are to be feared. Films from the current diversity cycle have progressed and regressed concerning harmful tropes of characters with disabilities.  Midsommar (2019) features a murderous deformed character known as “The Disabled.” Creator Ari Aster defines the character as a political symbol rather than as a character: “There are things happening in Sweden right now that are echoes of things that happened in the second World War […] Reuben, he’s like the full articulation of whatever the film is saying politically” (qtd. in Lopez, “A Film Under the the Influence,” par. 8). The monsterization of characters with disabilities can perpetuate from misunderstanding and the inability to communicate in line with normative expectations. 

For some horror fictions from the latest cycle, characters with disabilities are humanized through communication with others. In the films A Quiet Place and Netflix’s  The Silence, the families of Regan and Ally, respectively, use American Sign Language (ASL) to communicate, cementing the teens’ place as part of their families. ASL “differs from English in several ways, including its idioms and grammar” (Meador and Zazove 218). There are also different types of deaf communities, such as deaf ( lower-case d) community members who do not consider themselves necessarily part of the Deaf (upper case D) community. Those who are deaf ( lower-case d) “prefer English as their means of communication with phy-sicians” whereas the Deaf community is a separate “minority population with its own culture and social mores” (Meador and Zazove 218). Not 
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everyone understands ASL, leading to communication gaps for some in the Deaf community. 

Communication with others is important to feeling accepted by society. Frankenstein’s creature experiences isolation until he grasps the English language. After learning to speak, he assumes he can and will join the world order but discovers that communication is only one part of being accepted. 

The creature’s grotesque visage deems him a perversion, and not even a mastery of English language can save him from this. As Peter Brooks observes, language “failed to gain [the creature] entry into the ‘chain of existence and events,’ but rather made him fully aware of his unique and accursed origin” 

(211). Essentially, the language allows him to vocalize his agony without serving as the key to acceptance. Language became a taunt and a way to box the creature into a definition. The way others perceive the creature is shaped by how they characterize him, as when Frankenstein narrator Walton decides that what he sees is not a “European” man but something savage. Regan and Ally are exempt from the creature’s physical isolation because they adhere to certain parts of normative Whiteness: they are White, young, and attractive. Yet, they may be young and attractive because the overall “lack of female characters with disabilities reinforces the pernicious notion that women with disabilities are somehow not young, beautiful or capable” (Rosenberg par. 

9), and screenwriters are addressing these assumptions. Even as Reagan and Ally are positive expansions of protagonists with hearing impairments, when one normative trait is excluded, the rest of the character is realigned to fit the rest of the normative White expectations of attraction. 

Attraction is often paired with characters with disabilities in horror fictions, particularly those with physical disabilities. Considering Victor’s creature and how he is rejected because of his grotesque appearance, this may be truer of attractive female characters. The 1932 film  Freaks depicts Siamese female twins as “svelte and alluring,” and their physical form is not a “source of punishment or strife” (Lopez, “On the Representation,” 

par. 7). In the two  Chucky films,  Curse of Chucky (2013) and  Cult of Chucky (2017), the protagonist Nica is paraplegic, but her condition is just another part of her character and still affords her sexuality. When interviewed, Chucky director Don Mancini “wondered why a female character in a wheelchair couldn’t be like everyone else, and that includes having sex” 

(par. 7). Seeing characters with disabilities performing tasks commonly reserved for normative characters, including having sex, helps to shift stereotypes of their capabilities in more positive directions. 

Unflattering depictions of characters with disabilities has given way to more realistic portrayals.   Hush (2016),  A Quiet Place (2018), and Netflix’s The Silence (2019) are recent examples, with the last being from the current diversity cycle. For instance,  A Quiet Place and  The Silence star deaf 
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teen girls, Regan and Ally, respectively, and their hearing impairment is utilized as a plot device—but not in an exploitive fashion. Instead of demonizing characters with disabilities, their difference is transformed into a heroic attribute. In  A Quiet Place, Regan ends up using her hearing aid to discern when the demonic creatures are near, and Ally of  The Silence displays a similar ability to anticipate when demons are near due to a change in air vibrations. In  Hush (2016), the lead character is also deaf, but this does not overshadow her capacity to survive a homicidal home invader. 

Indeed, some horror fictions reflect on the strength of these characters, in spite of assumptions about their differences. Netflix’s  Bird Box (2018) is a film in which the characters cannot look at anything outside, lest they be taken over by demonic forces, so they adapt to the loss of one sense, compensating with strategy and perseverance. The film ends with the lead characters finding salvation at a school for the blind, reiterating the distinct forms of survival. In the premise of  Bird Box, blindness is a strength, and in Netflix’s  The Silence, Ally considers deafness an adaptation of humanity. Such portrayals humanize characters with disabilities, countering trends from past cycles to isolate or monsterize. 

Although there are current and past inclusions of characters with disabilities, they are still highly underrepresented in media. Alyssa Rosen-burg analyzes a 2015 report which found that “just 2.4 percent of characters in the top 100 movies who spoke or had actual names had disabilities” (par. 

2). Across varying types of media, representation of characters with disabilities falls far below that of other minorities, and horror fictions are as guilty of underrepresentation as others genres. However, as Kristen Lopez notes, the genre is also responsible for some of the most positive portrayals of characters with disabilities as sexually attractive, heroic, and “just another character” (“On the Representation,” par. 2). Groups such as Easterseals host film challenges to encourage filmmakers to share stories featuring characters with disabilities. In 2019, the Easterseals film challenge resulted in “71 films submitted […] featuring more than 200 people with disabilities in front of or behind the camera” (“Entertainment Industry Unites” par. 5). Wider inclusion of characters with disabilities will further mark their differences as just other facets of humanity instead of attributes to be feared. 

 “Don’t forget about me”: LGBTQ Characters

LGBTQ characters are another group that is monsterized or isolated within horror fictions. The “Black guys dies first” trope is also an 
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LGBTQ trope; it just has a different name: “bury your gays.” If the character is beyond the confines of the heteronormative dichotomy, (like the woman and the monster sharing the gaze), they are punished by meeting their deaths. Like the 1980s slasher films that warned (or perhaps satirized the idea that) teen sex only leads to dire consequences, the constant deaths of LGBTQ characters are a metaphor for the ultimate punishment of subverting the norm. As Lee Edelman posits, “The queer insists that politics is always a politics of the signifier, or even of what Lacan will refer to as 

‘the letter’” (6). Utilizing queer theory, this next section will identity terms used to describe queer characters, like  monster or  predator, and how filmmakers were forced to bury queer subtleties in a limited effort at exposing the hypocrisy of social order. 

If a LGBTQ character isn’t killed off, it’s likely because (like characters with disabilities) they warp into the monster of the narrative. 

Sometimes this monsterization is an effective critique of the isolation in sexual identity, and sometimes it’s a cheap trope depicting that which is queer as madness. The film  May (2002) strikes a chord with both isolation and cheap trope. May is bisexual (though she doesn’t know that yet) and grew up with a lazy eye. When a man rejects her, May turns to the one woman, Polly, that had previously flirted with her. After being similarly rejected by Polly, May descends into a break with reality—with murderous consequences. Ultimately, the film summarizes the effects of childhood trauma and mental illness but relies on the “bury your gay” trope with May’s death and treats her bisexuality as a fling. Polly’s flirtations are not played up as innocent but more as pushy, feeding into the “pred-atory lesbian trope” (Slavit par. 4). Worse yet, May only snaps after Polly cheats on her, positioning her brief lesbian stint as the cause for her mental instability. However, when imbued with power (aka, choice), her status as a woman and Other would encourage unease among family, leading to dire consequences. 

From the 1930s, the “fear the queer” trope has been featured in visual horror. From the bisexual “conversion therapy” in  Dracula’s Daughter (1936) to the lesbian obsession in  Rebecca (1940), identifying outside of the heteronormative definitions is associated with antagonists. Trans characters are likewise rejected. Norman Bates of  Psycho is the embodiment of trans as monster, though he “is not the first man [in horror cinema] to be driven mad by his ‘deviant’ impulses and gender confusion” (Crucchiola par. 20). Bates enjoys dressing as a woman but mostly to recreate his mother in a sort of Oedipal need to please her. Jedidiah Sawyer (i.e., Leatherface) of  The Texas Chainsaw franchise represents the intersectionality of trans character  and a character with disabilities. Sawyer’s mental impairments enable his mother to easily manipulate him, and his desire to  cross-dress is 
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unaccepted by family and society. His dual roles cause him  self-hatred, and that hate is partially to blame for his transformation into a monster in the film  Leatherface. Jedidiah’s family manipulated him into their version of the normative order, similar to how some U.S. conservatives wish to control and denigrate the trans community. The moment he dons the flesh mask further illustrates how, even if this control is achieved, a member of the trans community is a “monster” and should be outwardly recognized as such. 

Jennifer of  Jennifer’s Body (2009) is another queer monster. Though she is highly sexualized in the film, “she subverts her objectification by seducing and killing the boys who take advantage of her” (Slavit par. 13). 

Jennifer appeals to women and men. Her androgyny and power are too much, and in the end, she is destroyed, like the antagonist in Richard Marsh’s  The Beetle. In the same manner, Bates and Sawyer’s LBGTQ statuses are buried in subtext and used mostly to delineate them from heteronormative heroes, affirming their queer monstrousness. 

Hints of LGBTQ characters have cycled through the decades and will briefly be reviewed to establish possible trends leading to the current cycle. 

Though there’s no mention of a character’s sexual orientation, audiences and critics have remarked on the characterization in certain films, like Dorian Gray (1945) and  I Married a Monster from Outer Space (1958). In Dorian Gray, Gray’s sexuality is ambivalent, though his preference for men is relayed through subtleties: “at one point, he is referred to as ‘bestial, sod-den, and unclean’” (Crucchiola par. 12). 

The 1950s ushered in a wave of monster films, with many of the monsters serving as code for Others. As Crucchiola contends, the “Hays Code went into effect in 1934” and prohibited immoral depictions which might influence an audience (par. 4). While the Hays Code was in force, any form of homosexuality was considered immoral. Filmmakers were forced to find abstract ways to portray LGBTQ characters, as the popularity of monster films showed that audiences “were willing to pay for stories about social outcasts and sexually nonnormative figures” (Crucchiola par. 5). 

Formative monsters like Frankenstein, Wolfman, Dracula, and the Invisible Man are living on the fringes, and their actions and characterizations can be read in several contexts. 

Context matters when ruminating on the  husbandly-monsters of  I Married a Monster from Outer Space. When the protagonist, Marge, follows her husband, she realizes he’s rendezvousing with other husbands in the woods. Her curiosity was piqued when he became disinterested in her, a trend among the other “monstrous” husbands. The viewer may assume that they are interested in one another, and thus, must be aliens. The film never explicitly suggests that the husbands are meeting to be with each other, but when viewed through a queer lens, the implication is strong. 
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Lee Edelman theorizes that the United States has negatively politicized that which is queer and, in this way, has sought to “disassociate the queer” 

(3). The mode of subtle queer horror was a move to supplant this goal and paved the way for future LGBTQ representation. 

Much like characters with disabilities, LGBTQ characters have been featured in more prevalent and positive roles, particularly as time eroded away at the restrictive Hays Code of the 1930s.  The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975) became the poster child for queer horror films. The narrative of gender fluidity paired with titillation and glamor helped shape queer horror of the 1980s, a decade of film also caught up in body horror (like Texas Chainsaw and  Last House on the Left). The merging of queer, glamor, and body horror set “the stage for stylized violent erotica in movies like The Hunger and  Hellraiser, and modern, ultracool villains like Bowie’s John Blaylock, Kiefer Sutherland’s vampire David, and Chris Sarandon’s Jerry Dandridge” (Crucchiola par. 36). 

A few decades later, more overtly LGBTQ performances emerged. 

 Hellbent (2004) brought “gay cinema one step closer to the mainstream” 

(Kern par. 6). It’s a  not-so-average slasher film in that the main characters are openly gay. The popularity of  Hellbent influenced a trend of LGBTQ 

slasher films in the early 2000s (Kern par. 5). Many of these films were low-budget and of lower quality than  Hellbent, emulating Hollywood’s Blaxploitation of the 1970s. Other independent films like  All Cheerleaders Die (2013) and  Lyle (2014) are queer inversions of past horror tropes, with higher production quality. 

Styled after  Rosemary’s Baby,  Lyle instead stars a lesbian couple worried about their potentially demon baby. Fundamentally, Crucchiola suggests the film stands out because “it’s a harrowing thriller where the main characters just happen to be gay” (par. 30). Films like  Jennifer’s Body and All Cheerleaders Die may continue the monsterization of queer. However, they also reveal the “monstrous” signification in a more positive way because the narratives offer sympathy for the characters and expose their monstrosities as attempts to reassert control. As Edelman says, “The queer must insist on disturbing, on queering, social organization” (17). Queer retellings like  Lyle redistribute the norm in a way similar to the television horror fiction  Chucky (2021–present). 

 Chucky is a retelling of the 1988 film  Child’s Play. Instead of starring a heteronormative White boy (Andy), the lead character is now a queer teenage boy (Jake). In  Child’s Play, the Good Guy Doll Chucky (possessed by serial killer Charles Lee Ray) tried to convince Andy to join in a friendship, all to take possession of his body. Similarly, in  Chucky, the Chucky Doll tries to convince Jake to join in a “friendship” that would include murdering people. Jake’s father and his cousin’s girlfriend, Lexy, are unaccepting of his 
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queerness and on several occasions make this known through public humil-iation or violence. In turn, the Chucky doll seeks to convince Jake that his father and Lexy are monsters for their prejudice and that murdering them is just. Jake nearly gives in to this alluring prospect of revenge before realizing that this would make him into a monster as well. Mancini, the Chucky creator, notes how the show is an autobiographical look into his own queerness (par. 4). Mancini shares how his experiences shaped the entire Chucky franchise (par. 5). More specifically, the queer representation of the character Jake assesses what it’s like to be a queer teen in a community that may be unaccepting. With the television version of  Chucky, the layers of monster are explored: queer as monster, prejudice as monster, murderer as monster. Additionally,  Chucky illustrates how monsters are formed rather than born. The homicidal doll, Chucky, is disturbed by the homophobia of Jake’s friends, indicating that there are types of monsters, and their actions ripple out in differing degrees of physical and emotional impact. Jake represents the potential for LGBTQ characters. A horror fiction like  Chucky  is impactful in sublimating norms and opens spaces for more queer representations. The characterizations of monsters in horror fictions reveal the monster that resides in everyone to varying degrees. Though horror fictions have a long way to go in terms of LGBTQ inclusivity, the potential to  disturb the expected is implicit to the genre and so creates much in the way of potential for queer narratives to thrive in the latest cycle. 

 Summations

Predominantly, women and other minorities have been part of the creation and characterization of modern horror, particularly visual horror fictions. However, as outlined, they have been overlooked, with strides being made in previous cycles and in the current one. Blumhouse Productions (a horror production company) and Shudder (a horror streaming platform) are expanding roles for women and minority directors (Hay par. 7). The overall recognition of women, characters with disabilities, and LGBTQ writers would garner positive effects, leading to more diverse storytelling, as exemplified in works like  Broken Monsters (written by a woman with main protagonists that are Latinx women), the film  American Psycho (directed by a woman), and  American Horror Story (which features a wide range of diverse characters represented, having been created by two gay men). A film like  Bride of Frankenstein is indicative of the power of isolation and monstrosity, with more modern monsters depicted in television shows like  Sharp Objects and  Chucky. Both stories are analogous to what is shown of humanity and what is hidden, suggesting that we all grapple with 
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our own monstrosity. Characters like Jedidiah Sawyer of  Texas Chainsaw and Eddie of  Hellbent frame the intersectionality of gender and Otherness in visual horror. Still, their characterization ignores the impact of gender and racial inequality as Jedidiah and Eddie are both White men. 

Depicting the monstrosity of alienation may come across all the stronger through contrasting modes of difference as defined by transformative feminism, to include racial disparities. In  Get Out, Jordan Peele reflects upon the monstrosity of humanity and alienation, but through the lens of a Black man. Instead of suffering  self-inflicted horror or existential crisis, Chris, the lead character in  Get Out, is confronted with the horror of alienation and cultural appropriation as dictated by the perception of Black U.S. culture. Race is another facet of transformative feminism and is the next focus of the visual analysis. 

Chapter Five

“The Invisible Man” 

 Race in Horror Films

Visual horror abounds with tropes, particularly harmful tropes. 

Each trope appeals to audiences for different reasons, and how tropes are adopted represents cultural concerns. For instance, the film  It Follows is a film about spreading a  sex-fueled curse, but the trope of sex and death is explored by director and writer David Robert Mitchell to represent repression, anxiety, taboo, and free will. In  Blacula, the  Dracula retelling illustrates societal oppression, identity, and slavery. However, a trope can also become a vehicle for oppression, such as the aforementioned bad mother or the Final Girl. While it can be inspiring to see a woman as the final (and sometimes strong-willed) survivor, this trope also encourages the commercial standard of beauty, which for Hollywood has long included normative Whiteness. To that end, racial representation in visual horror fictions have also become a trope in the way that audiences do not expect to see minorities—or at least not very often and not alive for very long. Due to long-standing tropes, minorities in visual horror fictions have become, in a sense, invisible. 

With this next chapter, I will examine racial representation in visual horror and impacts on the latest diversity cycle. As a foundation for analysis, I map out minority lead characters who have survived in horror films from 1941 onward in the form of a Table. The historical assessment is useful in understanding trends of representation. Using a postcolonial lens from Linnie Blake, I argue that visual horror has proliferated opportunities in this latest cycle, such as with  Get Out,  Us, or  It Comes at Night. Racial representations in television have been more prevalent and  fast-growing in this latest cycle, as I assess in the next chapter with case studies of  The Exorcist,  Fear the Walking Dead,  The Twilight Zone, and  Castle Rock. 
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BADF: Brothers Always Die First


The lack of racial diversity in horror fictions is so prevalent that is has become a sad but  well-known joke in the social consciousness. Black men die first, Asians are annoying, Latinx are hypersexual or comic relief, and Native Americans are only present in the form of angry spirits. Tropes notwithstanding, minorities do not  always die in visual horror fictions, but their rate of survival is often outpaced by their White counterparts. 

Even when a racial minority is included, a common theme is to kill them off quickly, especially if they are a Black male: As Above So Below, 2014, Benji, the cameraman, and only black person in the group is pushed down a well and killed. In  House of Wax, 2005, the only black character is killed with a knife by the murderer.  The Lazarus Effect in 2015, kills its only black character Donald Glover in a crushed locker. The 1980,  The Shining, has a very small cast with only one on screen death, which is the black grounds keeper. In 2012, the  Cabin in the Woods, the token black character is stabbed to death by a zombie [“Why Does the Black” par. 2]. 

Since racial representations in visual horror fictions are so underwhelming, their appearance and deaths are noticeable. The audience may be more aware of minority deaths because, on the flip side, they are used to seeing White characters live and die. White male and female characters are killed off far more than minorities, simply because they are more likely to be featured. Following this reasoning, displaying minority characters and killing them could be considered a rarity in the larger scheme of horror fictions. Nevertheless, the very fact that racial minorities are rarely depicted (and then when they are, they have a high instance of dying) is a constant which reinforces the perception of them as a “throwaway” facet of society. The trope of “the Black man dies first” implies that minorities are incapable (or worse yet, unworthy) of survival in the first place. 

Instead of immediately killing minorities, some visual horror fictions feature them as lead characters. Some of these characters even make it to the end credits. Writer Matt Barone compiled a list to analyze the “Black guys die first” trope. After surveying 50 films, he shares that only “0.1%, or 5 out of 50, of [the films] have black characters who die first” (Barone par. 

53). The tally is incorrect, because in actuality, it amounts to 10 percent of the movies surveyed. It’s not clear if the incorrect calculation was intentional or accidental. Another number Barone did not consider is that 26 

out of the 50 films (or 52 percent) featured minority characters who died, though they did not die first. I would argue that this points to another trope, that “the Black character is most likely to die,” even if the character doesn’t always die first. 
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Inspired by Barone, I created a chart in consideration of minority leading characters that survive until the end. For the sake of the list, 

“minority” means any leading character that falls under the definition of person of color, LGBTQ, or character with disabilities. Even as minor characters are important, like writer Malinda Lo, I believe that “characters of color, LGBT and disabled characters deserve to be the heroes of their own stories” (par. 10) instead of expendable stereotypes. For this reason, the list mostly cites film protagonists, while sometimes citing other films for their inclusion of minority co-stars. The included film titles in Figure 18 were compiled from horror recommendations from Barone’s work, fan websites, John Muir’s numerous texts on horror films, Robin Coleman’s horror text, and lists from  The New York Times and  Vulture. 

Figure 15: Table of Horror Films Depicting a Surviving Minority. 

Created by the author with data from various sources. 

 U.S. Horror Films in Which Minority   Year Type of Minority to Survive


Leads Survive

King of the Zombies


1941 Black man

 *Lucky Ghost

1942 Black man

 *Revenge of the Zombies

1943 Black man

 The World, the Flesh and the Devil

1959 Black man

 The Haunting

1963 Lesbian White woman

 Wait Until Dark

1967 Blind White woman

 *The Omega Man

1971 Black woman

 The Thing with Two Heads

1972 Two Black men and a Black woman

 Scream Blacula Scream

1973 Black woman

 Ganja & Hess

1973 Black woman

 Sugar Hill

1974 Black woman

 Abby

1974 Black woman and men

 The Rocky Horror Picture Show

1975 Trans male White character

 J.D.’s Revenge

1976 Black men and women

 Dr. Black, Mr. Hyde

1976 Black man

 Dawn of the Dead

1978 Black man

 *The Thing

1982 Black man

 *Q: The Winged Serpent

1982 Black man

 The Hunger

1983 Bisexual White woman

 Friday the 13th: A New Beginning

1985 Black man

 Silver Bullet

1985 Paraplegic White teen male

 A Nightmare on Elm Street 3:  

1987 Black teen male with PTSD

   Dream Warriors

 The Believers

1987 Biracial Latinx man
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 U.S. Horror Films in Which Minority   Year Type of Minority to Survive


Leads Survive

 *Jaws: The Revenge

1987 Black man

 Night of the Demons

1988 Black teen boy

 Monkey Shines

1988 Quadriplegic White man

 The Serpent and the Rainbow

1988 Black woman

 *IT (TV miniseries)

1990 Black man

 Misery

1990 White man with fractured legs

 Def By Temptation

1990 Black man

 The People Under the Stairs

1991 Black man, woman, and teen male

 Predator 2

1992 Black man

 Candyman

1992 Black woman

 The Crow

1994 Pacific Islander man/gay White man

 *Interview with the Vampire

1994 Latinx man

 Tales from the Hood

1995 Black man

 *Species

1995 Black man

 *Se7en

1995 Black man

 Tales from the Crypt: Demon Knight

1995 Black woman

 Vampire in Brooklyn

1995 Black woman

 Nadja

1995 Lesbian White woman

 *Mimic

1997 Black man

 *Anaconda

1997 Black man

 *Event Horizon

1997 Black man

 Spawn

1997 Black man

 Blade

1998 Black man and woman

 *Sphere

1998 Black man

 *I Still Know What You Did Last  

1998 Black woman

 Summer

 *Halloween H20: 20 Years Later

1998 Black man

 Beloved

1998 Black man and woman

 Urban Legend

1998 Black teen girl

 *House on Haunted Hill

1999 Black man

 The Bone Collector

1999 Tetraplegic Black man

 *Deep Blue Sea

1999 Black man

 Pitch Black

2000 Biracial (half–Black/half–White) 

man

 Scary Movie

2000 Black teen boy and girl

 Bones

2001 Black man and women

 *Thir13en Ghosts

2001 Black woman

 The Breed

2001 Black man and Asian woman

 Ghosts of Mars

2001 Black man
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 U.S. Horror Films in Which Minority   Year Type of Minority to Survive


Leads Survive

Blade II


2002 Black man

 Make a Wish

2002 Lesbian White woman

 *28 Days Later

2002 Black woman

 *Halloween: Resurrection

2002 Black man

 Gothika

2003 Black woman

 *Jeepers Creepers 2

2003 Black teen boy

 *Resident Evil: Apocalypse

2004 Black woman

 Alien vs. Predator

2004 Black woman

 *Anacondas: Hunt for the Black Orchid   2004 Black man

 *Dawn of the Dead

2004 Black man

 Blade III: Trinity

2004 Black man

 Hellbent

2004 Gay White man

 Frankenfish

2004 Black man and woman

 *Seed of Chucky

2004 Non-binary White doll

 *The Cave

2005 Black man

 *The Fog

2005 Black man

 Easter Bunny, Kill! Kill! 

2006 Black woman/handicapped boy

 The Breed

2006 Biracial Latinx woman

 *1408

2007 Black man

 The Gay Bed and Breakfast of Terror

2007 Lesbian White woman

 Death Proof (Grindhouse)

2007 Two Black women

 *28 Weeks Later

2007 Black man

 *Wrong Turn 2

2007 Black man

 Prom Night

2008 Black man

 Mirrors

2008 Biracial (half–Black/half-White) 

woman

 *Saw VI

2009 Black woman

 The Unborn

2009 Black man

 The Green Inferno

2013 Latinx woman

 Curse of Chucky

2013 Paraplegic White woman

 All Cheerleaders Die

2013 Lesbian White teen girl

 The Call

2013 Black woman

 Lyle

2014 Pregnant lesbian White woman

 Deliver Us from Evil

2014 Latinx man/Asian woman

 The Purge: Anarchy

2014 Black and Latinx woman

 *The Invitation

2015 Black woman

 *Tremors 5: Bloodlines

2015 Black woman

 Unsullied

2015 Black woman

 Get Out

2016 Black man
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 U.S. Horror Films in Which Minority   Year Type of Minority to Survive


Leads Survive

Meet the Blacks


2016 Black men and women

 Hush

2016 Deaf White woman

 Don’t Breathe

2016 Blind White man

 *Kong: Skull Island

2017 Asian woman and Black man

 Mayhem

2017 Asian man

 Cult of Chucky

2017 Paraplegic White woman

 *Flatliners

2017 Black woman and Latinx man

 *IT (remake)

2017 Black teen boy

 *Annabelle: Creation

2017 Latinx woman

 Wish Upon

2017 Asian teen boy

 The Shape of Water

2017 Mute White woman

 *The Nun

2018 Latinx man

 Overlord

2018 Black man

 The First Purge

2018 Black man and woman/Latinx 

woman

 *The Cloverfield Paradox

2018 Black woman

 *A Quiet Place

2018 Deaf White teen girl

 *Annihilation

2018 Biracial Latinx man

 Us

2019 Black woman, man, and children

 The Curse of La Llorona

2019 Latinx woman

 Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark

2019 Latinx teen boy

 *Doctor Sleep

2019 Black teen girl

 *Happy Death Day 2U

2019 Asian man and Asian American 

man

 Jacob’s Ladder (remake)

2019 Black man and Black woman

 *Sea Fever

2019 Asian man

 Don’t Let Go

2019 Black man and Black teen girl

 The Silence

2019 Deaf White teen girl

 *It Chapter Two

2019 Black man

 *The Grudge (remake)

2020 Latinx man

 Death of Me

2020 Asian women

 Black Box

2020 Black man and Black woman

 Spell

2020 Black man, woman, teen girl and 

boy

 *Underwater

2020 Asian woman

 Alone

2020 Latinx man

 The New Mutants

2020 Native American lesbian woman, 

Latinx man

 Antebellum

2020 Black woman
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 U.S. Horror Films in Which Minority   Year Type of Minority to Survive


Leads Survive

Fantasy Island


2020 Latinx man, Asian woman, Asian 

man

 *Gretel and Hansel

2020 Black man

 *The Invisible Man

2020 Black man and Black teen girl

 *Shadow in the Cloud

2020 Black man

 Run

2020 White paralyzed teen girl

 Spiral

2021 Black man

 *Willy’s Wonderland

2021 Latinx teen girl

 The Devil Below

2021 Latinx woman

 *The Unholy

2021 Deaf-mute White woman

 *Wrong Turn (remake)

2021 Black man

 *The Seventh Day

2021 Latinx man

 The Djinn

2021 Mute White boy

 In the Earth

2021 Black man and Asian woman

 Sound of Violence

2021 Black woman

 A Quiet Place Part II

2021 Deaf White teen girl

 Fear Street Part One: 1994

2021 Black lesbian woman, White  

lesbian woman, Black man

 *Fear Street Part Three: 1666

2021 Black lesbian woman, White  

lesbian woman, Black man

 *Malignant

2021 Asian man and Black woman

 Werewolves Within

2021 Black man

 Wrong Turn

2021 Latinx woman and Black man

 Candyman

2021 Black man and Black woman

 The Boy Behind the Door

2021 Black teen boy

 Umma

2022 Asian woman, Biracial Asian/

Native teen

 *Firestarter

2022 Native American man

 Scream

2022 Latinx woman, Biracial Latinx 

woman

 Master

2022 Black woman

 *The Legend of La Llorona

2022 Latinx man

 No Exit

2022 Biracial Asian/White woman

 Unhuman

2022 Biracial Asian woman, Biracial  

Latinx/Asian man

 *Indicates casts which star a lead White character with minorities mentioned as  co-stars. 

The chart, Figure 15, includes over one hundred and fifty films and so only encompasses a fraction of horror. For a third of the films, the surviving racial minority characters are not the stars and instead might be 
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titled “ co-stars,” in the sense that their names do not appear first, second, or third on the casting list. However, based upon character involvement, the audience may feel so invested as to categorize Oscar Isaac of Annihilation (2018) or DeRay Davis of  The Fog (2005) as main characters. 

Notably, these co-stars experience a definitive moment of survival in the narrative (meaning, though they are not main characters, they survive in a very noticeable way), and so I included them (and  co-stars like them) on the list. I avoided other films in which minor (minor, as in not a lead or co-starring character) racial characters survive until the end (like  Beware! 

 The Blob) or in which minorities play the lead only to die (as in 2007’s  I Am Legend). 

While Figure 15 spans multiple decades, it does not feature every horror film made in the United States. Over the century, thousands of U.S. horror films have been made. I reviewed films based on popularity, as this improves their likelihood of joining the horror canon. My measure of popularity included several factors, including distribution, quality, and the race of the main characters. For instance, I left films off the chart that lacked distribution (like  Night of the Cobra Woman) or were plagued by issues of quality (like  The Supernaturals). I excluded many films that starred a White cis woman, not because they are not a minority but because their White and heterosexual status have become normative standards in horror. 

Thus, White cis women are  over-represented when compared to other minorities. As the previous section explored, women have a presence in horror fictions, but only how and where men want them, and this largely includes featuring White heterosexual women as sexual objects, characters to be killed off, or as Final Girls. Since I have already discussed these issues and disparities, I chose to focus on other minorities with this chart, on the basis of characteristics like race, culture, sexual orientation, and disabilities. 

The chart (Figure 15) points to several trends. Among the films, Latinx, Native Americans, Pacific Islanders, Asians, LGBTQs, and characters with disabilities are the least represented. Overall, minority women have the smallest presence on the list before 2013 but experience an increase afterward to more than fifty mentions. Before 2004’s  Blade III: Trinity, “Black man” is the leading minority to survive, with over thirty-five mentions. After 2004’s  Hellbent, “Black man” is outpaced by other minorities, only being mentioned over thirty times. From  Hellbent to the end of list, more than ninety films with minority leads are produced over eighteen years, compared to over seventy minority-lead films over sixty years. From 2013 onward, there are over seventy films with minority leads (or  co-leads) that survive the narrative. One more 
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thing of note is that when minorities   co-star in a film ( The Omega Man, IT,  The Cloverfield Paradox,  The Fog, and  Annihilation), the budget and production quality run high. When minorities  star in a film ( Unsullied,  Abby,  Frankenfish,  Jacob’s Ladder, Spell,  Dr. Black,  and  Mr. Hyde), the film seems less likely to have a big budget, and so production quality is lower, perhaps resulting in a higher number of negative reviews. 

There are exceptions to this, with  low-budget films like  Get Out,  Bones, and  Grindhouse: Death Proof (but despite a large budget,  Bones met with poor reviews). 

Among the trends, there are more than twenty mentions of Latinx characters from 2013 onward, and some are Puerto Rican (though I did not make these distinctions on the chart). Before 2013, there are few mentions of Latinx characters. This reveals  under-representation of leading Latinx characters to survive in horror fictions. There are exceptions to this, like Alone,  Fantasy Island,  The Devil Below,  Wrong Turn, and  Scream. With none of those examples being critically or audience-acclaimed, the list reveals expanding roles for diverse characters over the last ten years, pick-ing up heavily over the last five—although, many of the minority opportunities leave them listed as  co-star rather than as the titular character. 

After 2020, the number of minorities starring in a film and surviving has increased, although this “increase” is based only upon the films I curated based on a minority star or  co-star  and their survival. This left out other films, like  X (2022) or  Escape the Field (2022) that  co-starred a minority (with  Escape the Field even featuring a minority co-star on promo posters) only to kill them off. For each year on the chart, there were several more horror films released that included a minority star or  co-star that did not survive until the end. On the surface, creators are acknowledging inclusion for what they consider to be a diverse cast, at least for  co-stars and minor characters. Though, maintaining a majority of lead characters as White reveals a failure to fully address the diversity issue. This also demonstrates that while minorities are not  omitted in recent horror fictions, there is room for improvement concerning inclusion and assessment of minority-helmed films as “valid.” 

Certain decades within the chart (Figure 15) show more instances (or cycles) of diverse films than others. The 1990s have twenty-seven films, while the 1970s have ten. John Kenneth Muir describes the fears and worries of the 1990s as changing to “transmit tales of economic woe and social inequality” (5). The 1970s was also a decade indicative of change, but film studios took advantage with Blaxploitation. 

While the genre introduced strong leading Black characters, they were 

“mainly the product of white studios, writers, and directors” (Coleman 122). Still, this era birthed  Blacula (1972), which utilized a “generic 
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form [i.e.,  Dracula] for more overtly political goals to critique the white power structure” (Coleman 121). Even with the  low-budget and stereotypical fare put forth by Blaxploitation, the media prophesied change concerning cultural interactions.  The Washington Post commented that the rise in Black characters “portrayed [them] as human beings—

good and evil, rich and poor, smart and dumb” (qtd. in Coleman 126). 

Despite the optimism, the momentum of the 1970s horror film, however flawed, would not carry over into the 1980s. As Coleman notes, 

“blacks and their horror films were left in the cold as the genre shifted attention more exclusively to White, middle-class fears” (126). It wasn’t until the 1990s that another cycle of positive minority representation came to fruition. 

The 1990s horror film market created social horror like  The People Under the Stairs and  The Silence of the Lambs. These films comment on everyday fears like racist landlords and the degradation of Middle America. Muir posits that “art does not exist in a vacuum” and is “inex-tricably bound to the time period in which it was created” (3), so a new cycle of horror fictions proliferated in the 1990s, at least so far as film was concerned. The shifting “fears of the popular audience [demanded] 

change,” and the 1990s horror film did not disappoint. Coleman suggests that “‘black horror’ was back with a vengeance (pun intended) in the [’90s] decade, with a force that had not been seen since the 1970s Blaxploitation-era horror cycle” (4). The 1990s spawned more social horror, like  Beloved (1998),  Candyman (1992), and  Vampire in Brooklyn (1995). Even as many of the canonical 1990s films like  Silence of the Lambs (1991) or  Wolf (1994) starred White protagonists, a space for inclusion was carved out and carried over into the early 2000s. 

It’s in 2013 and onward that the cycle of diverse characters hits an ascent, particularly after 2016, or the year of release for  Get Out (2017). 

The social concerns of 2010 and beyond could have inspired another renaissance of diverse horror fictions. According to Wesley Morris, the United States is “in a midst of great cultural identity migration. 

Gender roles are merging. Races are being shed. In the last six years or so, but especially in 2015, we’ve been made to see how trans and bi and poly-ambi-omni- we are” (par. 4). Over sixty films from the chart were released after 2010.  Post–2010 culture is wracked by identity politics, and horror can provide a platform to showcase, mitigate, or even mock this issue—or some might categorize it as a fear. The “merge” 

and “shed” of which Morris speaks sounds similar to slipstream, which seeks to merge the genre identities. To me, however, slipstream is about shedding traditional confines of genre because there are some stories in which multi-genre labels fit just as well. The popularity of allegorical 
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horror stories, such as  Get Out and  The First Purge, may be indicative of a  slipstream-like attitude that echoes the anxieties of post–2010 U.S. culture. The following section will detail how postcolonialism clarifies this latest rise of diversity in the cycle by examining work from scholars like Linnie Blake and Ania Loomba. 

 “Did I kill it?” Postcolonialism and Minority Alienation in Horror Films

Postcolonialism is a helpful lens in deconstructing the minority alienation in horror films. The horror genre is known for delving behind the curtain of reality to assess anxiety, which often mutates into the grotesque (whether literal or not), and this anxiety can establish feelings of disassociation through a postcolonial lens. For, as Linnie Blake has argued in  The Wounds of Nations: Horror Cinema, Historical Trauma and National Identity (2008), the horror genre “can be seen to fulfill a function that sets it apart from other more ‘respectable’ branches of the culture industry, providing a visceral and frequently  non-linguistic lexicon in which experiences of cultural dislocation may be phrased” (189). Greater facets of the unexplainable, weird, and horrific everyday are exemplified through terror and suspense, further lending a platform for isolation, identity, and trauma. As such, “certain horror  sub-genres do seem to be capable of offering a trans-historical and trans-cultural critique of dominant ideologies of race, class, and gender” (Blake 188). Yet, the unconscious parts of horror (violence and sexuality) often become the most marketable aspects, and there is little room for anything else, let alone diversification. However, by infusing postcolonial narratives across a wide range of cultures, a sort of revolution of definition can occur, for literary genres and for people. Instead of being beholden to the traditional definitions of horror that, again, may encourage stagnation, a postcolonial analysis of horror fictions can spur new perspectives

Researchers such as Ania Loomba assert that the term  postcolonial is steeped in binaries and even negative implications. The term  post connotes the end of a concept—in this case, the end of colonialism. As is the case with many words,  postcolonialism has many derivatives. As Loomba states, “The term  post-colonial has been contested on many grounds” 

(1103). While some critics interpret it literally, others like Anne McClintock apply new connotations. McClintock’s believes it implies “linear progress” (85), mainly in terms of the “post” part and not the “colonial” 

part. She imagines that moving forward and then looking to the afterward is what is needed to change things for the better. Despite the variances, a 
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popular perspective on postcolonialism is synonymous with liberation, as McClintock notes. This does not negate the  long-standing historical traumas of postcolonialism on a global scale. Still, the term does underscore the various classifications and how they compete, giving way to newer definitions, like McClintock’s. 

 Postcolonialism, a term that masquerades as a simple thing, only to be wrought with negative undertones, is analogous to the base of the horror genre. Through the lens of the incongruous and unseemly, what is viewed as innocuous by some is seen as horrific to others. For instance, parent-hood is an  oft-repeated theme in horror, and for many, it’s an innocent, if tiring, occupation. Yet stories like  Hereditary (2018) or  A Quiet Place (2018) mutate this everyday experience into something awful, playing off the very real fear of losing a child. As stated by Dorothy L. Sayers, “in nothing is individual fancy so varied and capricious as in its perception of the horrible. To one person a story is terrible beyond all imagination: to another, it’s merely grotesque” (“Table of Contents”). An examination of identity through the macabre can reveal and confront the vulnerabilities experienced not only by parents but also by minorities, allowing for catharsis or inspiration or simply an acknowledgment of the continual problem. 

This leads to the value of visual horror films and what they engender for the increasingly diverse audience. Moldenhauer uses two movies,  Pan’s Labyrinth (2006) and  The Spirit of the Beehive (1973) to illustrate the usefulness of diverse storytelling in the horror genre. While the characters in the films experience  real-life terror, they seek to construct fantastical horrific worlds that enable them to better understand and escape the real-life terrors (Moldenhauer 76). Interestingly, the horror genre provides space to discover definitions of identity and, perhaps, imagines ways in which to overthrow them. As early as 1960, Leslie Fielder was confident that American gothic could distance itself from the British tradition, essentially building a new subgenre “marked by its historical, psychological, internalized, and predominantly racial concerns” (qtd. in B. 

Edwards 18). Other film makers are recognizing that psychological and fantastical terrors create the perfect playground against which to deconstruct internal fears, more specifically identity and racial concerns. Three case studies emphasize the need to belong while coming to grips with self-identity:  It Comes at Night (2017),  Get Out (2017), and  Us (2019). 

It Comes at Night

A deterioration of power and a longing for self is a constant theme in  It Comes at Night.  Seventeen-year-old Travis Wilson (played by Kelvin 
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Harris, Jr.) lives in the woods with his parents. They have survived away from others due to a supposed pandemic. The sickness infects its host, creating a  zombie-like creature. Travis is biracial; his mother is Black and his father his White. However, his need to belong is deeper than racial difference. As outlined by Aja Romano, “It Comes at Night is a terrifying, uncomfortably relevant horror masterpiece” (par. 5). The nature of the post-apocalyptic setting ensures that Travis’s future is fixed, and his identity as a lone teenager is predetermined. It’s possible his biracial background is only one part of his loneliness, underscoring his half-in and half-out status in two identities. 

The horror of  It Comes at Night may really result from the looming sense of loneliness and death. Travis is a young person who will never belong, who will never achieve a career or family, and yet who desperately wants to call something “his” (Romano par. 3). Yet Travis will never be able to own anything until his parents die, a prospect made more real given the threat of constant deadly infection. Once his parents pass, Travis will only own the farm upon which they reside. He will have to manage the farm alone. Even as owning the farm may ensure a sense of self, for Travis, it also ensures a lack of connection. His parents are the sole people in his world, and the idea of meeting others is quashed due to the infection brought on by touch. Travis’s sexual prospects are void—until the day strangers arrive, a White family of three. Although the newly arrived mother, Kim, is married to Will, Travis cannot help but dream of her. 

Isolation is another recurring theme in  It Comes at Night. As mentioned, Travis’s family lives on a farm, isolated from anyone for fear of contamination. Both fears (contamination and isolation) are symbolized by the red door in the house. All other doors in the house remain unpainted, except for one door leading to the outside, which is painted red. The color is stylistic and emblematic of what the family cannot control: isolation and contamination. These threats are visualized with the red door in the frame, “whether it is a slow tracking shot that leads down the hallway to the door, pounding from an unknown source on the other side, or later in the film, it being left open with severe consequences” (Grafius 76).  The red door may also align with the historical significance of the Trump presidency during the time of the film’s release. As Brandon Grafius notes, the post–Trump era of 2016 and onward included “attempts to isolate ourselves as a nation […], foregoing [sic] compassion for anyone who is not an American” (85). The definition of the term  American  is subjective, contingent on the political sentiment of a particular decade. For the post–Trump era, the term  American mostly referred to the White heteronormative population. In this way, isolation was a mainstay of the Trump presidency, and 
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the impacts of such a policy reflected in the anxieties of films like  It Comes at Night. Ruth Goldberg examines how audience appeal to films may stem from cultural and social reflection. In reviewing horror like  Donnie Darko and  American Psycho, she notes the relevance of how the movies were made in the 1990s and 2000s, yet they’re set in the 1980s (R. Goldberg 49). When a particular period is marked by political or cultural issues, art may reflect these issues like a mirror for audiences to peer in on. Goldberg’s review of films set during a particular decade is “a belated exploration of how we arrived at the current crisis of violence and apathy in American culture” 

(49). The story of  It Comes at Night expands on the cultural violence and racism of the time at which it was released, 2017. In Travis’s world, the violence and lack of apathy are congruent with the isolationist policies of the Trump presidency, like the “America First” slogan and immigrant family separa-tions at the border (Grafius 78). The film addresses the consequences of isolation. Goldberg suggests that characters from such horror fictions display 

“unresolved cultural trauma” (59). The presence of the red door only seems to confirm the Wilson family’s unresolved cultural trauma. 

The entire movie seems to be Travis stretching out his hand, only for him to be cruelly rebuked. Romano believes that from Travis’s perspective, the new world order lacks permanence and acceptance and has harshly established rules that do not include much hope (par. 5). The hopelessness is established from the first scene in which Travis’s father (played by David Pendleton) executes his  father-in-law because he became infected, implying a similar fate for the remaining characters. As Grafius points out, there are other horror fictions with themes of isolation and hopelessness:  Night of the Living Dead (1968) and  The Thing (1982) (89). However,  It Comes at Night is an example of from the latest cycle, congruent to the sense of isolation (and perpetual longing for acceptance) experienced by many minorities. Blake describes how “genre films can be seen to enact what Freud would term  Trauerabeit or the work of mourning; exploring trauma by remembering it and repeating it in the form of diagetically mediated symbolizations of loss” (3). Travis is repeatedly exposed to trauma, with his journey a larger symbol of the loss he anticipates in his dreams. Isolation breeds unspeakable despair, a feeling captured and scrutinized in horror fictions like  It Comes at Night. 

Get Out

Jordan Peele’s  Get Out is another film steeped in representation of self, but mostly when viewed by others. As Hegel believes, to truly realize self, one must measure individuality when confronted with others (46). 
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In  Get Out, the main character Chris (portrayed by Daniel Kaluuya) struggles with how White normative characters seek to define and use him. Hegel describes how the power of the other (the dominant other) can manipulate the way we interpret self (46). Critics and audiences praise creator Jordan Peele for the unique meld of identity exploration and horror themes in the film. However, John Squires of  Bloody Disgusting points out how horror has been the genre of social commentary for centuries, offering examples like Dawn of the Dead (1978), which is a commentary on consumerism, and  The Purge film series (2013–2021), commentaries on the rich treating the poor as dispensable. Like  It Comes at Night,  Get Out dispenses social commentary. 

Through a postcolonial lens, Blake cites horror cinema as “a portrait of ourselves and of the kind of life we have chosen to lead” (7). In this way,  Get Out is formative to the latest cycle because it addresses diversity as a portrait of modern U.S. life. As noted by fellow  Bloody Disgusting writer, Zachary Paul, the film also discusses the theme of being “the only one in the room” (par. 1). 

The awe behind  Get Out is not based on its being a socially conscious piece: its social relevance concerning race has pushed the film from horror circles into  larger discussions (Paul par. 2). Arguably, this elevates horror for audiences who had assumed it was only the genre of slasher films featuring screaming women with heaving bosoms. Therefore,  Get Out is exemplary in the way that it displays the best of horror, of what horror is and can be. 

Arguably, the most important part of  Get Out is the diversity of characterization. Horror is, like the other speculative subgenres, capable of producing worlds that display social fears reflected to the viewers. The issue is that most of those worlds are blinding in their adherence to normative Whiteness.  Get Out shows what it feels like to be “the only one in the room” because, according to Paul, we’ve all felt alone or out of place (par. 1). Still, not everyone can understand the trials and loneliness associated with being Black (or any other minority). Paul contends that the prejudice Chris experiences in the film is similar to his experiences as a gay man in the South (par. 4). The lead character, Chris, is judged, assessed as alien, marveled at, and caricatured. Only one person he meets appraises him for his abilities as a photographer, and that’s because he is a White man who plans on stealing Chris’s body to inherit his artistic abilities. 

Furthermore, it’s his artistic merit that leads to Chris being auctioned off to a group of rich White patrons (Figure 16). 

The White characters in  Get Out seek to exert control over Black characters like Chris, which illustrates is a fear in the status quo. Despite breakthroughs during various cycles, horror is generally a genre of White middle-class characters. However,  Get Out is openly demanding and giving leading roles to Black men and women. Instead of serving as the side-kick, as comic relief, or as the first character to die, Chris evolves into as 

[image: Image 17]
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Figure 16: Oppressor (Bradley Whitford) auctioning off the body of Chris (Daniel Kaluuya). Still from  Get Out (2017), distributed by Universal Pictures. 

Final Girl as he is captured and all alone. He prevails by taking out his White oppressors quite violently. When carefully considered, his actions echo those of the Haitian revolt of 1791, which was also met with White fear. Ultimately,  Get Out established the current diversity cycle precisely by satirizing racial fears and horror tropes. 

Us

Building off this momentum, in March of 2019, the film  Us premiered. The narrative centers around an  upper-class family vacation-ing at their beach home, until their plans are halted at the appearance of masked strangers who turn out to be evil doppelgangers. Such a premise is not new to horror, with several fictions like  Funny Games,  Misery, and The Last House on the Left featuring protagonists caught in the midst of a suburbia-inspired nightmare that leads to the unifying theme that  home is not always a safe haven. Because  Us is about a Black family and the film is written by a Black man, Jordan Peele, it may be classified as a retelling of the “family horror on vacation” trope. 
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More notable is the social class of the family in  Us:  upper-middle class. Much as with  Get Out, the audience is exposed to a  middle-class main character who is also a minority. In a vast number of horror films, main characters are often financially stable but are usually White. What that unconsciously relays to the audience is the idea that being  White equals  having  money. This leads to a central purpose of horror: to overturn the natural order. For the “normal” White family with money, there’s also nothing more natural (in a very American and consumerist sense) than taking a vacation. In  Us, the family vacation is taken by the Black,  middle-class family, the Wilsons. Their lives are upended when the mother, Adelaide Wilson (played by Lupita Nyong’o), is confronted by her evil twin, Red. The audience is allowed to experience the  mind-numbing reality of their  middle-class lives being turned inside out. 

When audiences then view all of these formulaic devices through a new lens (i.e., not a White family, but still being terrorized by other-worldly forces), they may experience an “Aha!” moment of like-mindedness. The thought that  differences separate us may not be as prevalent because the audience is offered a familiar story with an unfamiliar cast—yet the emotional  roller-coaster is still the same. The “Aha!” 

moment—for example : “Oh look, that Black family jokes around just like my family” — may transition into the realization that people are not as far apart as outward culture suggests they are. Raymond Williams believes culture is not only about the outward and the common purpose but also about “deep personal meanings” (32). In seeking answers to the baseline questions “What is human?” and “What is right?” there is room for the community (which may be more traditional and thus conservative)  and for the individual (who may be more willing to adapt and advocate for change) to  co-exist in harmony. 

There’s no denying that cultural and racial differences exist. However, in a retelling like  Us, the differences manifest not in the form of walls but rather in the form of open doorways. Blake’s postcolonial work chronicles how “horror cinema […] shows that which can not otherwise be shown; to speak that which can not otherwise be spoken and in turn to set about 

‘blasting open the continuum of history’” (10). When the family is on a car ride, a rap song comes on and the youngest child innocently asks if the song is about drugs. Even as the song is obviously about drugs, the father shakes his head and dubs the song “a classic,” turning the music louder while reminding his children to “not do drugs.” This scene is illustrative of the perception of rap as a blight on modern Black culture due to the glori-fication of drugs. In the second stanza of Kenrick Lamar’s song “DNA,” he samples and satirizes a statement from Geraldo Rivera about how hip hop has been more damaging to the Black community than racism. Rivera’s 
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statement perpetuates the myth that all hip hop glorifies drug use and has led to the downfall of the Black community. In comparison, songs from White artists like Johnny Cash’s “Cocaine Blues” or Jefferson Airplane’s 

“White Rabbit” feature heavy themes of drug use but are not cited as contributing to the downfall of White society. During the family car scene in Us, Peele knocks this stereotypical notion of hip hop as destructive music while also asserting that a song is sometimes just a song. 

In  Us, Adelaide originates from an underworld. She kidnaps her doppelganger, trades places, and tries her best to live a normal human life. Despite the horrific deed she committed, she still struggles to decide on what is good and what is bad. She also seems to question her sense of belonging, her sense of deserving a “normal” life. Yet, even as the doppelganger, Red, was originally a “normal” person, she descended into madness. The madness drove Red to carry out heinous and murderous acts, which she deemed as justifi-able. Regardless, she is a sympathetic character, as she is shown struggling to understand what is right and what is wrong, like her counterpart, Adelaide. 

The film ends on a moment of reflection, of ambiguity, and little in the way of resolution. As stated earlier, unhappy endings are indicative of horror and a nod to the fact that fear, violence, suffering,  morality, and death are continual facets of the human condition. What’s more so is how unhappy endings are more common for minorities, like Adelaide and Red. 

 Summations

Throughout this chapter, the review of race in horror films revealed varying trends, specifically for this latest cycle. Films like  It Comes at Night,  Get Out, and  Us are impactful because of their ability to disrupt expectations. In all three fictions, the expectation of a White main character is upended. Throughout the films, certain tropes and stereotypes are examined, like  middle-class characters as minorities, or family vacations for everyone (not just the normative White family as portrayed in several horror fictions). Adichie states, “It’s not that stereotypes aren’t true. It’s that they don’t display the full picture of that culture, and sadly, the stereotype becomes the only story of an entire group or class of people” (12:05 

TedTalk). Perhaps to counter the negative and recurring stereotypes in horror, films are making space for diverse characters. Diverse horror films slated for 2022 and 2023 include  Nope! ,  Bodies Bodies Bodies,  They/Them, There’s Something Wrong with the Children, and  Knock at the Cabin, which carry on the resurgence of the latest cycle. Similarly, television creators are also setting the stage for what a diverse cast can mean for storytelling and for positive portrayals of minorities. 

Chapter Six

Racial Representation  

in Television

The latest cycle has included an upturn of racial diversity for characters in television horror fictions. This may be because diversity in all television genres has taken a positive turn. In 2021, a UCLA study reported that minorities are “approaching a proportionate representation among cable scripted leads at 33.6%” (3). Even with gains like these, the report also points out that “though people of color were approaching proportionate representation among cable and digital scripted leads, they remained underrepresented on every industry employment front during the 2019–20 television season” (3). The attention to diversity in television is trickling into horror fictions, with portrayals of differences and identity on shows like  The Exorcist, Fear the Walking Dead,  The Twilight Zone  and  Castle Rock. 

This section will compare and contrast the diversity throughout the four fictions based on audience and critical reception. While  Get Out sparked the latest cycle, audience reactions to television may be another reason why diversity is expanding opportunities for diverse characters and creators via television. Allison King shares that “it is not until recently that they [the creators] have been able to receive such immediate content specific feedback about their [television] series. This feedback allows them to make midseason adjustments to the show” (5). Online feedback quickly reaches creators and may influence casting or storytelling decisions. The subsequent review of diverse casting and themes works in tandem with audience and critical reception for this cycle, or through a lens of Cyclicalxfuturism. My inclusion of online reviews is a form of sentiment analysis, which “is the field of study of analyzing people’s opinions, sentiments, evaluations, attitudes, and emotions from written language” (Nagamma et al. 2015). As mentioned in the Introduction, I employ crystallization to assess a range of online audience and critical responses for  The Exorcist, Fear the Walking Dead,  The Twilight Zone  and  Castle Rock. Based on Laura 149
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Ellingson’s work, crystallization is a framework that “constructs patterns across data from multiple participants,” and so “each account provides pieces of a meaning puzzle but never completes it, rendering the impossibility of total understanding more apparent” (446). By assessing a varied abundance of reviews, I am painting a picture of the sentiment, rather than documenting each and every review. Rather, I read several dozen reviews to describe the “compilation” and “thick description of findings” 

(Ellingson 444). While any form of analysis could yield results, crystallization facilitates a simpler way of obtaining meaning from exemplars in a large pool of data like online reviews. 

The reason I assessed both audience and critical reception for horror television is because of their distinct responses. A study from Na, Thet, and Khoo found that “critic reviews are more comprehensive in coverage 

[… whereas …] user reviews discuss the scene aspects (including action and visual effects)” (319). In examining both types of reviews, I hoped to gain a greater understanding of the range of sentiment for these shows and how they may shape future creator decisions concerning diverse fiction. It should be acknowledged that reviews of any kind (critical or audience) do not necessarily match sentiment for a particular product or idea among an entire population. Koh, Hu, and Clemons found that for online movie reviews 

“ under-reporting is more prevalent among US online network” (384). What this means is, even if a show like  Fear the Walking Dead has over 600 entries on Google Reviews, the ratings do not represent how the entire audience may feel about the show. Even so, creators do take reviews into account when drafting ideas for new content. This may be in part because, unlike other commercial products, movies and television are “created with the intended purpose to evoke an emotional response in the viewer” (Bader, Mokryn, and Lanir 35). As this may be harder to measure, the online reviews and other forms of critical or user sentiment can give creators insight into the type of content audiences are hoping to see based upon how they  feel. 

To gather sentiment from audiences and critics, I derive the analysis from popular sources like Rotten Tomatoes, Google Reviews,  Screenrant, Newsweek, and more. I chose Rotten Tomatoes because of the large pool of critical and audience reviews on one site, which create a metric on sentiment. Even though “the method to determine the given score is not available to the public” (Suhariyanto, Firmanto and Sarno 204), the reviews are easy to access. Reviews from critics are accessible via  stand-out quotes, with links to the full reviews. I reference several of these reviews for each show, while also referencing the audience score from Rotten Tomatoes and how it might differ from the critics’ score. Correspondingly, I assess Google Reviews for each show based on availability. The ability to post a Google Review creates sometimes an overwhelming response from viewers, 
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with one example being more than 600 reviews for  Fear the Walking Dead. 

To narrow the responses, I scan through a number of reviews, looking for repeated key phrases. Then, I focus on the  one-star reviews to find sentiment regarding casting and other diversity issues for each show. With one-star reviews, posters are more likely to be dissatisfied with the show for one reason or another or sometimes “Posters of exaggerated reviews do so in part to vent emotions” (Baker and Kawon 1973). The exaggerated sentiment and dissatisfaction often result in longer posts with more relevant keywords for analysis. 

Though this section assesses network shows (Fox’s  The Exorcist, AMC’s  Fear the Walking Dead) and streaming shows (CBS All Access’s The Twilight Zone and Hulu’s  Castle Rock), Chapter Seven will focus exclusively on streaming shows. I chose to review these particular network and streaming shows due to their similarities beyond distribution (i.e., network versus streaming). Also, as the four shows are more traditional (i.e., they are not limited series and have more than one season), much of the critical and audience reception for the case studies will note the difference in sentiment from one particular season to the next. All four shows premiered somewhat close to the “speculative turn” event of the  Get Out film release in 2017. They can be examined as early attempts at diverse horror fiction in the latest cycle. 

More specifically, three of the four selected shows are now cancelled ( The Exorcist,  The Twilight Zone, and  Castle Rock). Though critically acclaimed, there were several factors for each cancellation, such as network or production decisions in the cases of  The Exorcist and  The Twilight Zone. 

For  Castle Rock, the reason for cancellation was “based on the fact that they had always intended to conclude the series after Annie Wilkes’s story” 

(Bachman par. 5). The Wilkes story concluded in Season 2, and the show was cancelled soon after. However, Bachman’s article “Why Hulu’s  Castle Rock was Cancelled After Season 2” also reveals that the motivations for cancellation revolved around competing interests in Stephen King material slated for the streaming platform Max (par. 5). The rise of streaming fiction and the chance for diverse horror narratives will be reviewed in greater depth in Chapter Seven. Overall, I would categorize following case studies as less impactful but still relevant to the current diversity cycle for their inclusion of diverse characters and themes in all modes of television. 

The Exorcist

Fox’s  The Exorcist (2016–2018) stars two men, one Latinx and the other White (who later realizes he’s gay). The casting alone is a distinct 
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difference from the 1979 film  The Exorcist. Fox’s episodic revival is a departure from the traditional horror narrative in a few other ways. During the first season, the show does embrace many tropes, such as featuring an attractive White young girl as the possessed victim with two men wielding the power to save her using archaic and aggressive methodologies. Some of these tropes are addressed, but most are not reassessed until the second season. Overall, the show displays potential for expanding the horror genre because it casts diverse characters, explores the pasts of these characters, and offers alternative modes of thinking. 

Critical and Audience Reception of  The Exorcist

Critics and audience reception for  The Exorcist often expound upon the divergence from Season 1 and on to Season 2. On the Rotten Tomatoes site, the show has a 79 percent critical rating (based on 53 ratings). 

In the critics’ comments sections, the first season is described in positive terms as “distinguished” and “much anticipated,” with Chris Nasha-waty citing it as a “deadly serious drama that wants to ask Big Questions about faith and doubt and good and evil” (“The Exorcist” Rotten Tomatoes 

“Critic Reviews” section). Other critics feel the show merely regurgitates the film—and not well. Tom Long shares, “There’s a reason  The Exorcist was a  two-hour movie in 1973 instead of a TV show” (“The Exorcist” Rotten Tomatoes “Critic Reviews” section). Despite the poor reception from Rotten Tomatoes critics, the audience score for Season 1 is much higher at 92 percent. In reviewing sentiment for Season 2, the critic and audience scores more closely align, with 100 percent for the critics and 91 percent for the audience. The fact that Season 2 includes a more diverse cast and features a retelling on possession could be why it is better received compared with Season 1. 

The Google Reviews display differing opinions about Season 1 and Season 2 among audience members. There are over 300 Google Reviews of  The Exorcist, with around five  one-star reviews. Popular terms among one-star reviews include “less scary” and “downhill,” perhaps in reference to Season 1 or Season 2. Some audiences preferred the diverse casting of Season 2, while others believe Season 1 was better because it stayed closer to the film version’s casting. One Google reviewer states: “First season was pretty good. Liked some of the characters. Season two story was not as compelling and then I quit watching when they starting [sic] in with the gay scenes. Show had great potential but ruined by immorality.” The review indicates a distaste for the casting changes, in particular the diversity of sexual orientation. 

Critics from outlets like  The Daily Beast also reflect upon the diverse 
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casting switch in Season 2. In her article, “How the ‘Exorcist’ TV Show Is Breaking Ground for Diversity in Horror,”    Karen Han discusses  The Exorcist’s divergence from the horror shackles of Season 2 like clichés and casting decisions. Han suggests the show takes on a feminist undertone, thanks to a largely female creative team. She praises the show for casting Asian actors as leads, which is rare in U.S. films and other types of fiction. Asian horror is a category all its own because “it’s informed by a cultural background that’s distinct from the  Christianity-based horror of franchises like  The Exorcist” (Han par. 4). She then explains that a recent Korean horror film,  The Wailing (2016) sought to meld the Christian doctrine and Korean shamanism in one story. In contrast, the melding in  The Exorcist seems to spring from the organic inclusion of diverse characters. Or rather, as Han tells it, the show makes inclusion “look easy,” 

especially because “there’s not a single scene in the premiere that centers on the backgrounds of its characters beyond their relationship to spiritual-ity” (par. 5). Throughout two seasons of story arcs,  The Exorcist  manages to revamp and look past the traditional horror narrative, beginning by casting a Mexican as the lead Catholic priest. 

Diverse Themes in  The Exorcist

In the 1979 movie version of  The Exorcist, both priests are White, and their backgrounds are not really explored; nor does the storyline focus on differences of class or gender. While the first season doesn’t do much to address gender, it does address racial, cultural, and class issues. 

For instance, Father Tomas’s life in Mexico is detailed; one example is his cultural struggle either to stay with his ailing grandmother or to seek an ambitious career in the States. Briefly, the show explores the method of exorcism, which is traditionally an  in-your-face ritual involving a lot of yelling and the tying up the possessed. However, the two new priests meet a convent of nuns who approach exorcism through the use of affec-tion, the power of a strong feminine meditation circle, and  not tying up the possessed. The male priests are shocked at the alternative methods and shocked to see it work. They realize their way is not the only way, and they integrate the new methods with the old. 

During the second season, the show embraces the notion of a diverse cast and how that may affect the characters and storytelling. As noted by Tracy Ore, in order to engage difference, a deconstruction must take place. 

She believes what we hold to be true is really based on what we’ve been taught, and we should look past the lens we’ve been provided (23). Season 2 

of  The Exorcist is a deconstruction of what came before in Season 1. Instead of a young, attractive girl as the subject, Season 2 features a  middle-aged 

154 


All Kinds of Scary

Asian foster father who is possessed. Often, when a man is possessed in horror, he is either the antagonist or his role is not fulfilled until he dies. 

Throughout this season, the audience watches the father in several positions of vulnerability. He is scared for the children’s safety and scared they might lose their father. The foster children include a Baptist Black teen, a blind White boy, and a White lesbian teen. They were not just thrown in for their diverse characteristics: their differences are subtly explored as the show progresses. For example, the Black teenager cites religion as saving him from the same “fate” as his siblings (the implication being drugs, prison, and death), even as the lesbian derides religion for prosecuting her sexuality in a Christian conversion camp. The blind boy is seen as capable and funny instead of his being characterized as infirm, depressed, or a villain. Together, the characters exemplify the strength of children with traumatic backgrounds in foster care situations.  The Exorcist is a show that leads the audience from  pre-disposition into new territory. Title characters, even the priests, are plagued by moral decisions and are never presented as the ultimate good or bad guys. 

The moral uncertainty helps to redirect from the horror tropes. 

Despite the diverse characters, their differences are only explored through a lens that makes sense to the story (and still speaks to new perspectives on the same issue): religion. Each character approaches religion differently, sees it as “good” or “bad,” and says it has helped or hindered them based on their inherent diversity, which perhaps speaks more to cultural difference than it does racial difference. Part of the trauma of each character in  The Exorcist is communicated as a kind of mourning, particularly in relation to each of the foster children, who have lost their homes and cultures and have little hope for their futures. 

The haunting and terror they experience aids their process of trauma, similar to Freud’s categorizing mourning as the ego’s way of detach-ing from the lost object (A. Williams 799). The notion of mourning as outlined by Freud is contested by Katherine Brogan in  Cultural Haunting: Ghosts and Ethnicity in Recent American Literature (1998). With culturally-based horror narratives like Morrison’s  Beloved or Garcia’s  Dreaming in Cuba, Brogan views the role of mourning as a function which, encapsulated by the ego and a past it cannot escape, hopes to find a way to reconfigure the present: “These stories work to reconnect experience to memory by redefining the legacy bequeathed by earlier generations […] the protagonists of haunted texts come newly into possession of their reimagined histories” (171). Through exploration of terror and newly confronted truths, the children in  The Exorcist find hope at the end of the story. The nuance of storytelling is reflected in the diversity of the characters, and it bears a model to be emulated by horror 
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creators. Another television show that has stepped in a diverse direction is  Fear the Walking Dead (2014–present). 

Fear the Walking Dead

Even as horror may lack consistency of diverse leading roles, television has been increasingly giving a nod to minority perspectives, such as in  Fear the Walking Dead (or  FWTD). This zombie show premiered in 2015 and is a  spin-off from AMC’s  The Walking Dead (2010–2022). In the first three seasons, the show focuses on the start of a zombie pandemic in Los Angeles with the blended Clark family, consisting of three White cast members and a Māori cast member. Other diverse characters join the Clark family on their journey of survival. At the start of Season 3, the Clark family loses one of their diverse members (Māori actor Cliff Curtis) to a zombie bite, with the other diverse member, Anna Lucia (played by Cuban actor Danay Garcia) surviving. In Season 4, creators from  TWD 

and  FWTD swapped certain showrunners, a move that resulted in a reboot of narrative and casting. When discussing the diverse themes in the show, I will focus on the racial themes in Season 3 and the shift in diverse casting in Season 4. 

Critical and Audience Reception of  Fear the Walking Dead

The audience and critical reception for  FTWD  changes after Seasons 3 and 4, which could be due to the shift in casting and storylines. On the Rotten Tomatoes site, the show has a lower rating than  The Exorcist (78 

percent), down to a critical rating of 75 percent (based on over 700 ratings). In the critics’ comments sections, the third season is described in as “improved,” and “promising,” with Laura Bradley praising it: “Fear has finally mastered the one thing that has plagued both this drama and its predecessor: narrative pacing” (“Fear the Walking Dead Season 3” Rotten Tomatoes “Critic Reviews” section). Other critics decide Season 3 is on a downward slope. Eddie Cockrell notes “Fear the Walking Dead has come to resemble … a complicated soap opera set among scruffy yet fashionably dressed survivors who deal with each other’s feelings” (“Fear the Walking Dead Season 3” Rotten Tomatoes “Critic Reviews” section). In contrast to critics, the audience score on Rotten Tomatoes for  FTWD is lower, holding at 60 percent. After Seasons 4 and 5 (with Season 5 receiving critical and audience scores below 60 percent), audience and critical reception has dropped off, with Season 7 featuring 1 critical review and a 33 percent audience score (based on 63 ratings). 
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The Google Reviews vary (again depending on the season), with some sentiments paralleling the negative reception shared on Rotten Tomatoes post-Season 3. There are over 600 Google Reviews of  FTWD, with around 76  one-star reviews (this is more than the number of one-star reviews for  The Exorcist but represents a little over 12 percent of the Google Reviews for  FTWD). Trending terms among the  one-star reviews: “annoying,” “boring,” “worst characters,” “waste,” and “awful.” 

A few reviews mention dislike the for showrunners after the Season 4 

switch. One Google reviewer states: “For the love of god please let’s get rid of the frat boy show runners and get somebody who is not afraid of writing for strong women characters.” Another review states, “Seasons 1, 2 and 3 are excellent. Just stop there don’t bother with the rest […] 

I’d [sic] loved  TWD because they showed woman and men can both be strong.  FTWD is completely different it shows men have no backbone.” 

The review suggests that  TWD has stronger depictions of men, whereas they believe  FTWD degrades men. Other reviews characterize the show as “fear the woke producers, they are destroying tv,” and “just jw instigations and conditioning.” The words  woke and  jw (short for  social justice warrior) imply the showrunners are forcing issues of diversity with choice in themes and casting. Paul Tassi of  Forbes documents how fans and critics have criticized the series more heavily “since Andrew Chambliss and Ian Goldberg took over as showrunners, and the pair have been a frequent target of fan hate ever since” (par. 2). 

Diverse Themes in  Fear the Walking Dead

Season 3 of  FTWD explores themes of racism and imperialism. In a haphazard world full of zombies, the Clark family finds a ranch settlement, Broke Jaw Ranch, they deem safe. However, the Clarks become uneasy when they notice the lack of diversity among the mostly White ranch group. The unease intensifies when the ranchers share how Luciana Galvez doesn’t fit in, their reason being “she’s not the right color” 

(“Burning in Water, Drowning in Flame” 13:32). Luciana (portrayed by Cuban actor Danay Garcia) is a Mexican woman and the one diverse person among the Clark family. The racism in the ranch group, headed by the Otto family, becomes further evident when they encounter the nearby Native American Hopi tribe, led by former lawyer and tribe member, Qaletqa Walker (portrayed by Michael Greyeyes). Qaletqa claims that the land of Broke Jaw Ranch actually belongs to the Hopi tribe. Before the zombie apocalypse, Hopi tribe members and the Otto family argued, with some tribe members being killed and buried on Broke Jaw Ranch. 

As a lawyer, Qaletqa sued, to no avail, for the Hopi right to the ranch. 
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Post-apocalypse, he cares little for past court cases and agreements for peace between the Ottos and the Hopi. Of the apocalypse, Qaletqa says, “It’s all part of a grand plan” and means “a great unveiling” (“The Unveiling” 25:58). By this, he means the “impurities” of the land rightfully belonging to his people will be righted, implying this will be accomplished by him or by the hordes of the undead. 

After Season 3 ended, the creators (or showrunners) shifted from Dave Erickson to Andrew Chambliss and Ian Goldberg. During Season 4, the leading characters changed from the mostly White suburban Clark family to Morgan, the Black man (portrayed by Lennie James) first seen in  TWD. Initially shy about his celebrity, James has been outspoken about issues of diversity in film and television. In an interview with Jacob Stolworthy, James comments on his role as a Black lead and what it means for representation: “A lot of that [has] to do with a conversation white people should be having with themselves, and not with us” (par. 7). He also noted in 2018 (when the interview occurred) that it’s odd to still be talking about 

“firsts” for diverse casts and how creators should not celebrate that fact but rather be ashamed. Nonetheless, in its seventh season,  FTWD now stars two Black men, Morgan and Strand, played by Guatemalan actor Colman Domingo, who is portrayed as a gay man. 

Figure 17 depicts promotional posters for  FTWD for Season 3 (pictured right), Season 4 (pictured center), and Season 7 (pictured left). The show has evolved from a prominent White cast to one showcasing two minority leads. The  post-apocalyptic setting allows for many of the characters to explore a new set of moral choices. The show also helps to define American identity and morality in the pursuit of survival, serving as a strong correlation to  real-world pressures and horrors. 

Figure 17: Promotional Posters for  Fear the Walking Dead, Season 3 (left), Season 4 (center), and Season 7 (right). Property of AMC, 2022. 
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The Twilight Zone


In 2019,  The Twilight Zone premiered on the steaming platform CBS 

All Access (now called Paramount+). The show is a reboot of the 1959 

series and is  co-produced and narrated by Jordan Peele. Borrowing from the original, each episode explores a social or cultural speculative narrative. Some episodes feature alien plotlines, while others dive into horror tropes. Ultimately, CBS ended the show in 2021 after two seasons, whereas the original ran for five seasons. One reason for the show’s end was the CBS All Access shift to Paramount+, and “a new season [of  The Twilight Zone] was not part of the plan for subscription service” (L. Goldberg par. 

7). Based on a statement from Peele’s production company, Monkeypaw, it was a creative decision to end the show. Ben Pearson writes that “the show was not technically canceled—[…] they basically accomplished what they set out to do in the first place and chose not to continue making the series anymore” (par. 5). Despite the abrupt ending of the series,  The Twilight Zone delivered diverse themes and casting. 

Critical and Audience Reception of  The Twilight Zone

The audience and critical reception for  The Twilight Zone  hovers between appreciation and dislike. On the Rotten Tomatoes site, the show has one of the lowest ratings of all the case studies, down to a critical rating of 67 percent (based on over 100 ratings). In the critics’ comments sections, the third season is described as “entertaining,” and “mysterious,” with Kylie Northover praising it: “Peele, who appears ‘inside’ these tales as the narrator, balances contemporary political concerns with an obvious affec-tion for Serling’s work” (“The Twilight Zone Season 1” Rotten Tomatoes 

“Critic Reviews” section). Other critics wished for more “darkness” from the sci-fi horror blend. Ed Cumming writes, “Compared to  Black Mirror’s spiky nihilism,  The Twilight Zone feels tame, partly because its legacy as family-friendly 1960s entertainment means it can’t go to the same dark corners” (“The Twilight Zone Season 1” Rotten Tomatoes “Critic Reviews” 

section). The audience score on Rotten Tomatoes for  The Twilight Zone is lower than the critical score: 46 percent. 

The Google Reviews number over 200, with around 42  one-star reviews. Of these, 21 of them mention words like  woke, political, or  race.  

Other notable terms among the  one-star reviews:  not as good as original, boring, disappointing, traumatizing,  and  poor acting.  Some reviews ascribed political ideology, such as liberalism or Marxism, to  The Twilight Zone. One Google reviewer states: “too much vuture [sic] signaling. ‘not all men’ [episode] was sexist. rod is rolling in his grave.” Another review 
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shares, “The writing sucked and there is no sutletey [sic] and instead feels like an agenda themed show that has a disconnect with the majority of its audience.” The review suggests the audience is not interested in diverse themes or “agenda themes,” possibly indicating that the audience (their type of audience) is not  multi-cultural and does not care about these themes. 

Other reviews ask questions like “Why did they have to go all politically correct. I’m a real big fan of the old Twilight zones and it was pretty heartbreak-ing for it to take a social justice turn. Some of us tune in to watch actual sci-fi not be reminded of politics.” The review proposes  sci-fi as devoid of political themes, when historically, this is not the case. Rod Serling was originally interested in  sci-fi as a genre because it “gave him as much flexibility in developing those themes as he might have had anywhere else at that time” 

(Rozsa par. 2). Also, the review proposes the original series was devoid of political themes. Yet, during the  156-episode run (1959–1964), censors judged sci-fi television as silly, allowing Serling to “do anything he wanted. 

He could do a story about Nazis, about racism in general, about economic plight, about whatever, and fit in within the [science fiction] framework” 

(Rozsa par. 2). Much like the original series,  The Twilight Zone (2019–2020) upended genre tropes by working in diverse casts and themes. 

Diverse Themes in  The Twilight Zone

With the latest retelling of  The Twilight Zone (CBS), there is diverse casting and horror one-shots contending with social and cultural issues. 

Two episodes relate to themes of belonging and of dual-identity: “A Traveler” (see Figure 18) and “Point of Origin.” 

In “A Traveler,” an Innuit police sergeant, Yuka Mongoyak (played by Marika Sila), questions her role in the largely White Alaskan community. During the episode, Yuka arrests two fellow minorities, an Innuit (her brother Jack) and a South Korean named A. Traveler. Traveler claims to be a tourist, but as the episode progresses, it becomes clear that he’s an  extra-terrestrial. Like Yuka, he’s a minority in a  White-majority small town. At one point, Yuka’s brother tells her that she “sold out.” He says this because she became part of the policing community, which is run by a White male sheriff, and she is responsible for placing fellow Innuits in jail. Though she initially shrugs off the critique, this seems to be the theme of the episode: she feels  half-in and half-out of a community because she belongs to two or more groups. 

Another Episode, “Point of Origin,” takes a deeper look into the question of place and belonging. A White housewife, Eve (played by Gin-nifer Goodwin), is arrested by an  ICE-like conglomerate. Later, she discovers the imprisonment is because she’s from another dimension and 
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Figure 18: Yuka (Marika Sila) chasing A. Traveler.” Still from  The Twilight 

 Zone episode “A Traveler” (2019), distributed by Paramount+. 

doesn’t “belong.” Eve contends she grew up in this new dimension, raised a family here, and that it doesn’t matter where she came from: “This is my home now.” The fact that she is affluent and White enables a  role-reversal. 

Instead of being a political immigrant, she is an  inter-dimensional immigrant, and her family, community, and government reject her. The narrator questions the value of her current dimension because, although it is environmentally and economically better than her home dimension, the prejudice exhibited by its people has turned it into a similar hellscape. 

These episodes echo the aforementioned duality of belonging as a Puerto Rican. Even as Puerto Ricans are U.S. citizens, they may be treated as foreigners, either on the mainland or on the Island. This disparate sense of place is reflected by Mongoyak’s story in “A Traveler.” Her people were the ones to discover and cultivate Alaska, and at present, she is a minority who must defer to a boss (the sheriff) who has no problem joking that “what was here before we got here? Bunch of igloos and eskimos?” 

The sheriff speaks to the idea that anyone other than White equals uncivilized and time only begins once they “arrive.” With such arrivals, there is a  quasi-announcement of difference—“We are the stronger, better, people”—and a looming threat: in order to survive (in a modern sense, survival is to succeed), assimilation is necessary. Afterward, any reminder of difference, of where you came from, brings about jokes or discomfort. 

In both episodes, especially “Point of Origin,” viewers realize assimilation is not enough. Much like any other outsiders, Mongoyak and Eve just want to be accepted. But, as the episodes depict, there is an invisible barrier to acceptance. The barrier stems from inner doubt and the majority 
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population, both of which will never allow for true acceptance. Any small reminder brings a resurgence of the fear of difference. “Looking like” or 

“acting like” or “speaking like” fails to fully convince the majority and the assimilated. Worse still, the episodes highlight that as Mongoyak and Eve dared step from their communities into another, they will never be welcomed into either space. The fact that they married into, or work as part of, the collective does not dissolve the invisible barrier. 

In  The Twilight Zone, there are degrees of wanting to belong or not caring altogether. Mongoyak’s brother continually scoffs at “their world” 

and her wish to be part of it. Eve strives to become indistinguishable from those around her and is heartbroken when her carefully asserted identity is stripped away. Her story is analogous to Lupe of  Five Midnights, who is confused and sometimes defensive about her biracial background, whereas Marisol can be bitter when reflecting on Islanders who leave for the mainland and “forget who they are” (Cardinal Interview par. 9). There are many other types of identity as a mainlander or as an Islander. The commonality is the versatility of both roles (Islander or mainlander), to be adopted as needed or wanted. For Eve, her modes of being are changed for survival, and she can’t see herself returning to her alien home. 

Castle Rock

In Hulu’s  Castle Rock, Henry Deaver (played by Andre Holland), also feels out of place in his hometown. Henry, a  death-row lawyer, returns home to Castle Rock after learning of a connection to a mysterious inmate dubbed The Kid. As the details about Henry and The Kid’s pasts unravel, Henry is confronted with ugly truths and supernatural explanations. The mood of Season 1 has an air of impending doom, set in the sleepy but often oppressive town of Castle Rock. Henry is the only Black character in the show, or, as Zachary Paul mentions of Chris from  Get Out, he “is the only one in the room” (par. 1). He grew up in a White family, with his mother Ruth, played by Sissy Spacek, and father, Matthew. Partially due to a mysterious past, no one in the small Maine town trusts Henry. 

Season 2, released in 2019, tells the origin story of Stephen King’s iconic antagonist Annie Wilkes from the novel  Misery (1987). She is on the run for supposed misdeeds in her past. In a way similar to that of Henry, ugly truths will come to haunt her. The story is still set in Castle Rock, but the characters from Season 1 do not appear. Like each season of  American Horror Story,  Castle Rock is an anthology. Similar to  The Twilight Zone, Castle Rock only aired for two seasons, even as it seemed there were more horror narratives in store for future seasons. 
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Critical and Audience Reception of  Castle Rock

The critical reception for  Castle Rock  varies depending on the season. 

Some critics hailed the first season as “impressive” and “gripping,” while others lauded Season 2 for strong performances. On Rotten Tomatoes, the critical score for Season 1 is 87 percent (based on 186 ratings). Katherine McLaughlin writes, “Abuse, corruption, violence and mental health issues provide much of the drama and suspense” (“Castle Rock Season 1” Rotten Tomatoes Comments Section). Li Lai shares how “it’s so rare to see seniors with dementia centered and humanized on TV” (“Castle Rock Season 1” Rotten Tomatoes Comments Section). Most likely, she is referring to Henry’s mother, Ruth, who seeks love and acceptance despite her illness. 

While critics mostly enjoyed Season 1, the audience score fell to 80 percent (out of 1,416 ratings). On Google Reviews, the audience responses were also misaligned from the critical reviews. 

Sorted from the total of 376 Audience Reviews on Google, 50 are one-star reviews, for a total of two reviews about race. Popular phrases from these reviews include: “horrible,” “boring,” “mess,” “garbage,” and “worst.” 

Critiques included divided responses on the ending to Season 1 and com-plaints about how it fell short of “Stephen King Universe” expectations. One positive review stated, “Besides the remake IT movies this is the best Stephen King as far as tv or movies.” However, the two reviews that focus on race are concerned with “political correctness” and “diversity agendas”: “The whole point of Castle Rock is that it is a  seemingly-normal rural town in  way-White Maine, where there are subcurrents of horror not visible to the eye. To impose diversity on it is just  political-correctness run amok.” Another reviewer lamented Season 2 for how it was “full of Liberal bias and political BS.” 

These reviews signify that diversity is forced and that race doesn’t matter, so to include cast members of a different race is abnormal. Apfelbaum, Sommers, and Norton describe how “research indicates that people are not, by any means, actually colorblind perceivers in most instances. In fact, of all the dimensions on which people categorize others, race is among the quickest and most automatic” (919). In striving to appear colorblind, a deceptive neutrality is established. Appearing colorblind can be damaging “even though race was clearly relevant to the interaction” (Apfelbaum, Sommers, and Norton 925). 

Diverse Themes in  Castle Rock

In Season 1, the town of Castle Rock is noticeably White, in contrast with the only Black character, Henry Deaver. It’s implied his status as a minority is an undercurrent for the mistrust of the townspeople. Deaver is also rumored to have killed his father, Matthew. Perhaps because of the 
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Othering which casts him as a criminal, Henry becomes a  death-row trial lawyer.  Castle Rock creator Dusty Thomason talks about Henry’s motivations: “When we meet Henry, he’s a guy who spends his life defending monsters and trying to fight on behalf of what he perceives to be as [sic] 

some kind of justice. [He’s] the guy who advocates for those who no one will advocate for” (par. 10). Henry may see some of himself in his clients, who have been dubbed monsters (aka Others) by society and sentenced to death. Like his clients, Henry lacks allies to rally for him. Many Castle Rock residents comment on Deaver’s Otherness, including his mother. 

According to Han, “As Deaver’s adoptive mother Ruth (Sissy Spacek) struggles with her memory and fails to recognize who he is, she attempts to put him at ease by telling him that she’s not like the others in town, that she even adopted a black son” (par. 11). Though there are unknown terrors occurring from within the town, the racism Henry experiences conveys a known terror emanating even from those he loves. Thus, the narrative of Season 1 provides a critique on race and everyday terror. 

During Season 1, there are other reflections of everyday horrors, such as the monotony of being stuck in a thankless and dangerous job. Correc-tional Officer Dennis Zalewski (played by Noel Fisher) notes, “If only there were a Walmart nearby, I’d work there, instead.” As his wife is pregnant, he needs the benefits provided by his job at the Shawshank prison. Though he’d rather work somewhere else, the lack of opportunity in Castle Rock means he has little choice. Season 1 highlights that the White characters in the town are also suffering. Henry suffers from his Other status, and everyone else in the town has their brand of suffering, too. As Henry muses, “Everyone in this town has some sin or regret, some cage of his own making. And a story. 

A sad one, about how we got this way” (“Romans” Season 1, Episode 10). This is not to compare how bad one form of suffering is over the other. Rather, by telling the story in this way, perhaps the creators wished to enable the viewer to see the flaws and the humanity through several perspectives. 

Season 2 of  Castle Rock, like Season 2 of  The Exorcist,  is more self-aware in the  under-representation of minorities and makes up for it with Somali  co-stars and their experiences of immigrant integration. 

From the first episode, there’s a theme “about searchers and settlers and this idea of, what is a home and how does one find a home on the heels of an incredibly difficult situation” (Thompson qtd. in Turchiano par. 4). 

Annie Wilkes’s (played by Lizzy Caplan) quest for home is juxtaposed against that of a similar quest from Somali adopted siblings, Nadia and Abdi (played by Yusra Warsama and Barkhad Abdi). They are transposed further than Wilkes, having grown up in a New England setting that is vastly different from Somalia. Like Wilkes, they’re grappling with being accepted into a town that is less than friendly to outsiders. 
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Nadia and Abdi’s story arc includes the added dimension of racial and cultural tensions. The theme of immigrants and acceptance was timely for the airing of Season 2 in 2019, when the Trump administration focused heavily on restricting immigrants into the United States. Through executive order and other policies, the Trump administration sought several immigration changes in 2019, like “restricting asylum at the U.S.-Mexico border, over-hauling the nation’s legal immigration system, cracking down on undocumented immigrants, altering America’s status as a safe haven for refugees” 

( Montoya-Galvez par. 4). Nadia and Abdi in  Castle Rock experienced a similar backlash, albeit on a smaller scale. Dusty Thompson,  co-creator and executive producer of  Castle Rock, explains how the characters must have felt, having to grow up in Maine after being transplanted from Somalia: “You had the whitest state in America welcoming in, and sometimes not welcoming in, this group of immigrants” (qtd. in Turchiano par. 2). Even as the characters and their struggle are depicted in the first few episodes, their ending is left for the viewer to decide. John Saavedra muses that “Nadia could finally fulfill her wish to leave town and never come back. … Abdi, on the other hand, may choose to stay, to rebuild and help the Somali community in Jerusalem’s Lot” 

(par. 18). The season finale gives a clearer ending for the White main character, Annie Wilkes, but leaves the minority characters with futures unknown. 

 Summations

The television shows reviewed during this chapter display potential for diversity in television. Despite gains, the diversity issue for horror television is far from fixed. The case studies are just that, examples in a large pool of horror fiction on television. When reviewed on a macro-level, several horror shows from this cycle still feature White leads and lack minority representation or diverse themes. As the case study reviews depicted, some of the issues surrounding diversity and horror television include the belief that it’s being “forced” upon audiences and that a sort of colorblind mindset is best when drafting fiction. In this way, horror television from this cycle helps negate these beliefs while somewhat expanding representation for minorities. This was especially true in the case studies of  The Twilight Zone and  Castle Rock and the humanization of the immigrant experience through main character arcs. Overall, shows like  The Twilight Zone or  Castle Rock are not unique in story content or horror themes. In fact, what makes these shows more notable is that they were released on Paramount+ 

and Hulu instead of traditional television channels. Paramount+ and Hulu are part of the latest in an ever-expanding direction for media: streaming platforms paid for by a small monthly subscription. 

Chapter Seven

“Legion, for We Are Many” 

 Streaming Platforms and Diverse Horror

Perhaps for reasons of economics or demand, it is with streaming platforms that audiences have been recently introduced to more and more diverse horror fictions. Ruth Umoh suggests that just as “a diverse representation of onscreen identities is important, the context in which they’re presented also matters” (par. 3). Streaming platforms are catering to subscribers that not only want casts with diverse characters but also want a focus on how the diverse characters are portrayed and what sort of storylines they are playing out. Concerning cycles of diversity, this medium is hitting an incline. The 2021 UCLA report on television diversity describes how “in 2012–13, the 11 digital platform series considered in the report accounted for just 3.9 percent of all shows that season; by 2019–20, there were 218 digital series considered in the report, which accounted for nearly half of all shows on television or 47.3 percent” (68). This chapter will first relay how streaming platforms are exemplary of the latest diversity cycle through case studies of  Evil,  The Stand,  Brand New Cherry Flavor,  Them, and  Lovecraft Country. Later, I include a chart and quantitative analysis of minority leads in television shows from 2010 onward to examine the advances made for representation, while acknowledging gaps still present in the latest cycle. 

Shows like  Evil,  The Stand,  Brand New Cherry Flavor,  Them, and  Lovecraft Country are examples of horror that are inclusive of diverse casting and diverse themes from 2020 to 2021. In contrast to the case studies from the previous chapter, all but one of these offerings are limited series. As such, they only have one season. For this reason, much of the audience and critical reception focuses on sentiment regarding casting. For instance, Evil leads with a White cast member but includes two diverse  co-stars. 

This does not negate its progressiveness but does align with the trend from the latest cycle to feature a normative White lead among diverse 165
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co-stars. With  The Stand, viewers are shown an expansion of diverse casting, even upending the way the characters are depicted in the 1994 miniseries and in the 1978 novel by Stephen King.  Brand New Cherry Flavor casts a Latinx woman as the confident lead traversing a ’90s present-day L.A. Gothic scene.  Them and  Lovecraft Country mainly feature minority leads. Ultimately,  Lovecraft Country takes storytelling cliches and injects them with a diverse perspective to help the reader understand how they’ve been shown the White normative perspective so often and for too long. 

As the diverse casts are relevant to this latest cycle, some of the analysis will review reception of casting decisions, especially if these decisions were repeatedly hailed or lauded. This section will compare and contrast the diversity throughout the five fictions based on audience and critical reception and conclude with an analysis on the rise of streaming (and limited) series. 

As this text uses a Cyclicalxfuturism framework, the shows will be examined chronologically from date of release, starting with  Evil. 

Evil

 Evil premiered on CBS in 2019. Though it did not begin on a streaming platform, CBS moved the show to the Paramount+ app starting with Season 2 in 2021 (Nemetz par. 2). The lead, Katja Herbers, is a mother (Kristen) who is struggling to support her family with the threat of impending student debt. She accepts a new job as a paranormal investigator from David, played by the show’s  co-star, Mike Colter. Third on the team is Ben, played by Aasif Mandvi. Collectively, the cast comprises a White woman undergoing economic hardships, a Black man in a position of power, and a Middle Eastern tech genius. From casting alone, the show is inclusive, even if the narrative is mainly centralized by Kristin’s White heteronormative perspective. Thus, it is another show that can claim diverse casting while still featuring (arguably, as Colter and Mandvi can also be considered co-stars, as stated) a White lead. 

Critical and Audience Reception of  Evil Casting Critics seem to respond positively to  Evil and its casting decisions. 

This is evidenced by the 91 percent critical rating (based on 47 ratings) on Rotten Tomatoes. In the critics’ comments sections, the cast is noted as “excellent,” “good,” with Natalia Trzenko pointing to Herbers’ character as “intelligent, capable, sensitive, strong, and vulnerable” (“Evil” Rotten Tomatoes “Critic Reviews” section). Li Lai states, “Evil centers a trio 
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of religious minorities—an atheist, a Muslim, and a Catholic—whose heated but respectful debates form some of the show’s most compelling scenes” (“Evil” Rotten Tomatoes “Critic Reviews” section). This seems to indicate respect for the casting, even suggesting that the diversity is what makes it “compelling.” From the Rotten Tomatoes audience score of 83 

percent (based on 438 ratings), it could be said that some audience members agree. 

There are over 1,000 Google Reviews of  Evil, with 61  one-star reviews. 

After analyzing the one-star entries, most are concerned with what reviewers consider to be poor or unrealistic plots. Some of the reviewers describe Colter as robotic or Mandvi as underdeveloped. Only six reviews mention a dislike of the socially diverse themes. Some reviewers use terms like 

“political messages,” “liberal social justice subject,” “political agendas,” 

“woke,” “anti–White person show,” and “propaganda.” One reviewer states having liked the show until it “had to bring in politics and race. Absolutely no need for it.” This illustrates how some audience members are put off by social commentary in horror fictions and consider it an indoctrination via an entertainment platform. None of the Google Reviews mentioned a dislike in particular of the racial diversity of the  Evil cast, merely a dislike of the diverse themes. 

However, in the comments section of the article “CBS Touts Diversity Improvement as ‘Bob ♥ Abishola,’ ‘Evil’ & ‘All Rise’ Lead Slate but Vows to Continue to Bolster Representation,” viewers had divergent ideas on what diverse casting means overall for CBS. Some of the comments included phrasing like “network TV preaching their agenda” and “now can expect sucky shows, all in the name of inclusivity?” To add some context, many of the comments were left anonymously, and anonymous internet comments are hardly indicative of overall audience sentiment. Still, taking any audience sentiment into account offers insight into what a portion of the audience members think. In particular, the negative comments imply some viewers believe inclusivity is being pushed on them. 

As such, these same viewers may also believe changes in casting may derail creativity. Speaking about shows like  Evil, Thomas Sherman of CBS Entertainment explains: “The shows going on air have a lot of inclusivity and authentic representation and we’re very proud of the work that we’re doing and it won’t stop” (qtd. in White par. 4). Sherman’s promise is a negation of the idea of diversity as inorganic or a hindrance to creativity. The promise suggests that CBS is moving in a more diverse direction concerning casting. As another viewer notes, “Look how times have change, CBS used to have mostly  older-aged white people” (qtd. in White 

“Comments” section). Shows like  Evil display the range and promise a diverse cast can bring. From a business standpoint, CBS may be touting 

[image: Image 20]
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its recent spate of shows due to past perceptions. In 2016, the network was criticized for a lack of casting diversity: “CBS’ fall TV slate features six new series fronted by a total of eight white men—a glaring fact that network president Glenn Geller was asked to account for” (Mitovitch par. 1). Even so, CBS features a majority of White leads for its shows. In 2021, twenty-five of their shows have a White lead. Of the  twenty-five, nine have a minority  co-star or a mixed cast. Only three shows have a minority lead. Like other networks, CBS has included standout shows that project the air of diversity. However, even with limited series like The Stand or shows like  Evil, CBS still has room to grow in terms of diversifying its current catalog. 

 Evil Examples of Diverse Themes What sets  Evil apart is not only its casting but also its attention to diverse themes. There are two episodes in particular worth analyzing: 

“Room 320” and “Justice × 2.” 

Episode “Room 320” finds David recovering in the hospital with Linda (played by Tara Summers), a very  Misery (1987) type of nurse attending to his every need. Only, instead of a perverse obsession due to celebrity and perverted notions of story ownership, Linda likes to dose and eventually kill patients who are Black men. As a Black man, David becomes her latest victim in a  drug-induced power play. Nurses Figure 19: David (Mike Colter) watches helplessly as Nurse Linda (Tara Summers) doses him into compliance. Still from the  Evil episode “Room 320” 

(2019), distributed by Paramount+. 
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are trusted custodians of societal health and see patients at their most vulnerable. Linda illustrates a thinly veiled joy at seeing David in a vulnerable position while doing little to assist in caring for him properly. 

Helpless, David watches as she kills his roommate (also a Black man), with no one else seeming to notice or care. A study from Columbia University highlighted how “black patients with problems comparable to whites got less attention from nurses, fewer tests, and less sophisticated or no heart treatments” (qtd. in Perry par. 6). As a White woman and a nurse, Linda gets away with her murderous behavior, and no one questions that sometimes her Black patients do not survive (Figure 19). At the end of the episode, Linda escapes, but in her locker, she leaves behind a dozen or more patient bracelets (all supposed victims). Researchers like John Field may characterize Linda as a “killer nurse.” He notes fear arises when the prevalence of the term in the news may “admit the possibility of others” who are getting away with it (Field 218). In the “Room 320” episode, the mood and tone match this fear: nurses like Linda exist and may continue for years before being caught. In Germany, Niels Hogel was con-victed of killing 85 patients and may “have killed as many as 300 patients while working at two clinics” (Eddy par. 4). Though horror narratives are fantastical, they carry with them hints of possibility (i.e.,  based on a true story), and that is partially what makes them so terrifying. 

For racial minorities, the “based on a true story” premise is even more rooted in reality and carries other horrors. This is briefly visited in the  Evil episode “177 Minutes” when a patient that was pronounced dead unexpectedly arises to life seconds before her  post-mortem examination. 

Kristen and the team investigate possible paranormal explanations, only to conclude that the girl was the victim of a history of racial malpractice at this hospital. As Gabrielle Perry notes, “Black women with white phy-sicians are less likely to be educated by their providers on preventative care, less likely to be preventatively tested for maladies, and less likely to be referred to ‘ state-of-the-art’ specialty facilities like their white female counterparts” (par. 6). The tropes of “killer nurse” and nearly being dissected while alive make for compelling horror narratives but are all the more acute for racial minorities who more often deal with  sub-par medical care, which can be deadly. 

In “Justice × 2,” the viewer is shown another horror trope: vigilante torture. This trope can be described as the torture of a supposed antagonist without definitive proof that the victim did anything wrong. Often, it is left for the viewer to decide on the guilt of the tortured or the torturer. This is similar to the plot in the thriller film  Hard Candy (2005), in which a young teen holds a middle-aged man against his will, torturing him until he admits to pedophilia and murder. Like  Hard Candy, “Justice 
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× 2” features a woman, Sonia (played by Emayatzy Corinealdi), torturing a man, Lando/Jean (played by Gbenga Akinnagbe), willing him to admit to murderous crimes. Unlike  Hard Candy, the characters in “Justice × 2” 

are Black, and the supposed crimes Lando/Jean committed as a radio DJ 

influenced the Rwandan genocide of the Tutsis. While the crimes in  Hard Candy are deplorable, when dispensed through the added kaleidoscope of 

“Justice × 2,” there are cultural and social justice components that make the interplay between the torturer and tortured all the more complex. 

According to Kellow and Steeves, “Rwandan media have been accused of inciting the hatred that led to violence by using an ethnic framework to report what was essentially a political struggle” (107). The story between Sonia and Lando/Jean reveals how Lando may have been a DJ (named Jean), who told jokes on air about the Tutsis being cockroaches needing to be stamped out. As Sonia recalls of the murders that took place after such jokes aired, “the laughter was the worst part,” indicating that many ascribed to the beliefs and jokes spread by Lando/Jean, acting on them to murder innocent Rwandans (“Justice × 2” 20:15). 

It may have been that radio workers in Rwanda during the early 1990s had little choice but to exacerbate racial tensions. One radio station, Radio des Mille Collines, “was owned and under the control of supporters of Hutu President Habyarimana” (Kellow and Steeves 107). This may be why Lando/Jean claims that while working at the station, he was only “carrying out orders” (“Justice × 2” 31:32). Later, though still denying direct involvement, he offers reasoning for the comedians at the radio station to add dimension to their (and his) supposed crimes: “The Tutsis, they were wealthy, they had power. Every comedian makes fun of people, but you make fun of people in power. That doesn’t make people into killers” 

(“Justice × 2” 26:03). Though this line implicates Lando/Jean more than he might realize, it also creates sympathy for him and for others like him. 

Instead of being driven by evil or some other  clear-cut apparatus to kill, the genocide may have grown out of something small. Still, the moral pendulum swings against Lando/Jean once again because even this innocent intent to “punch up” at supposed powerful Tutsis amplified the “kill or be killed mentality” through a media apparatus able to reach a mass population fairly quickly (Kellow and Steeves 107–108). In this sense, viewers may shift their sympathies to Sonia and her need to torture a man that sparked the massive killing of over one million Rwandans. 

To add to the ambiguous nature of the episode, there is a yawning hole in Sonia’s basement which evidently whispers to her, perhaps compelling her to torture. The episode ends with her shooting Lando/Jean dead, with the next frame centering on the hole in the basement again. Based off past horror fictions, spirits may lurk inside a home (usually a basement, 
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attic, or crawlspace) and then inflict their violent will on someone through possession. The idea of possession and killing are linked to several horror narratives, among them  The Amityville Horror (1978),  An American Haunting (2005), or more recently in  The Conjuring 3: The Devil Made Me Do It (2021). Such films openly include the tagline  based on a true story, even as the events have been disputed. In  Evil, horror tropes are more likely to be enacted and then dispelled, rather than touted as true. Or, as in many of the episodes, vast portions of the tropes are dispelled, but small portions are left in dispute as to the origins of a paranormal explanation. 

For instance, with “Justice × 2,” the viewer is left to decide if Sonia shot Lando/Jean of her own free will in order to bring the  vigilante-torturer narrative to its only end—or because she was possessed by an evil spirit, thereby enacting an evil deed disguised as justice. 

As heinous as Lando/Jean could be, there are moral questions to consider when confronted with vigilante justice. As Darren Franich puts it, 

“Did Lando/Jean’s violent comedy constitute an actual call to violence? 

And if so, what would be the appropriate moral response?” (par. 5). Deciding what happens to someone deemed “bad” is a powerful position, and with it comes the illusion of an easy decision. Truly, the viewer of a vigilante torture narrative may wonder if there is ever a need for vigilante torture and how rooting for one side or the other becomes a moral quandary in and of itself. The  Evil episodes “Room 320” and “Justice × 2” are strong examples of horror retellings and how tropes can be turned inside out with diverse characters and themes. 

Lovecraft Country

In August of 2020,  Lovecraft Country premiered on HBO. Together with other family members, the protagonists experience several phenomena, such as a haunted house, body morphing, and interdimensional travel. 

Their adventures include historical and racial themes, underscored by the paranormal. Atticus Freeman (played by Jonathan Majors) is a Korean war veteran with PTSD. He meets Leti Lewis (played by Jurnee Smollett), a photographer. The cast is an inversion of  Evil and  The Stand, as it primarily stars minorities, with one White cast member (Abbey Lee) as a  co-star. 

 Lovecraft Country Critical and Audience Reception Though critics and viewers took issue with certain creative choices, overall the reception for  Lovecraft Country is favorable. The Rotten Tomatoes score stands at 88 percent, based on 135 ratings. Allison Rose 
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praises the “two leads,” with Michael Hogan also pointing out “one hel-luva performance from [Jonathan] Majors” (“Lovecraft   Country” Rotten Tomatoes Comment Section). One critic believes that the character relationships were plausible, with another saying the characters do not fulfill their potential: “Lovecraft Country is within its rights to use people as a vehicle for a story, rather than vice versa—but the story has to be considered and focused enough to be worth the trade-off” (Alison Herman qtd. in “Lovecraft   Country” Rotten Tomatoes Comment Section). The critical and audience score does not align, with 88 percent set against the 65 

percent audience score. Cary Darling believes the showrunners seemed to 

“have had unfettered freedom, and that license is a sword that cuts both ways. But when it works, it works brilliantly” (“Lovecraft   Country” Rotten Tomatoes Comment Section). This implies that the themes and characters were unique, sometimes for better and sometimes for worse. Google Reviews are split in the assessment of  Lovecraft Country. 

Out of 1,527 Audience Reviews on Google, 116 are  one-star reviews, with a total of 58 reviews about race. Popular phrases of the 58 mention varieties of “woke,” “ race-baiting,” “anti–White,” “racism against Whites,” 

“all Black cast (as a negative or racist concept),” or “identity politics.” A continuing theme in the reviews is how the show is “historically inaccurate” or “devolves” into “ race-baiting” without delivering on the promise of Lovecraftian themes. One reviewer elaborates by saying, “I’m still wait-ing for the ‘Lovecraft’ part of this show to appear […] Really, the show is just using Lovecraft’s surname to remind us all how racist the show creators are.” The show does employ surface tropes of Lovecraftian making—

monsters like Shoggoths, interdimensional portals, and dark magic. 

Yet, the show also features Lovecraft’s other tropes of inherited guilt, fate, and forbidden knowledge. These may be less recognized among fans, as Lovecraft is primarily known for his use of monsters like Cthulhu. In forgoing the obvious and using the other tropes (or themes), the show creators are reconciling how speculative tropes are rooted in a sort of “sundown town” mentality. H.P. Lovecraft wrote of race using “strategies commonly employed to denigrate and attack in print” (P. Ellis 124). He sought to construct ways to separate out minorities as subhuman, often using tactics couched in rationalist thought. César Guarde Paz writes how Lovecraft 

“portrayed himself as a ‘mechanistic rationalist’” (3). This could translate as a desire to be seen as logical rather than as a racist. To be a racist is to be irrational, but to apply language to illustrate a point is a mark of intellect. 

Phillip Ellis concedes how Lovecraft would mention race in poetry or elsewhere by “ridicule, satire, and other common strategies” (124). However, he was not beyond including racial slurs or arguing for “color lines” against African Americans. This conflicted with his ideology of humanity as lesser, 
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with stories that explored “themes of forbidden knowledge, inherited guilt, fate, and more” (Bachman par. 9). As mentioned, inherited guilt, fate, and forbidden knowledge are foundational themes in  Lovecraft Country, with Atticus being the victim of all three. Due to the reliance on literary tropes rather than surface tropes, audience members may feel his work was  ill-used in the show. A few of the reviewers dislike the casting of Jurnee Smollett because she is the brother of Jessie Smollett, who falsely accused MAGA supporters of attacking him. One user shares their view of Jurnee Smollett’s skin because “this production has cast a  bi-racial woman to star opposite too 

[sic] very dark skinned black men with African phenotype.” The user then goes on to state how the use of biracial women in Hollywood is common, often steamrolling over what they call “mono” Black women, with 35 other users finding the comment “helpful.” Showrunner Misha Green may have not considered the biracial nature of Smollett, instead casting her because they had worked on another project,  Underground (2016–2017). 

Cast members and the showrunners took note of other criticism and offered their thoughts. Jonathan Majors, who plays the lead of Atticus, felt that integrating a Black cast into an anthology of speculative genre fiction was important. During an interview, he explains: To have young kids that look like the protagonists of “Lovecraft” see that, it just opens things up to the nth degree for what we can do moving forward, and not just Black folks, but any marginalized group, that we as a society, we as a species are not pigeonholed to one type of performance, to one type of genre [par. 3]. 

To Majors, younger viewers seeing minorities in familiar gothic and adventure settings could help inspire more diverse storytelling for future generations. Showrunner Misha Green fielded one of the casting controversies that includes the portrayal and killing of queer character, Yahima, in Episode 6, “A History of Violence.” The episode features a  two-spirit character who is killed off by another queer character (which will be discussed in the Sexuality section). When fans asked Green about it on Twitter, she responded with an apology for misrepresenting the character of Yahima. As a young Black woman showrunner in Hollywood, Green understands what it is like to be overlooked based on appearance. In an interview, she divulges that when she met another writer, he commented:

”Oh, my God. You write like a man.” I was like, “What does that mean?” Then he was like, “Oh.” Everybody in the room was like, “Oh, no. Uh oh. This is already going horrible.” I was just like, “Well, what does that mean?” He was like, “Just that you’ve got an aggressive — you know.” I was like, “Women can be aggressive, too. In fact I’ve heard they’re some of the most aggressive people, to hear men talk about us” [par. 9]. 
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Because she is a woman and a minority, Green’s talents as a writer are underestimated. In writing  Lovecraft Country with a strong minority woman and man as co-leads, she wrote beyond the anticipations of her (usually White and male) peers. Her encounter demonstrates how societal expectations can become a box that confines minorities. Green and other showrunners are proving there is potential for diverse casts and themes to move beyond the confines and onward to new modes of retellings. 

 Lovecraft Country Examples of Diverse Themes The following section examines the diverse themes in  Lovecraft Country. Even in just a  ten-episode run, showrunners packed the stories with historical and cultural undertones. As Misha Green elucidates, “You create a piece of art and you hope that it’s speaking to the times that it’s currently coming out in” (qtd. in N’Duka par. 4). The show takes place some 70 odd years in the past, but the trauma of racism reverberates all these years later. As there are numerous diverse themes, I will list descriptions for each type and unpack one or two based on import or uniqueness to the topic. 

Racism as Everyday Terror

Showrunners of  Lovecraft Country create a horror anthology that depicts the racism of the 1950s. The novel of the same name by Matt Ruff is critically-acclaimed for including minorities in themes that usually exclude them. Green praises Ruff’s source material by adding, “Because that’s when horror works the best way when it’s a metaphor for something else” (qtd. in N’Duka par. 2). There are ghosts, demonic creatures, and dark magic as part of the episodes. Against the backdrop of the macabre, the hate humans visit on one another due to racial difference is exposed as the true threat for minorities. Examples of racism in  Lovecraft Country include:

•  Diner scene Episode 1

•  Sundown towns

•  Moving into an  all-White neighborhood (explored at length in Them)

•  Ruby turning into a White woman and understanding how much different her treatment is due to the color of her skin Episode 1, “Sundown,” reminds viewers that being a minority in the Jim Crow South meant the possibility of death for simply sitting in the wrong restaurant or driving through the wrong town. The protagonists in  Lovecraft Country  drive through the wrong county, Devon County in 
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Massachusetts. On a road trip, Atticus, George, and Leti stop at a restaurant within the county. The White owners seem startled to see minorities casually seated at their booths and make a phone call. Overhearing, Leti urges George and Atticus to run, and they are then pursued in their car by another car full of angry White men. They manage to escape, but while driving through another Devon County town, they meet with sheriff wishing to evoke the “sundown law.” In certain cities, violent tactics are enforced to scare away undesirable residents, and visitors within their borders after sundown are subject to bullying or being hurt until they leave. 

In 2010, Maria Marulanda writes about how these types of places still exist in the United States: “The proliferation of  immigration-related ordinances at the state and local level reflects ‘lawful’ attempts to enforce immigration law to conserve limited resources for citizens and legal residents […] 

and set the stage for ‘brown sundown towns’—where Latinos are not welcomed” (321). A fear of immigrants encroaching on White spaces has led to laws that are meant to enforce division. In  Lovecraft Country, viewers see the historical beginnings of enforcement against minorities in small towns, even in Northern states like Massachusetts. 

A powerful message from the show is how this sort of human terror still manifests. Per Green: “I think that the thing about  Lovecraft Country […] is it’s timeless. It can fit in the American story at any point because we’d been playing the same American story ever since 1619” (qtd. in N’Duka par. 5). Racial violence is nothing new for minorities, like the murder of Emmet Till and the Tulsa massacres (the first being detailed in Episode 8, “ Jig-a-Bobo,” and the second in Episode 9, “Rewind 1921”). Nor has racial violence disappeared. It is echoed in the Charleston Church Massacre in 2015 and the murder of George Floyd in 2020. Cast member Michael K. Williams shares how “when I read the scripts last year I was like, ‘This is America right now.’ That was crystal clear” (qtd. in Gonzalez par. 8). The horror genre, like others, is full of tropes (ghosts, vamps, demons) that symbolize societal ills or fears. Green puts forth that “the ghost is a metaphor for the things that are haunting you. And being Black in America is like being in a horror story” (Green qtd. in N’Duka par. 2). 

Given Green’s perspective, speculative tales in general can be construed as an extravagance. They are essentially metaphorical adventures that a majority of White heteronormative characters experience. In comparison, the existential terrors minorities experience put the metaphorical adventures to shame, almost casting them as ridiculous. Seen another way,  Lovecraft Country is propping up the abstract terror of racism alongside physical terrors of supernatural monsters to show how the monster is human. Matt Ruff, writer of the  Lovecraft Country novel, tells of his inspiration for the story: “Which is the bigger threat? The monster under the 
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bed or the white policeman pulling you over on a road somewhere?” (par. 

5). From talking with African American friends, he realized his experiences as a White man differed heavily from what they experienced. By including diverse characters and themes, speculative fictions (horror in particular) can elevate its credibility by being a genre that explores boundaries for  all. 

Women and Power

Women and power is another persistent theme in  Lovecraft Country. It’s clear in their dealings with men that the women in the anthology struggle for relevance in a world that would rather treat them politely than as equals. It’s as if the men in the show follow the adage “as nature intended,” with the mindset of women as the lesser due to natural order. 

As scholar Freeland shows, “A female and sublime Nature are also linked in troubling ways to the allegedly irrational nature of individual women” 

(2). In a strange twist, a natural distinction of women holds them in high esteem as mythical creatures, while also explaining away any sort of defi-ance as “unexplainable” and reinforcing the notion that, like nature, they must be tamed. The women of  Lovecraft Country work to cast aside male expectations. This may have been an intentional move on the part of showrunner Misha Green, who also wrote the teleplay for all ten episodes. 

Examples of women and power throughout the episodes includes:

•  Ruby Baptiste was being undermined as a Black woman at work. 

Even as a White woman, she had less power over her male boss but takes back her power. 

•  Letitia “Leti” Dandridge casts the ghosts from her home. 

•  Hippolyta Freeman reveals how she deferred to her husband, George, out of love and societal expectations—then goes on a cosmic adventure to discover her multiple selves and the possible lives she could’ve had as a single woman. 

•  Christina Braithwaite poses as a man to gain respect from her father and society. 

With Hippolyta, the natural order of womanhood is truly overturned. In the 1950s, it was not uncommon for a woman to become a wife and mother and nothing more. Hippolyta plays these two roles until her husband dies. 

Though she misses him fiercely, in Episode 7, “I Am,” she discovers her life could’ve played out differently, and her understanding of gender and identity shifts. Instead of seeing herself as society wants her to be, wife/mother, she realizes she can be what she wants: a discoverer. In one life as a dancer with Josephine Baker in Paris, Hippolyta reflects on her demure nature from before:

[image: Image 21]
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All those years I thought I had everything I ever wanted, only to come here and discover that all I ever was was the exact kind of Negro woman White folks wanted me to be. I feel like they just found a smart way to lynch me without me noticing a noose [“I Am.” Ep. 7xS1]. 

She is most likely referring to how, in her actual life with George, she made sure to be calm and never show anger in public. Ashley Wendy details how Black women historically suffer from the pejorative belief that they are senselessly violent (27). Hippolyta, aware of the danger of this assumption, played into this expectation by never complaining, for fear of mischaracterization. This episode shows her living out several lives, declaring the multiple identities she has had. For instance, after a battle, she announces “I am Hippolyta; George’s wife” (“I Am” 40:12). She is learning that it’s okay to have been a wife and mother, so long as she knows she can play other roles, too. While speaking to a metaphysical reenact-ment of George, she confesses her part in diminishing her own potential, that her childhood wonder dimmed as she grew older. However, she notes how she also conformed to what George subconsciously wanted her to be. 

George apologizes for “dulling her shine,” and with this honest exchange Figure 20: Hippolyta (Aunjanue Ellis) in battle, asserting her multi-faceted role of Discoverer. Still from  Lovecraft Country episode “I Am” (2020), distributed by HBO Max. 
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that they never had while he was alive, Hippolyta is finally able to distinguish her unified identity: “I am Hippolyta; Discoverer” (“I Am” and Figure 20). The Episode “I Am” is an example of how women are cast into roles by society and how minority women are further crushed by unspoken racial demands. Hippolyta’s speculative journey symbolizes how women can live within multiple layers of identity. 

Sexuality

Sexuality as fluid is a revisited theme in  Lovecraft Country. Academ-ically, there’s been a move “from relying on a dichotomous model that fits people into rigid categories to a continuous, multidimensional approach that captures the complex nature of men’s and women’s sexualities and sexual orientations” (Garnets and Kimmel 4). In the last decade the terms for gender have expanded in the cultural mainstream. In a 2019 article, Janet Brito points out 64 terms of gender expression, to include  andro-gyne,  bigender,  cisgender, and many more. Across several episodes,  Lovecraft Country explores sexual encounters between different sexes and genders. There is also an episode where Atticus and Leti are shown having sex, which seems an intentional move. The scene shows how Leti becomes pregnant, while also becoming a backdrop for the other sex scenes, or as a way to say that “all love is love.” Examples of sexuality throughout the episodes include:

•  Christina making love to Ruby as a man and as a woman

•  Hippolyta as bisexual during her cosmic adventure

•  Montrose Freeman as bisexual

•  Yahima as an intersex character

In Episode 6, “A History of Violence,” the protagonists discover Yahima (played by Monique Candelaria), a  two-spirit character. To be  two-spirit is to have a shifting gender identity based on circumstance and choice. 

The term can be interpreted as trans or intersex but is more complex than that. It also is specific to indigenous tribes and is based on “members who were integral parts of the community, occupying positions of hon-our and communal value” (Cameron 124). The term has cultural meaning for indigenous tribes, and the colloquial reference can vary among tribes. 

Terry Tafoya of  Psychological Perspectives on Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Experiences shares how different tribes “recognize their own terms for” 

two-spirited people, like  Nadle for the Diné or  Winkte for the Lakota (404). 

To be  two-spirit is a category of sexuality reserved for indigenous tribes. 

Montrose murders Yahima to keep her secrets from Atticus. Considering this intersex character is murdered by another intersex character, it perhaps symbolizes how Montrose is uncomfortable with his queerness, 
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and murders Yahima as a way to stifle his feelings. The murder is also an example of #BuryYourGays, the 2016 internet phenomenon acknowledging how visual media repeatedly introduces and then violently discards queer characters. 

Information and Power

Uncertainty, or a lack of information, creates a skewed power dynamic. The relationship between information and power is a major theme in  Lovecraft Country. William Reed describes power structures as having a challenger and a defender, with both sides vying for certainty or information. Any “uncertainty about the balance of power can cause the challenger to demand too much from the defender” (Reed 633). In Lovecraft Country, there’s always a challenger armed with information and another side, the defender, flounders for certainty. Without the certainty, the characters in the show are not as strong as they could be. For centuries, minorities in the United States have been denied parity, a fact that  Lovecraft Country explores through a historical lens. The challengers (or antagonists) seek to take advantage of this weakness they themselves created. Examples of information and power throughout the episodes include:

•  The Braithwaite family knows how to enact spells and uses this knowledge to attack the Freemans several times. 

•  Atticus has an enslaved ancestor trying to endow him with information about the magic in his family’s past. 

•   Ji-Ah’s realizes that she is basically a clone. This includes the question of whether is she a monster if she does not “own” her body? 

•  Christina struggles to control magic from her father and the other White males who would not give up control. 

•  Atticus is kept from the world of magic by his father out of fear (a need to protect), while the Braithwaites hope to steal his magical abilities for their own use. 

•  The protagonists discover Yahima (an Arawakan  Two-Spirit character), realizing that their ancestors stole magic from this tribe, similar to how the Braithwaites have kept magical knowledge from them. This displays how the defender can also be a challenger in different scenarios

•  The main protagonists band together against Christina (with the help of Atticus) to seal White people off from practicing magic (and having power), a reversal of how Atticus and other minorities were blocked from magic by the covenant of the Braithwaites. 
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•  The way the Braithwaites chose who lived and who died is also reversed when Diana decides to use her powerful arm to choke Christina to death

Skewed information, or asymmetrical information, can escalate into conflict. Reed states that “influential research demonstrates various ways in which information asymmetries can affect the probability of conflict” (634). This is exactly what results in the last few episodes of  Lovecraft Country. Christina has information Atticus wants, and she wants his power to complete a spell for ultimate dominance over magic. She proposes a bargain, but as it involves self-sacrifice, the challenger is again asking too much of the defender. Atticus understands this, and doesn’t wish to  self-sacrifice for such an outcome, instead allying himself with the minority women in his life for an outcome favorable for them. They are willing to fight to obtain information from Christina. After the conflict, it is revealed that the true trade resulted in locking out Christina and all non-minorities from magic, so the defenders obtain the mantle of challenger, and like those that challenged them, they ask (or rather take) far too much from the defender. It is a satisfying reversal and a cyclical example of the information and power dynamic. 

The Stand

Originally a novel written by Stephen King in 1978,  The Stand has twice been reincarnated as a limited series—first from ABC in 1994 and then from Paramount+ in December of 2020. This analysis will focus on the second version, or the reboot, of the miniseries  The Stand. 

The premise involves the spread of a deadly disease and its aftermath for two camps of survivors—an outcome that includes religious implications of good and evil against human morality. As is the case with the novel, the cast, with a dozen characters, is quite large. Of the twelve, eight are White. Of the remaining four, two are Black, one is Native American, and one is Brazilian. Though this may not seem significant in terms of diverse casting, when considering King’s source material from 1978, it is a slight departure. The novel only includes two minority main characters, and the 1994 limited series includes only three. Still, much like  Evil, The Stand is a show that emits the notion of diversity in casting while still anchoring the narrative with White leads (Odessa Young as Frannie Goldsmith and James Marsden as Stu Redman). Like each show analysis in this chapter, the following section will review audience reception, but will also include sentiment on casting due to the changes from 1994 to 2020. 
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 The Stand Critical and Audience Reception of Casting The overall consensus on casting for  The Stand is split. Some revel in the differences, while others believe casting missed the mark. The Rotten Tomatoes critic score is 56 percent (based on 54 ratings). Via the critic comments section, Pete Vonder Haar believes the cast to be “impressive,” 

even as he states the acting for most “fell flat” or was underdeveloped. 

Mark Cassidy also cites the cast as “excellent,” despite reservations about writing and character development. Across several critical reviews, the words “excellent” or “impressive” were common, at times paired with con-demnation for the quality of the adaptation. Peg Aloi praises the character changes that “are reimagined with different races or genders from the originals, which works fairly well” (“The Stand” Rotten Tomatoes Comments Section). 

What makes the cast changes considerable for the 2020 limited series is that three of them replaced characters who were originally written by King as White. Also, two characters originally written as men are flipped to women. Showrunner Benjamin Cavell shares that “our cast felt like it just had to look more like the America of 2019 and 2020. King had said that if he were doing it himself, and writing it now, that he would have done that too” (qtd. in Kaye par. 6). The updates build a bridge for the decades between the original novel and the reboot. For some, the changes do not help, if taking the 24 percent audience score on Rotten Tomatoes (based on 659 ratings) into account. Other viewers express their opinions on the cast and changes below. 

There are over 950 reviews of  The Stand, with about 553  one-star reviews. After assessing the responses, many dislike about the nonlin-ear storytelling, the details that differ from the book, or an aversion to Amber Heard based on her court battle with Johnny Depp regarding domestic abuse allegations. Many of the reviews cite a distaste for the casting decisions without going into details. Only 15 reviews openly mention dislike of race of characters or disappointment over misuse of diverse representation, with phrasing like “woke,” “changing characters from White to Black, men to women,” “race change,” “more modern, more White, more Black,” “tried to pc every character,” and “ re-racing and   re-gendering.” The anger behind a change in casting seems ill-conceived when remembering that nine of the 13 cast members are still White, and the two leads were not changed from the source material (Frannie and Stu). 

One of the reviews mentioned how it was a poor decision to cast a hearing-abled actor for the  deaf-mute character of Nick Andros, played by Brazilian actor Henry Zaga. Similar tweets in December of 2020 surfaced 
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from individuals and the Deaf and Hard of Hearing creative sector in the UK. In response to the controversy, CBS (owner of Paramount+ streaming platform) promised to discuss the issue with members of the deaf acting community (“The Stand: Anger” par. 10). They did not justify their decision or reveal why a deaf actor was not auditioned or cast. It could be that the showrunners were so concerned with how to reflect gender and racial diversity that they overlooked the casting of Nick Andros from the deaf community, instead focusing on his new storyline as an immigrant. CBS 

has realized their discrepancies with representations concerning people with disabilities, having “signed a commitment to audition actors with disabilities [in June of 2020]” (“The Stand: Anger” par. 7). What has garnered less attention is the fact that the  handi-capable character Tom Cullen was cast by the  non-disabled actor Brad William Henke or that the character that is disabled, Trashcan Man, is played by queer actor Ezra Miller. 

On the surface, the lack of acknowledgment is somewhat lopsided: there is outcry for one character that is disabled over others. For instance, Cassidy mentions “Henry Zaga is fine as Nick Andros (we’ll table the hearing actor playing a deaf character discussion for now), but the character really is given the shaft” (par. 7). Cassidy continues on about Andros’s character, but the article never mentions in a negative way that Henke is playing a character that is disabled. In contrast, Aloi describes Henke and Zaga as giving “inspired portrayals” (par. 8), and Haar expresses that Henke is one of the “bright spots among the cast” (par. 5). The uneven criticism of Henke versus Zaga may be indicative of the power of social media platforms: driven by algorithms, news networks may amplify certain posts while other posts, and consequently other issues fall by the wayside. 

Kristen Lopez sees it another way: “The problem here isn’t that non-disabled actors are playing these roles (that’s still to be expected), it’s more that they’re presented as stereotypical indications of good and evil” 

(“‘The Stand,’” par. 10). She argues such portrayals lead viewers to believe characters with disabilities lack awareness, even when committing ill acts. 

This could limit understanding and empathy for characters that are disabled. Not only that, but Lopez believes the miniseries “ends up saying more about King’s view of disability than ours” (par. 10). As noted earlier, the showrunners felt the need to update the source material. King has a history of  less-than-stellar representations of diversity, as mentioned by Lopez and other critics. It is with streaming adaptations like  The Stand that audiences are confronted with disparate character portrayals from nearly 50 years earlier. 
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 The Stand Examples of Diverse Themes The 2020 version of  The Stand does not really include diverse themes. 

However, in the showrunner’s choices to update characters, there seems intent to reflect nuanced representation for the sake of realism. Though the updates make for an interesting case study, it would be remiss to ignore critics like Cassidy and Haar who note the detailed and  grief-fueled characters of the novel being stripped down to flattened versions in the miniseries. Several audience members also note how the miniseries takes for granted that viewers may be familiar with the source material, and so the characters and motivations are forgotten in favor of plot development. 

One of King’s strengths has been characterization, though his representation of minorities has featured missteps. What will be examined below is the 2020 showrunners’ decisions to reverse the stereotypes of characters presented in the 1978 novel and 1994 limited series. 

Mother Abigail

To start, the character of Mother Abigail was updated in terms of age and demeanor. King has been accused of invoking the “Magical Negro” cliché in  The Shining and  The Green Mile. This cliché can be described as “a Black stock character who possesses spiritual wisdom or psychic insight and who exists mainly to enlighten the White protagonist” (Eaton par. 30). 

Mother Abigail of the 1978 novel and the 1994 miniseries could be characterized as a “Magical Negro” character. This was changed for the 2020 limited series, in which Mother Abigail is played by Whoopi Goldberg. As Goldberg states, “[This version] couldn’t be the ‘magic negro.’ That was fine 40 years ago, but she had to be a real person today” (qtd. in de Souza par. 17). Part of tailoring Mother Abigail to signify a real person was bringing her age down from 108 into what is presumably the  60s–70s range (it’s never really stated in the 2020 miniseries). Also, rather than locating her in an isolated farm in Nebraska, the updated Mother Abigail lives in a nursing home. 

Still, the novel version is not as flat as the updates may suggest. Michael Kennedy writes how “despite her advanced age, she’s still ruggedly independent, living by herself, baking her own bread [… and …] occasionally resents her role as a prophet, and the fact she outlived her massive extended family” (par. 4). It’s possible that the 2020 showrunners wanted to erase the 1994 limited series version that presented a very simplified and ultimately harmful representation of a minority character like Mother Abigail. Instead of the cheery and  all-knowing demeanor found in the 1994 

series, the 2020 version of Mother Abigail speaks her mind and seems to 

“doubt herself” (de Souza par. 16). There is a scene in which she is particularly snippy with Glen Bateman about his assumptions. While this may 

[image: Image 22]
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make her appear unlikable to some, it is exemplifying her humanity and pushing against the stereotype she was boxed into in the novel and 1994 

version. Similarly, Nick Andros and Tom Cullen overcome the stereotypes from previous iterations. 

Nick Andros and Tom Cullen

Nick Andros is a character that is disabled, having been deaf and mute for most of his life. These traits have carried over into every repetition of Andros. In the 2020 miniseries, however, his character changes from a White man to a descendant of an El Salvador immigrant (Figure 21). In keeping with the novel, Andros loses an eye and wears an eyepatch. 

For the 2020 limited series, the loss of his eye is way to depict, like Mother Abigail, the moral uncertainty of living in a postapocalyptic landscape. 

The Nick Andros of the 1994 miniseries “plays to a cloying stereotype that the disabled are somehow purer, better beings” (Bickley 86). The newer version of Andros is much more layered and shaped by his isolation, like the other characters in the story. Brynne Ramella states “his loyalties are crystal-clear in the original book, but the newest adaptation of the CBS 

paints him as more of a wildcard” (par. 1). Andros is tempted by Flagg to obtain everything he ever dreamed of, including his eye and his voice, so long as he worships Flagg. Andros turns him down, saying that he has a voice (“Blank Page” 35:03). Rather than “fixing” his difference as Flagg Figure 21: Left: Nick Andros (Rob Lowe) from the 1994 ABC miniseries version of  The Stand. Right: Nick Andros (Henry Zaga) from the 2020 Paramount+ 


limited series reboot. 
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implied, Andros’s assertion is an acceptance for his difference as human rather than as a defect. 

Tom Cullen can likewise be described as a character who is disabled. 

Andros finds Cullen in the aftermath of a super flu that wiped out a majority of humanity. Like many characters in the story, Cullen has survived on his own. Andros and he have a hard time communicating, as Cullen can’t read, and Andros cannot speak. The novel and 1994 miniseries versions of Cullen are frequently referred to as “stupid” or “retarded.” While King’s work has been decried as “racist” and “prejudice,” in the 1970s and even the 1990s, this type of reductive framing for characters like Cullen was common. Even formal critics reviewing the 1994 miniseries note Cullen as a “retarded buddy” (Lacey 10) or with the equally offensive notation of Cullen as “a kindly retarded man” (Giles 70). After the publication of such reviews in the 1990s, there were no public rebukes or calls to rightly refer to characters that are disabled. By modern standards, such terminology has been scrapped in favor of more inclusive words. Cullen represents much of what is repeated in this work: humanization over a label. 

This sort of thinking may be why the 2020 showrunners updated Cullen. 

He is played by Brad William Henke, who is  non-disabled, but manages to display the complexity of Cullen. Instead of the aura of what Cavell describes as a “child trapped in an adult body,” the 2020 Tom is more  self-aware than the 1994 or even the novel version (qtd. in Miller par. 8). Cavell further explains the character changes: “The developmentally disabled adults that I’ve known are not in the dark about whether they’re developmentally disabled, or whether they have differences from most people around them” (qtd. 

in Miller par. 8). From Henke’s portrayal, Cullen does seem very aware. He meets Andros and immediately rattles off a list that he’s clearly memorized: his name, his age of 42, and how he might not pick up on social cues as he’s mildly developmentally disabled (“Blank Page” 30:45). He repeats the list, cluing in the audience that he knows of his difference and that he is not the same Cullen as in past iterations. In an interview, Henke shares that “I didn’t wanna play a  one-dimensional stereotypical character” (4:26). He expands on how he studied people with disabilities and drew from life experience to actualize Cullen beyond the “mold” from the novel version. For Henke, 

“When you give a character edges like that, the audience likes it” (15:49). As an actor, he prepared for the role and accepted the potential gaps of the original character, then shaped it into a fuller representation of Cullen. In much of the same way, the women in  The Stand show new dimensions. 

Gender Swapping and Frannie

The 2020 limited series  The Stand  features gender swapping and character growth for women, especially for Frannie Goldsmith. Three 
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characters are  gender-swapped from formerly male characters: Judge Harris to Judge Farris (played by Gabrielle Rose), Rat Man to Rat Woman (played by Fiona Dourif), and Ralph Brentner to Ray Brentner (played by Irene Bedard). These changes allow for greater gender representation, as the audience sees major and minor characters played by strong women instead of men. Judge Farris is still the quiet and  well-respected member of the Boulder community, only now she is a White woman as opposed to the Black man from the novel and 1994 miniseries. Beyond the gender swap, Farris does not present much in the way of changes. The Rat Woman is a character that has grown, at least from the 1994 miniseries. 

She exhibits brief moments of hesitation and fear over her leader Randall Flagg, even questioning Lloyd over the shooting of Glen Bateman. At the same time, she is the arbiter of debauchery in Las Vegas who clearly enjoys the murder and mayhem. Yet, her character was not bad for the sake of being bad without consequence. Rather, her hesitation demonstrated the moral complexity present in an  epidemic-ravaged dystopia. 

Ray Brentner is another character that suggested changes were made to concede the lack of development from the former 1994 depiction. In the novel and 1994 miniseries, Ralph Brentner is jovial and hardly questions his friends in Boulder. When it is time for him to die, he seems ready for his fate. The 2020 version of Ray Brentner shows flashes of irritation at other character decisions and often voices her opinion. When it is time for her to die, she shows fear as opposed to readiness. Her opinionated personality and ability to show fear make Ray a more relatable character. 

Comparably, the character of Frannie Goldsmith (played by Odessa Young) receives an update to expand her personality and misgivings. 

Though her character has an expanded role in the book more so than the 1994 miniseries, it’s with the 2020 limited series that she is given more dimension than before. While the 1994 version showed a docile and almost oblivious Frannie (played by Molly Ringwald), the 2020 version features a complex Frannie capable of telling Harold off while also being a respected leader of the Boulder community. Instead of her remaining somewhat in the background at the ending of  The Stand, Frannie has an opportunity (like Ray, Stu, and others do) to confront Randall Flagg in the last episode. In the novel, Cavell observes, Frannie is pregnant and that prevents her from the  end-of-story journey made by the other main characters (qtd. 

in Miller par. 9). King wrote the last episode of the 2020 limited series and amended this ending through a psychic encounter Frannie experiences with Flagg. Per Cavell, “she was never given her stand. So the coda is his 

[King’s] attempt of the last 30 years to give her  her stand” (qtd. in Miller par. 9). With Frannie facing Randall Flagg in a post–Vegas psychic stand-off, she is afforded the right to refuse him the temptation of evil he stood 
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for, like the other main characters do. In the novel, Frannie is one of the last surviving members of the Boulder community but is forced to stay behind. This was an issue, and “King felt like [it was] something he needed to fix, that maybe his most beloved character in the entire story and one of the protagonists doesn’t get to participate in the climactic action” (Cavell qtd. in Jacobs par. 10). What Cavell doesn’t mention is that one of the female protagonists left alive throughout the work is left to flounder after all the other male characters are afforded much more satisfying story arcs. 

Even if King changed the 2020 limited series arc for Frannie, past female characters in the King universe have been relegated to simplified roles. 

As Anthony Magistrale points out, King’s female characters follow “the stereotype of being either divinely good or diabolically evil—but never a blending of the two” (52). For the most part, King’s White male characters are shown in greater dimensions and are the most active participants in the story. Frannie’s character update is a departure, but it is indicative of a larger reductive pattern. 

Most likely cognizant of this, recent adaptations of King’s work have actively sought diverse casts or to upend problematic character development. In 2017 , The Dark Tower film was released, and instead of a White Roland Deschain, the role went to a Black man, Idris Elba. The 2019 film sequel to  IT revealed two character differences from the novel: First, Richard Tozier (played by Bill Hader) is a gay man instead of the heteronormative character he plays in the novel. Second, Mike Hanlon (played by Isaiah Mustafa), the only Black character in the story, faces and stands up to the Pennywise monster instead of his bedridden counterpart in the novel (who is injured, having sacrificed himself to save his White friends). 

More recently, the  oft-rebooted  Carrie is set to become a television adaptation from FX. Lily Waddell describes how the “TV bosses are said to be hoping to make the series stand out by opting for more diverse casting including for the main character Carrie White” (par. 3). Consequently, Waddell is describing the reasoning for diverse casting, and it has roots in economics rather than altruism. For film adaptations based upon novels, a reframing should take place, as occurred with  The Stand. In the 1994 

miniseries, so much of the characterization is condensed, and this may be partially why the diversity is lacking. As Ben Goldstein says, “The miniseries reduces all of them [the characters] to shrill stereotypes. We have little sense of their pasts, or what the end of the world claimed in their lives, because we can’t read their thoughts” (par. 25). The 2020 limited series allows for more character development, mostly through a retelling of how such characters would present in a modern setting. It’s safe to say this update was an expectation of an audience already familiar with King’s story and its past issues. As stated throughout this work, the economic 
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decisions of diverse casting are a response to viewer demand and create stories that relate to a more and more diverse viewership. 

Them

All ten episodes of  Them became available on April 9, 2021 on Amazon Prime. Though once the norm for streaming shows, the  all-at-once approach is shifting. Of the five shows analyzed,  Brand New Cherry Flavor  and  Them  are the only recent ones to release all episodes at once. 

Rajesh Naidu and Gaurav Laghate explain “it seems that streaming platforms are following a strategy, which is no different than television channels” (par. 1). Platforms have routinely adopted the major television network practice of disseminating flagship shows, like  Lovecraft Country and  Evil, on a weekly basis. This may have been instituted to keep subscribers from binging and dumping their service. In contrast, shows on streaming platforms like Amazon and Netflix continue to release content with all episodes available at once (though there have been exceptions to this).  Them is an anthology series, and its first season is titled  Covenant. 

It centers on a Black family moving from the South to the West Coast in the 1950s. The mother, Lucky Emory (played by Deborah Ayorinde) is a  stay-at-home caretaker. The father, Henry Emory (played by Ashley Thomas) is an engineer and former soldier. Their new White and racist neighbor is Betty Wendell (played by Allison Pill), who pushes the lovelorn milkman, George Bell (played by Ryan Kwanten), to aid her racist tactics. 

Parallel to  Lovecraft Country, the casting for  Them focuses on minorities as main cast members with White cast members as  co-stars. As such, like with the analysis of  The Stand, the following section will include audience sentiment regarding casting for  Them. 

 Them Critical and Audience Reception of Casting In ways comparable to reactions to  The Stand, critics enjoyed the cast for  Them while also denouncing the pacing, use of violence, or supposed plot incoherence. On Rotten Tomatoes, the critical score holds at 64 percent (based on 44 ratings). Aisha Harris suggests “the performances are invigorating, particularly Ayorinde and Thomas…. But baked into this production is the pesky, exhausting problem of ‘doing too much’” (“Them” 

Rotten Tomatoes Comments Section). Shiereen Shakouri relays that  Them features “powerful, skilled acting,” whereas Chauncey Robinson counters that Pill and Dickey’s acting is “ludicrous” and “Grand Guignol” (“Them” 
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Rotten Tomatoes Comments Section). Interestingly, the audience score and critical score match at 64 percent (out of 340 ratings). 

On Google Reviews, there is a varied response to casting and representation. Out of 875 Audience Reviews on Google, 204 are  one-star reviews, for a total of 52 reviews about “racial divides.” Popular phrases from these 52 reviews include  racist, propaganda, woke, unjustified racism, divisive, and  discrediting White people.  A recurrent theme in these reviews is that of creating racist visuals for the “entertainment” of racists or that the content will only “stir up” more racism: “The racism depicted in this movie just intensifies what’s already going on.” Apfelbaum, Sommers, and Norton outline that “one approach many Whites adopt is strategic colorblindness: avoidance of talking about race—or even acknowledging racial difference—in an effort to avoid the appearance of bias” (918). For some, even talking about race signals a bias either of minorities or of a concept that has gained popularity over the years: reverse racism. One viewer defends the White characters in  Them by saying that “history is much more complex than this. People are too.” Another viewer states how “if this film was in reverse, and whites were being tortured and killed by blacks,” it would not be “allowed.” “Even as the colorblind approach abounds, in their study, Apfelbaum, Sommers, and Norton notice how colorblindness was associated with social costs, including the potential to appear more biased in the eyes of Black interaction partners” (928). Perhaps to offset these costs, some Whites have deferred to another rhetorical approach, that of victimization to elicit sympathy rather than aversion. Some reviews accuse the show of nullifying the experience of Black people in the overuse of violence or their overt victimization. One user states, “I know a lot of people is praising the family being dark skin but I honestly think it perpetuate [sic] ‘the angry black woman’ trope that we typically see in media play [sic] by a dark skin black woman.”  Thirty-six other users found this answer “helpful.” 

When explaining his casting choices, show creator Little Marvin describes his love of classic horror from Hitchcock and how it was radical to see a Black woman in a  Hitchcock-like situation. Angelica Jade Bastien of  Vulture critiques Marvin’s casting ideas, which “supposes that putting a Black person in a visually white concept is inherently radical, instead of showing the limits of his imagination” (par. 6). The definition of radical refers to “the roots of the original,” resulting in a change from what came before. In keeping with this definition, Marvin took what came before and subverted it by recasting a classic horror storyline: family flees from a tortured past only to be confronted with a haunted house and more torture. 

Only now, the tried but true horror narrative is overshadowed by the White neighbors, who are more dangerous than the paranormal elements they encounter.  Them brings a new meaning to suburban terror based on its 
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storyline and the meaning behind the title. Marvin expounds upon the term them and how it can be deciphered in several ways, depending on the viewer: 

“Black folks will come to it with a very specific opinion about who that  them is and you may be surprised, but white folks’ opinion of it will differ. I think that ambiguity is important” (par. 13). The vagueness emphasizes that sometimes monsters are indistinguishable from the uglier parts of human nature. 

 Them Examples of Diverse Themes Them manages to pack a myriad of themes into a  ten-episode run. 

Some are staples of horror, like body horror and its relation to splatterpunk, while other themes have historical importance. Though the diverse themes are numerous, it’s arguable they’re not as abundant as those presented in  Lovecraft Country. Therefore, this section will not list examples, but will analyze  stand-out scenes in relation to themes. Due to the time periods of  Lovecraft Country and  Them, certain themes overlap, and similarities and contrasts between the shows will be noted. 

Racism as Everyday Terror

There are several interactions in which the Emory family has to dodge potential social bombs, exemplifying how their race creates unjust fear and monsterization. The older daughter, Ruby (played by Shahadi Wright Joseph), is called on in class and is happy to answer. Before she can, her classmates drown out her voice with monkey noises. Their taunts cause her to cry, and the teacher summons her to take a note to the principal. 

Ruby reads the note and seems shocked to see the words “Detention: Distracting Class.” Even as she is the victim, her race makes her the aggres-sor in the eyes of the teacher and students. Ruby’s fictional experience is not that exaggerated from the reality of race relations in schools for the time period. Schools were segregated until the 1950s, and this shaped the perception of White students versus minority students. Patrick McGrady and John Reynolds talk about “teachers especially white teachers—evaluate black students’ behavior and academic potential more negatively than those of white students” (4). Over 50 years ago, this perception was true. 

It was true in 2013 (the year McGrady and Reynolds wrote their article to discuss perceptions of White and  non-White students in schools) and may very well continue in the modern academic atmosphere. 

In another scene, Lucky waves a gun at the neighbors, prompting the police to arrive. They knock as the Emorys prepare for their entry, with Henry immediately being thrown against the wall and Lucky and the girls being yelled at by the other officer. Once the officers leave, Henry’s calm demeanor collapses as he allows the terror to seep in: he and his family 
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could’ve been killed by the officers, and no one would have questioned it. 

In early 2020, Breonna Taylor was killed by police through enforcement of a no-knock warrant, and the officers responsible were not charged until two years had passed, and only because of public outcry (Wortham par. 4). In Them, the school incident and police incident are relatively brief but large in terms of significance. Based on the time period in which the story takes place, small slights often ignited violence for minorities, with little to no retribution for their attackers. Lynchings could be born from something as minor as “refusing to address a white man as ‘sir’ or demanding to be served as the counter in a segregated soda shop” (Taylor, J. par. 15). There are accounts of lynchings because a Black man asked for a White woman’s hand in marriage or when a Black man asked a White woman for a drink of water (Taylor, J. par. 15). Therefore, in the world of the Emorys, there is an  ever-present possibility of death. Based on historical precedent, hostile White neighbors could enact any excuse as justification for murder. The Emorys’ sense of dread and doom add to the  multi-layered horror narrative. 

What’s powerful about the racism in  Them is the location. In the United States, there’s a misconception of “where” racism was and wasn’t after the Civil War, with the belief that it was concentrated in the Southern states. As  Them shows, racism was prevalent for families like the Emorys no matter where they went. From North Carolina to California, minority families of this time dealt with the perception of being invaders, predators intruding on White suburban life. Instead of the obvious racism of Figure 22: HOLC map of East and West Compton from the 1950s. Still from 

 Them episode “Day 1” (2021), distributed by Amazon Prime Video. 
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the South, every state proliferated types of racism, such as the redlining depicted in  Them. The Home Owner’s Loan Corporation (HOLC) rated districts using a system of colors based on several factors (Figure 22). 

The colors included red zones, and “multiple factors influenced HOLC 

risk grade, including racial demographics; standardized appraisal forms included input lines of ‘infiltration of’ and ‘ foreign-born’ to inform the presence of people of color and immigrants” (Nardone et. al. 18). The mere inclusion of an othered family in a suburban neighborhood implied great risk for investors. Playing on this fear, economic institutions played both sides of the redlined districts in ways that benefited them. 

It could be easy to dismiss the narrative of  Them as historical racism based on an amended policy. However, Nardone et. al. point out that “racist policies may continue to be ingrained in government institutions at the federal, state and local levels, and in turn influence current neighborhood structure and shape health disparities” (18). Redlined districting has left a scar in many communities across the United States. Little Marvin reflects on why he wrote the show: “Now is the time to be telling these kinds of stories and to interrogate, where do we want to go, as a country?” (par. 6). He believes there is relevance in a historical narrative like  Them as it relates to systemic racial bias and violence, both then and today. Viewing a show like  Them will not fix the mistakes of the past but may facilitate awareness for the depth of trauma surrounding harmful policies like covenants. 

Covenants

The word  covenant has several meanings. During the analysis of Google Reviews, some audience members were confused by the inclusion of  Covenant in the title of  Them. “Covenant has nothing to do with the story!” one commented. Since it is a horror story, audiences may have believed the term Covenant referred to a  witch-like covenant, as it is similar to another show’s third-season title  American Horror Story: Coven. With regard to  Them, the word  covenant means something else entirely. Much like  American Horror Story, show creators of  Them have expressed interest in creating an anthology series, with a specific theme for each season, with this first season being themed around the idea of a covenant. Historically, covenants were introduced as contracts (or agreements) to keep minorities from purchasing property in  all-White neighborhoods. In episode one of  Them, the real estate agent glosses over the contractual language of the covenant with the Emorys, which she notes is now not legally enforceable. Lorn Foster writes how covenants were a common residential tool to keep out minorities until the Supreme Court ruled against them in 1948 (244). Still, Lucky seems per-turbed by the wording, and by the fact that Henry did not inform her of it. 

Most likely, Henry did not tell his wife because of her fragile 
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emotional state due to her recent trauma. He may also not have told her because, as a veteran, he may have felt entitled to live in an  all-White space. Emily Straus describes how Black GI veterans picketed outside of a White Compton neighborhood with signs reading: “We’re fighting for you—facing bullets for you—why can’t we live here?” (75). She further outlines how many of the housing advertisements appealed to veterans without intending to appeal to minority veterans. Even so, minority families protested the segregationist housing policies in Compton and elsewhere. 

As is depicted in  Them, Black families would arrive in suburban neighborhoods to the horror of the White families. The feeling of not belonging for the Emorys is palpable and manifests in racist tactics from their White neighbors that are meant to terrorize. 

Lucky is shown sleeping with a gun in her new home, and this image could be based on actual accounts. Straus writes that when “Luquella Jackson, the mother in the black family that moved to Reeve Street, put her eleven-year-old daughter Jaqueline to sleep she did so with a .45 Colt in her cotton dress pocket” (79). Fear of reprisal from White neighbors was based upon past and recurring violence, violence intended to drive Black homeowners away. Gun ownership was one of the ways African Americans could protect themselves against hostile White neighbors. While moving into an  all-White neighborhood, Alfred Jackson had a friend bring out a shotgun, after which the  all-White and angry mob dispersed (Sides 583). 

As seen in  Them, guns are not always the answer in defense against racial hate. In Episode 1, Lucky is driven to grief and rage after discovering her dead dog in the basement. Believing the White neighbors poisoned it, she decides to stand up to them by wielding the gun outside and yelling for them to leave her alone. Instead of scaring the neighbors off, it cements their hatred towards Lucky. Although the legality of covenants has been reversed, the White neighbors wish for the status quo to remain and for families like the Emorys to leave. They do not want their property values to decrease, which was a source of panic for some White homeowners. They reasoned that, as Behrens writes, “real estate is never really about true value, it’s about perceptual value” (par. 6). He goes on to detail how simply the perception of ruination by an influx of minorities into White spaces resulted in actual decline in property values. Thus, when Lucky emerges from her home wav-ing a gun, the viewer can almost hear the perception from neighbors that are watching: “There goes the neighborhood.” Lucky’s use of the gun is not the last time viewers glimpse how her past influences her future actions. 

PTSD and Haunting

Supplemental to the haunting, the theme of PTSD foregrounds the characters Henry and Lucky. As a veteran, Henry experienced violence 
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just as Atticus of  Lovecraft Country. When Lucky bakes a pie, he recalls how he equates the smell of sweetness with mustard gas atrocities during his time served in the military. As a result, he is loath to eat the pie but does so anyway to appease Lucky. Each bite of cherry pie Henry shoves into his mouth is juxtaposed with an image of shoveling dirt into the ground, implying a traumatic connection. The viewer is left to guess if Henry is thinking about having buried their dead dog or about the death he saw while in the war. 

Henry and Lucky live in a time when society views them as tough or even incapable of feeling pain. It wasn’t until after Vietnam that PTSD 

became a “diagnostic category in 1980” (Crocq and Crocq 50). On top of that, their race means that society views them as tough or even incapable of feeling pain. To speak of their pain to anyone but each other is not feasible. Because of this repression, the paranormal forces in the home begin what is an easy assault. A ghost attacks the children, kills the family dog, and attacks Lucky on a bus. Based on past trauma and racial assaults from their new neighbors, it is difficult for the Emorys to decipher the nature of the psychological torture. After seeing ghostly visions, Lucky is called 

“crazy” by the sheriff and even her children. 

The trope of a woman being haunted and this being dismissed is also in  Insidious (2010). Like the Emorys,  Insidious is about a suburban haunting that terrorizes a family, albeit a White family. The mother is the first to experience the hauntings, and when she tries to alert her husband, he dismisses her. There is no development of background to validate the husband’s lack of faith in his wife, just the ol’ “ghosts aren’t real” vibe. 

With  Them, the character development for Lucky and Henry is more detailed. In a later episode, a memory shows Lucky being raped and struggling as their infant is murdered by neighbors in North Carolina. Her horrific ordeal is why Henry would mistake her claims of a haunting as a resurgence of grief triggered by the stress of the racist neighbors. Rather than the haunting taking center stage, the main horror is the violence to which Henry and Lucky were subjected when they could only confide in each other. If they tried to get better on their own, it might not have happened. For soldiers experiencing PTSD, psychiatrists realized that treating them around their comrades resulted in greater emotional benefits (Crocq and Crocq 49). Though a small comfort, Henry and Lucky left the isolation of their pain to talk to each other. When needed, they lent support first for one (Henry) and then the other (Lucky) to relieve some of their trauma before it became too acute. 

The fact that Henry and Atticus, two characters from different horror fictions, struggle with PTSD is a coincidence due to the timeline of the narratives (post–World War II). It is also opens understanding for main 
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characters not often seen in horror: minorities. There are other horror narratives featuring main characters with tortured backgrounds ( Midsommar,  The Haunting of Hill House,  Doctor Sleep), but the main characters are White. While there is nothing wrong with this on the surface, on a deeper level, if viewers only see White characters suffering, it could feed into the subconscious bias that minorities feel less pain or are less emotionally and mentally complex. In a 2016 medical care study, Hoffman et al. “provide[s] evidence that white laypeople and medical students and residents believe that the black body is biologically different—and in many cases, stronger—than the white body” (4296). The assumption is a dangerous one because it encourages differing standards of care for patients based on race, with minorities receiving less care than White patients. Minorities deserve the same standards of care as their White counterparts, just as Atticus and Henry are characters who deserve to display their suffering and adapt to it in an increasingly complex setting. 

With the details of Atticus and Henry’s backgrounds, White viewers may experience empathy, realizing that minorities experience pain just as the White characters, (whom they are used to seeing), experience it. For minorities, it may be cathartic to see characters that resemble them struggling with mental health issues and overcoming them. Indeed, a major theme of  Them is trauma as universal. Even the White antagonist Betty Wendell hails from a damaged background. Episode 4, titled “Day 6,” 

reveals Wendell may be so hateful to her Black neighbors because of how her parents treated her. When she visits them asking for a loan, the nature of the toxic relationship centers around the sexual molestation Wendell experienced from her father. Instead of helping her daughter, Wendell’s mother disregards her distress, jealous at what she thinks is a competition for the father’s sexual attentions. 

The same bloody or mental terrors of horror that churn stomachs can also provide a conditioning in times of anxiety and turmoil. Nicole Johnson writes that “a study of more than 300 people shows that horror fans are faring much better psychologically than  non-fans during the emotionally draining months of the  COVID-19 pandemic” (par. 5). Exposure to terror can equip the viewers in overcoming or even confronting  real-life terrors. In considering Riemer’s viewer safe zone, it’s debatable as to how far or how effective such exposure is and for whom it is beneficial. 

Body Horror

 Them comprises psychological horror peppered with bouts of body horror that are hard to forget. Audience reviewers and critics have described some scenes in  Them as “degradation porn.” According to Bastien, the scenes featuring rape, the murder of a child, and the torture of a 
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Black couple are gratuitous, unnecessary and even “ anti-black” (par. 3). In those scenes, show creators may have moved beyond the viewer safe zone. 

It can be argued, however, that while the scenes are hard to watch, they serve as a reminder of terrors visited on minorities, viewed through the lens of splatterpunk. Linda Badley describes movies like  American Psycho and  Natural Born Killers, in which random acts of violence prevail, as splatterpunk. There may be a purpose to the madness, but it’s hard to see past the visceral scenes that seem staged to titillate and horrify. Badley likens splatterpunk to punk rock, or “a rebellion against punk rock [… 

and …] a stimulus” against stories that preceded it and an assertion that it shared similarities with past stories (3). As far away from other horror fictions as  Them can seem, it is part of a genre in which provoking feeling is key. Even if splatterpunk only horrifies, then it has achieved a purpose unto itself, because “horror is the most physiological genre except for pornography” (Badley 4). Horror, by virtue of its name, exists to evoke emotion. It stands to reason that the prime emotion would be terror, as 

“horror is the product of our mass  media-brutalized age” (Badley 4). For the Emorys, the 1950s hold a racial brutalization linked to crimes that are so unspeakable that not to speak of them or to refrain from showing them is a denial of that terror. 

In a historical sense, the body horror scenes in  Them have great significance. As mentioned from Ruth Goldberg in an earlier chapter, past decades are full of “unresolved cultural trauma” that historical narratives can seek to address (59). For minorities, the 1950s was a contested racial period, following decades of international war. Violence against minorities took many forms. Based on research from Jamiles Lartey and Sam Morris, “lynch mobs” could carry out awful acts beyond hanging the proposed guilty party—acts like dismemberment in which “mob members would take pieces of their flesh and bone as souvenirs” (par. 3). Reportedly, lynchings were “joyous” family events, with viewers joking and giggling. 

This harkens back to Goldberg’s mentions of “contested historical memory” (59). For Whites, lynchings were a celebration and a symbol of control over the uncivilized. For African Americans, this was a period of stark violence that only occurred a handful of decades ago, with the trauma still echoing in modern acts of prejudice. 

A large part of the trauma includes the grotesque nature of the lynchings. Some mob members would “poke around the ashes” and the “charred remains of the victim were divided piece by piece” (Lartey and Morris par. 19). The grotesque in fiction, while dramatized for effect, can be grounded in reality. One of the worst scenes in  Them is when Lucky is gang raped, all while watching her tormentors kill her infant. History may have inspired this scene of “ no-limits” violence: in 1959, Betty Jean Owens was 
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gang raped by four White male culprits (Hale and Matt par. 11). Though she testified against the four men, they were not found guilty. Comparably, Lucky’s attackers are not brought to justice, and her attack becomes something to “live with,” despite the deep scars that may never heal. With 

“ no-limits” violence, there can be “moments of intense perverse and pro-foundly disturbing  rehumanization” (Skipp and Spector qtd. in Badley 80). 

Through the scene of Lucky’s victimization, the viewer gains insight into how helpless and terrorized she was. Her earlier trauma is analogous to the horrors she will experience later as she moves to California to escape the racism and terror only to arrive in a hostile neighborhood and realize that the trauma will never leave her. There are stories, such as  A Serbian Film or The Hills Have Eyes,  in which the allegory is lost or the  no-limits violence seems pointless. In  Them, because the allegorical terror is integral to real life (and thus far worse terrors), the use of splatterpunk is effective. 

Additionally, unlike they are in  A Serbian Film, the scenes of visceral violence in  Them  are interspersed throughout the narrative rather than being its main staple. It’s the rarity of the scenes, coupled with the nuances of the PTSD and racism, that make them impactful without abusing the viewer safe zone. Critics who believe the mere use of visceral violence cheapens the genre are not aware of horror’s roots. Indeed, Badley recounts how “modern horror is often thought to be a degraded form of terror,” when really, “the  eighteenth-century Gothic was a reactivation of feeling through the senses” (3–5). During the  too-tough-to-watch scenes, Them is dragging the viewer through the helpless terror and loss as experienced by families like the Emorys, leading to the revelation that the true degradation is the exploitation and dehumanization of minorities. 

Splatterpunk can also be considered a form of satire. By the use of 

“ no-limits” violence, it is expressing the reality of societal violence. To confront something in a visual way can be traumatic, but when done with purpose, it can underline injustice. When Emmett Till was murdered in 1955, his mother chose for his casket to remain open, with images of his face being shared in newspapers. Images have power: “Pamphlets like ‘A Red Record,’ written in 1895 by Ida B. Wells, included graphic images of lynchings to show how the grisly brutality of Black men was treated as spectacle and entertainment” (Wortham par. 11). Images can create interest and reveal hypocrisy, but they are not necessarily  cure-alls. The movements surrounding images like that of Till are impactful, but “decades of anti-lynching activism did not manage to end  state-protected violence against Black people” (Leigh Raiford qtd. in Wortham par. 11). 

In sharing images of racist brutality, activists tried to gain a measure of control against a narrative that cast them as less than human. 

Fast-forward to the 1990s and the video of the Rodney King beating, which 
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sparked protests. Then  fast-forward again to 2020 when the murder of George Floyd is captured on video. Cornel West describes what happened to Floyd as a  modern-day lynching (par. 1). He was a Black man that was held down in a public forum until his death, despite the historical strides beyond Jim Crow and the lynchings of the past. While visceral scenes like those shown in  Them take artistic liberties, they are analogous to the unceasing violence against minorities. These struggles are humanized in the kaleidoscope of “no limits” that is splatterpunk. 

Horror, and especially splatterpunk, serves to unpack difficult stories. Little Marvin shares, “I think horror, in general, has this tremendous capability of couching really complex and nuanced social conversations in a package that is palatable” (par. 10). Rather than relating serious topics through drama narratives, the excitement of horror tropes makes it easier for audiences to absorb dispiriting topics such as moral ambiguity, racism, PTSD, and more. 

While  Lovecraft Country ends in a neater fashion, with the characters triumphing against their oppressors,  Them ends in the way of many horror fictions: messy. The missing resolution for the main characters may be intentional, to signify the cyclical nature of redlining and how the practice contributed to violence and other unresolved issues for minorities. 

Brand New Cherry Flavor

In Fall of 2021,  Brand New Cherry Flavor was released on Netflix. 

The eight-episode series stars Rosa Salazar as Lisa Nova. During the early 1990s, Lisa travels to Los Angeles to find a producer for her horror film idea,  Lucy’s Eye. When producer Lou Burke (played by Eric Lange) betrays her, Lisa makes a pact with a local witch to ruin Lou’s life. The limited series is an adaptation from the novel by Todd Grimson. Though the stories share similarities, show creators Nick Antosca and Leonore Zion devi-ated from their source material. In an interview, Antosca and Zion share, 

“Even if we had a million episodes, we couldn’t put everything in there. 

The book is just wild” (par. 10). The adaptation of the series drew audience and critical reception, with comparisons to other horror narratives. 

 Brand New Cherry Flavor Critical and Audience Reception Sentiment regarding casting for  Brand New Cherry Flavor shares praise for the lead women characters. Some reviews mention Rosa Salazar (as Lisa Nova), while others mention Catherine Keener (as Boro). The Rotten Tomatoes critic score is 78 percent (based on 37 ratings). In the critic 
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comments section, Tom Long notes “it all hinges on Salazar and treatises may be written on her huge, expressive eyes.” Bob Strauss refers to Salazar as holding “the whole mess together,” despite his feeling that the plotline is aimless. Across several critical reviews, Keener’s performance is characterized as “underrated” or “charismatic.” Brittany Vincent compares the series to  Twin Peaks, saying, “Brand New Cherry Flavor is the dose of neon-tinted surrealism Lynch fans have been seeking” (“Brand New Cherry Flavor” Rotten Tomatoes Comments Section). 

 Brand New Cherry Flavor has a diverse cast, starting with character Lisa Nova (played by Salazar). Rosa Salazar is one of the few Latinx women to star (not merely  co-star) and survive in a prominent U.S. television horror fiction from this cycle. Additionally, Filipino actor Manny Jacinto co-stars. Boro (played by Katherine Keener) was originally a male character in the novel. In an interview with   Rue-Morgue, show creators decided that the reason “we wanted to make Boro a woman was because we were really excited about this concept of exploring mother hunger and the sort of feminine nature of passion that is prevented from coming to life” (Antosca and Zion par. 10). Inverting the gender of Boro creates a more interesting dynamic for Lisa, who struggles to connect with parental figures, particularly maternal focus with Boro as a woman, Lisa (due to past traumas) is easier to manipulate on her quest for revenge. The 78 percent audience score on Rotten Tomatoes (based on 249 ratings) may also stem from casting, as many of the positive reviews highlight Salazar and Keener’s performances. 

There are over 694 Google reviews of  Brand New Cherry Flavor, with about 50  one-star reviews. After evaluating the responses, many of the negative ones were found to focus on the graphic body horror scenes or what reviewers feel is “poor acting” or a “boring” or “slow” show. Only three negative reviews openly mention diversity. One reviewer suggests the series to be “typical woke Netflix garbage. The entire network has just about become unwatchable.” Another states, “Basic Netflix [sic] misandry.” The word  misandry  is defined as a prejudice against men and is often used by Men’s Rights Activists who believe men in media are misrepresented so as to perpetuate hate. Overall, however, sentiment for  Brand New Cherry Flavor is generally positive, with more opinions stemming from storytelling choices rather than casting. 

 Brand New Cherry Flavor Examples of Diverse Themes Like the other streaming shows reviewed thus far,  Brand New Cherry Flavor features many diverse themes. Below, I will review the ones relevant to this latest cycle, such as revenge, setting, body horror, and power. 
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Revenge


There are three instances of revenge in  Brand New Cherry Flavor, all of which showcase the potential for regret and character development through a Latinxfuturist lens. To start, Lisa’s ambiguous wish for revenge against Lou mutates into a horrible misadventure for them both, one that results in tragedy and death. The second instance of revenge develops when Lou figures out Lisa’s plan, deciding to avenge himself by hurting Lisa before she can hurt him. Lastly, Lisa’s former lover, Mary, seeks revenge against Lisa for using her to create  Lucy’s Eye—and Mary actually ends up losing an eye. 

The intricate webs of revenge and betrayal reverberate through the subplots of many telenovelas. Often dismissed, telenovelas have communicated complex ideas in an easily digestible format. Telenovelas can “provide suggestive material to question the binaries of feminine and masculine, melodrama and newscast, private and public, mass culture and modernism” (22). Esther Hamburger also describes how these stories can mobilize political action in nations like Brazil, though their transnational value requires more research (22). Telenovelas rely on human connections and subversion, just as  Brand New Cherry Flavor does. Though the revenge in the story leads to bad outcomes, it allows the characters to traverse the darkest parts of themselves, perhaps as a way to fascinate and deter the audience from such behavior. The revenge also showcases the dark depravity of the playground-like setting. 

Setting

The setting for  Brand New Cherry Flavor is Los Angeles in the 1990s, to include: apartments, Boro’s dilapidated mansion, and Lou’s  well-kept mansion. Setting is a topic of debate among Gothic and horror scholars, with some believing that the “place” makes the story. Concerning setting, scholars like Walter Scott think that Walpole’s  The Castle of Otranto set the tone, in that it forced horror of that era to take place in grandiose or colonial settings (par. 20). But that was then, and stories like  Otranto have long since passed. Lisa’s apartment and Boro’s mansion manifest as 

“scary” places, complete with dense gardens full of zombies and trap doors leading to dark places. Carl and Diana Royer believe that the apartment has been localized as a new “cell of horror” (15). Stories like  Rosemary’s Baby (1968),  Dark Water (2005), and  Quarantine (2008) extend the thought of an apartment as a cell and a modern source of urban misery. The use of the apartment in horror fictions is a far cry from a castle or colonial setting and illustrative of shifts in storytelling to suit the change in audience. 

Under the trap door, Lisa finds an expanse empty cavern, perhaps being representative of a nightmare or internal horror. By citing internal 
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horror, the empty cavern in  Brand New Cherry Flavor sets the expectation that horror stories can happen anywhere, to anyone, and not just in the traditionally modern horror settings like castles, suburbs, or carnivals—yet even if a horror setting relies on a familiar setting (like a suburb, carnival, or apartment), diverse characters can traverse these landscapes, inspiring films like  Us (2019) or limited series like  Brand New Cherry Flavor. 

There is a universal assumption that everyone fears dark and drafty settings, so it may be easy to cast and market horror fictions within these settings. However common this fear may be, its prevalence doesn’t make it universal or necessarily important to every culture on the same level. In an interview, Jordan Peele describes his worst fear as racial tension and isolation, as depicted in  Get Out (par. 3). For Lisa, her internal horror—

being alone and subject to the whim of others, like Boro—manifests as her greatest fear. Given that dark and drafty settings are horror tropes, they may be strategically applied to fit different perspectives, as symbolized by the cavern in  Brand New Cherry Flavor or the “The Sunken Place” 

in Jordan Peele’s  Get Out. Chris, the protagonist in  Get Out,  is hypnotized and descends into a dark and endless cavern from which he can’t escape. 

The place is still a familiar and eerie staple, but also brings with it new meaning. Likewise, the internal hell of the empty cavern in  Brand New Cherry Flavor  symbolizes Lisa’s fear of the loss of mentors like Boro (or the absence of her mother) due to betrayal. In reaching toward a reflection of reality, settings like those in  Get Out and  Brand New Cherry Flavor blur the lines between what is real and what is supernatural. 

Body Horror

Several scenes in  Brand New Cherry Flavor  showcase body horror, or, as aforementioned, splatterpunk. One example is the payment Lisa is forced to make to Boro by vomiting kittens. Tiring of this, Lisa refuses to vomit any more. Finding a loophole, Boro magically creates a new opening on the side of Lisa’s stomach from which kittens can still emerge. In prob-ing this opening (implied to be pseudo-vagina), Lisa seemingly finds sexual pleasure. The audience may find the scene of body horror titillating, even when “her love interest manually stimulates the hole while she moans and writhes in ecstasy” (Bubp par. 5). However, once Roy’s entire hand enters the cavity, effectively fisting Lisa up to his elbow, the scene can sway past the viewer safe zone. 

Seven months after the series premiere, this particular scene gained notoriety thanks to reaction videos on the social app TikTok. B.J. Colangelo states that it is “Lisa’s discovery of her new opening that has TikTok-kers losing their collective minds, and claiming to be ‘scarred for life’” (par. 

4). Though many viewers expressed disgust with the scene and the show, 
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the constant online chatter also led to a resurgence of interest. The TikTok reaction videos may have been the catalyst for  Brand New Cherry Flavor to trend on Netflix in late March of 2022 (Colangelo par. 5). The creators managed to leverage the allure and sexuality of the scene, highlighted by the grotesque nature of Lisa’s new opening. Metaphorically, the scene shows 

“the source of a woman’s greatest power and vulnerability is on full display as Lisa first gives birth through the rib vagina and then minutes later has sex with Roy through it” (Palmer par. 5). Even as Boro created the opening, the witch is also allowing Lisa power and pleasure through the opening. Much in the way that  Lovecraft Country and  Them employ body horror to convey diverse themes,  Brand New Cherry Flavor incorporated similar scenes to draw attention to more complex character dynamics. 

Power

Lisa meets an older White man, Lou Burke, who seems like the perfect Hollywood mentor. Yet his niceties drop in a flash after she rejects his sexual advances. As revenge for Lou’s passing Lisa’s film off as his own, she makes a pact with Boro to ruin Lou’s life. Both Lou and Bora prey on Lisa to strip her of her power and make it their own. Antosca and Zion explain, “But actually, the person who’s being preyed on and who’s being cast as the protégé is the more powerful one” (par. 20). Historically, Latinxs lack agency and are haunted by pasts fraught with power imbalance.  Merla-Watson suggests that 

“for Latinx’s [sic] and other oppressed groups more emancipatory imagin-ings and instantiations of the future must reckon with the past—that we do not have the privilege of choice of beginning ex nihilo” (par. 18). In contrast to Lou or Boro’s privileged beginnings, Lisa is haunted by her past and the trauma of her ancestors’ past.  Brand New Cherry Flavor takes Lisa on a journey to seek power from two people she views as mentors (and possibly stand-ins for her absent parents). Yet, she is unaware that her mentors wish only to use her to grow their own power. 

Power directly correlates with how much and how little violence and sexuality is depicted in horror fictions. If the main character in a horror fiction is devoid of power, the protagonist might find violence and sexuality to be inevitable. This could be a nod to how the powerless in real life are subject to sexual violence. Lisa is unique in this respect: instead of experiencing sexual violence, she takes several opportunities to assert her power, as in the fisting scene from Episode 4 and the sex scene in Episode 7. In both scenes, she initiates sex with Roy to display agency over the one thing she can control: her body. However, when a horror character possesses power, this could also be a reason to subject subordinate characters to violence (usually death) or sexual conquest. Further, when characters like Lisa come into power, they are targeted for tragedy. It’s only after the 

 

 Seven—“Legion, for We Are Many”  203

tragedy of losing Roy and her friends that Lisa denies Boro and Lou access to her power as she finally understands the true cost. 

 Summations

The five streaming shows are models for diverse horror fictions in terms of storytelling and casting. When comparing all five,  Them and Lovecraft Country decidedly delve more deeply into the juxtaposition of discrimination as both real life and metaphysical horror. This may be because of the historical setting of  Them and  Lovecraft  Country, which helped to address the themes of race in the 1950s. Yet, as  Evil and  Brand New Cherry Flavor  demonstrate, social and cultural themes can be applied to horror serials in  modern-day settings. 

Two of the shows demonstrate how, in borrowing from source material (like  The Stand or  Lovecraft Country), a collective creation (collective as in multiple writers, producers, and directors) can enable stronger representation of characters and themes, such as updating or gender swapping. 

This shift may impact audience perspective, forcing viewers to grapple with issues they may not have recognized as problematic. In this way, changing characters from the source material can be a valuable storytelling tool. 

Likewise, subverting horror tropes (as in  Evil,  Them, and  Lovecraft Country) is another effective storytelling tool that inverts audience expectations and encourages inclusion of minorities in a genre that has cycled through inclines and declines of diverse themes and character portrayals. 

Little Marvin explains how “about 120 stories come out a day with white folks at the center of them […] My hope is that we just keep making that sandbox wider” (par. 15). In the last few years, streaming horror fictions are establishing more opportunities for diverse creators, characters, and themes. By including the realities of social, cultural, and racial terrors, fictions like  Them and  Lovecraft Country demonstrate the richness of storytelling during the latest cycle. Other television shows are exhibiting the power of diversity and will be assessed in the following section. 

 Current Diverse Television Offerings

By casting minorities as the lead (or  co-lead), television horror narratives are also undercutting the stereotype of the minority that always dies first. Nine is the total number of television shows used as case studies throughout this text, which is an underwhelming number in the scheme of dozens that are released each year. Considering film and literature’s rate 
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of minority inclusion (especially for leading characters), television’s recent strides are worth noting. Television channels, and more recently streaming platforms, are responding to audience demands for diverse content. 

The last twelve years (from 2010 to 2022) have heralded more diverse horror, building up to the latest cycle (2017–present) as depicted on Figure 23. 

Figure 23: Table of Horror TV Shows Starring a Surviving Minority. 

Created by the author with data from various sources. 

( *Indicates casts which star a lead white character, with minorities mentioned as co-star; All caps titles denote a limited series; Underlined titles denote a canceled series; Bold titles denote an anthology series. )

 U.S. Horror Shows 

 Year  Network

 Type of minority to star


Starring Minorities

The Walking Dead


2010 AMC

Black deaf woman/Black men/

Latinx woman/White gay man

 *The Gates

2010 ABC

Biracial Asian & White woman/

Biracial Latinx & White woman

 *Happy Town

2010 ABC

Black man

 The Haunting Hour: The Series

2010 Hub

Asian teen boy/Biracial Asian & 

White boy/Black teen girl


American Horror Story

2011 FX


Trans/Gay/Lesbian Minorities/

Black men and women

* Grimm

2011 NBC

Black man

* The Secret Circle

2011 CW

Biracial White and Black woman

 *The River

2012 ABC

Latinx man and woman/Black 

man

 *Hannibal

2013 NBC

Black man

 *Cult

2013 CW

Black woman

 Ravenswood

2013 ABC Fam Asian woman/Biracial Black & 

Native Amer. Woman/Biracial 

Native Amer. Man

 *Dracula

2013 NBC

Black man

 Sleepy Hollow

2013 Fox

Black women & men/Biracial 

Black & Latinx woman

* Hemlock Grove

2013 Netflix

Asian man/Black woman

 Penny Dreadful

2014 Showtime Pansexual and bisexual White 

men

 Z Nation

2014 Syfy

Black woman and Asian woman

 *Salem

2014 WGN

Biracial Black and White woman

* Constantine

2014 CW

Black man

* The Strain

2014 FX

Latinx man

* Helix

2014 Syfy

Asian men

 From Dusk till Dawn: The Series

2014 El Rey

Latinx man & woman/Asian 

man/Biracial Latinx man
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 U.S. Horror Shows 

 Year  Network

 Type of minority to star


Starring Minorities

* iZombie

2015 CW

Black man/Asian man

 *South of Hell

2015 WE tv

Biracial Black & White woman/

Black man/Latinx woman

* Ash Vs. The Evil Dead

2015 Starz

Latinx man

 Fear the Walking Dead

2015 AMC

Black men/Latinx man and 

woman

 The Exorcist

2016 Fox

Latinx man/Gay White man/

Asian man and woman

* Freakish

2016 Hulu

Biracial Asian and White woman

 *Dead of Summer

2016 Freeform Latinx woman/Biracial White & 

Latinx man/Black man

* Damien

2016 A&E

Black woman/Asian man

 *Channel Zero

2016 Syfy

Biracial Asian and White 

woman/Black woman

* Stranger Things

2016 Netflix

Black teen boy, lesbian teen 

White girl

* Preacher

2016 AMC

Black woman

* Van Helsing

2016 Syfy

Black woman/Black man

 American Gods

2017 Showtime Black men and woman/Asian man


Room 104

2017 HBO


Latinx woman/Black men & 

women/Asian man & woman

 *The Mist

2017 Spike

Black man

 The Purge

2018 FX

Latinx man and women/Black 

men and women


Into the Dark

2018 Hulu


Latinx woman, Black woman, 

Asian woman

* Light as a Feather

2018 Hulu

Black teen girls/Biracial Asian 

teen girl and boy/Latinx teen boys

* Outcast

2018 Cinemax Black man

* Deadwax

2018 Shudder

Asian women/Black man

* Chilling Adventures of Sabrina

2018 Netflix

Pansexual Black man/Black teen 

girls


The Terror

2018 AMC


Native American woman/Asian 

men and women

 Castle Rock

2018 Hulu

Black men and woman

 *The Order

2019 Netflix

Asian woman

 Chambers

2019 Netflix

Biracial Native American and 

Latinx woman

* Evil

2019 CBS

Black man/Asian man

* NOS4A2

2019 AMC

Black women

 *Swamp Thing

2019 DC Univ. Black man and woman/Biracial 

Black and White woman
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 U.S. Horror Shows 

 Year  Network

 Type of minority to star


Starring Minorities

Scream: Resurrection


2019 VH1

Black men & women/Biracial 

Black & Asian woman/Asian man

 *V-Wars

2019 Netflix

Black man/Asian woman


Two Sentence Horror Stories

2019 CW


Asian women and men/Biracial 

Black woman

 True Detective (S3)

2019 HBO

Black man and woman

 The Twilight Zone

2019 CBS

Asian man/Black men and women

* Black Summer

2019 Netflix

Biracial Black & Asian man/Asian 

woman/Latinx man and woman

 Creepshow

2019 Shudder

Black men and women, Latinx 

man, gay White man

 October Faction

2020 Netflix

Biracial Black women/Black man

 Penny Dreadful: City of Angels

2020 Showtime Latinx women and men

* Locke & Key

2020 Netflix

Latinx teen boy and woman/

Black teen boy

* The Outsider

2020 HBO

Black woman/Latinx man/Asian 

woman

 The Stand

2020 CBS

Black men and women/Latinx 

man/Native American woman

 The Sinner (S3)

2020 USA

Black woman

 Lovecraft Country

2020 HBO

Black women/gay Black man/

Asian woman


The Haunting of Bly Manor

2020 Netflix


White lesbian woman and Asian 

man

* Helstrom

2020 Hulu

Black man & woman/Latinx 

woman/Asian man

 The Walking Dead World Beyond  2020 AMC

Black woman & man/Biracial  

Latinx & Asian woman/ 

Native American man


Monsterland

2020 Hulu


Black men & women/Latinx 

woman/Asian women


Them

2021 Amazon Black man, woman, two Black 

children

 Chucky

2021 USA

White gay teen boy

* Chapelwaite

2021 Epix

Biracial Asian woman/Asian boy/

Asian teen girl

* Clarice

2021 CBS

Latinx man/Asian man/Black 

woman

* Day of the Dead (TV Series)

2021 Syfy

Black woman/Biracial Metis & 

Asian woman

* Dexter: New Blood

2021 Showtime Biracial Native American & 

Black woman

 Brand New Cherry Flavor

2021 Netflix

Latinx bisexual woman
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 U.S. Horror Shows 

 Year  Network

 Type of minority to star


Starring Minorities

* Yellowjackets

2021 Showtime Biracial Black & Native  

American woman

* Midnight Mass

2021 Netflix

Black paraplegic teen girl

* I Know What You Did Last  

2021 Amazon Black teen girl/Biracial Asian 

   Summer

teen girl

 Archive 81

2022 Netflix

Black man

* Shining Girls

2022 Apple+

Latinx man

 From

2022 Epix

Black man/Latinx women/Asian 

men

 Resident Evil (TV Series)

2022 Netflix

Black man & woman/Asian 

women/Latinx woman

* The Sandman

2022 Netflix

Black woman/Asian man/Biracial 

white & Asian woman

 Vampire Academy

2022 Peacock

Black woman/Latinx woman/

Asian man

Like the list of diverse horror films, I left off shows only starring White men or women (unless they were LGBTQ or disabled) and shows that only included a minority antagonist. I did not include animated horror fictions like  Alien Isolation: The Digital Series (2019). Like the diverse film list, or Figure 15, I left off shows in which a minority starred or  co-starred but did not survive. Some of the shows, like  Stranger Things and  Locke & Key, feature minority leads as co-stars. Of all the channels and platforms, Netflix seems to be a leader in producing diverse horror television. They promote their brand as “ diverse-conscious” with ads like “A Great Day” in 2018 

(Figure 24) and “Make Room” in 2019. 

Hulu is another platform promoting diverse horror fiction, such as Blumhouse’s anthology series  Into the Dark (2018–2021). The diverse casting in episodes like “The Body,” “Pure,” and “School Spirit” indicate positive strides for minority main characters. Even if they do not survive until the end of the story, these characters’ story arcs align with the horror fiction trope of an unhappy ending—an ending in which often no character survives. Still, because minorities are cast less frequently than White normative characters, their screen deaths are more noticeable. When polled, 53 percent of young viewers believed they saw more racial representation across television shows (Ramos par. 5). The study was conducted in February of 2020 with over 1,100 total respondents aged 14–24. However, several of horror shows listed above merely feature diverse   co-stars as opposed to leading the cast with a minority. 

I recognize that the terms I’ve used in the cultivating of lists can, in themselves, be seen as oversimplistic, patronizing, or reductive. 

[image: Image 24]
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Figure 24:  A Great Day (2018) advertisement. Still from Netflix promotional video. 

Therefore, I will explain my decisions while labeling the chart. I focused on denoting characters with racial or cultural differences, not necessarily the way audiences might identify them, but by the way the actors personally identify. The terms on the chart, like all labels and definitions, are not inclusive of the  multi-layered identities of several of the actors. 

For instance, Rosa Salazar of  Brand New Cherry Flavor identifies as a Canadian/American actress and has Peruvian and  French-Canadian par-entage. My own Latinx identity is  multi-layered, as my father is half–Mexican and half–Puerto Rican and my mother is New York Puerto Rican (a distinction among my family members born on the Island). All of this nuance may be missed in the simple term  Latinx woman, although that does not erase the presence or import of these identities (just as “slipstream” does not erase the layers of speculative fiction encompassed by that one term). Likewise, the definition of horror may not yet be linked with new canonical fictions like  Lovecraft Country and  Brand New Cherry Flavor, but this does not diminish their presence or impact on the new Gothic tradition. 

When noting representations of LGBTQ or characters with disabilities, I did account for the portrayal and not how the actors personally identify. My reasoning for this is  two-fold: (1) I cannot guess how 
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each and every audience member might interpret a character (Latinx/

Black/Asian, or other terms) and (2) the LGBTQ and characters with disabilities are usually mentioned as part of the storyline and are easier to discern. 

Trends emerge from Figure 23, such as the types of minorities in leading roles versus minorities as  co-star, and the types of minorities mentioned. There are 82 series listed overall. Of the 82 series, 46 feature minorities as a  co-star. This leaves 36 series to star a minority that survives. Several of the series to feature minorities as the main character are anthologies, which could indicate that anthologies promote a strong chance for leading minority characters. Before 2017, there are 32 

series listed (from 2010 to 2016), with 23 of these featuring minorities as  co-stars. Of the 50 remaining series (from 2017 to 2022), 23 feature minorities as co-stars, leaving 27 to feature minority main characters. 

For types of minorities mentioned, there are several types of Latinx characters, such as Mexican, Puerto Rican, Honduran, Columbian, Brazilian, and Venezuelan. “Black” occurs most often, with over 70 occurrences. There were several types of Asian or Pacific Islander minorities not listed on Figure 23, such as: “Chinese,” “Indian,” “Korean,” “Filipino,” “Japanese,” “Indonesian,” and “Thai.” There were 5 mentions of “Native American,” with more specific indigenous designations not listed on Figure 23, like “Mixed Apache,” “Barkandji,” and “Mixed Choc-taw and Chickasaw.” For LGBTQ minorities, there were 5 mentions of 

“Gay,” 3 mentions of “Lesbian,” 1 mention of “Trans,” and 1 mention of 

“Pansexual.” There were other minorities not mentioned directly, such as:

•  Peruvian

•   Afro-Trinidadian

•  Bisexual

•  Mixed Metis

•  Persian

•  Somalian

•  Ethiopian

•  Paraplegic

Of all minorities, LGBTQ and characters that are disabled were the most underrepresented. 

Another notable trend from Figure 23 is the number of canceled, limited, and anthology series. There are over eighteen cancelled series on the list, including series with cult followings and critical acclaim like Hannibal and  Penny Dreadful. Some of the canceled series, like  Dead of Summer, ran for only one season; others like  Hannibal and  The Twilight 
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 Zone  ran two or three seasons. There are eight limited series listed on Figure 23; many of them were released in 2020 or later. Fourteen of the titles, among them  Channel Zero and  The Purge, can be termed anthologies, as they either cast new characters and stories every season—or new characters and stories every episode (like  The Haunting Hour: The Series and Into the Dark). Perhaps due to viewership and production, limited series are preferable as a horror storytelling medium. This would alleviate the need for cancellation, as the story arc would only be planned for one season anyway. Additionally, limited series like  Brand New Cherry Flavor can still gain as much popularly as a  multi-season series like  Fear the Walking Dead. Instead of pouring time and resources into  multi-season horror fictions, anthology or limited series may become more commonplace, as seen during the latest cycle. Additionally, anthologies and limited series are indicative of the horror fictions to which audiences are accustomed: a contained story like a horror film but relayed in a new format (similar to a retelling). 

Overall, it seems that television (or more accurately  streaming television) is moving in a more diverse direction than other storytelling mediums. This does not mean television has reached the pinnacle in diverse character representation. In a U.S. Government Accountability Office study, researchers found “out of 1,000 popular movies from 2007–2019, only about 5% of all speaking characters on screen and 4% of directors were Hispanic” (“Hispanic Underrepresentation” par. 5). Like many other minority groups, Latinx representation in television is still lacking or focused on negative stereotypes like depictions of criminals or border crossings. Even with acknowledged room for betterment, diversification in television seems to be happening at a faster pace than other mediums, and there are production reasons for this. As David Canfield notes, “Television is a more fluid medium than film; not only does its economy accom-modate a greater range of content, but the structure of a network like HBO 

allows experimental projects to find an audience and earn substantial recognition” (par. 19). Not only that, but the economic pressures television creators face may, in fact, encourage diversity, however incidentally. Audiences are demanding shows that depict unique situations and cater to their life experiences, and television creators are listening. Also, “the TV audience itself is diverse—one estimate is that black viewers spend 37% more time watching TV than other racial groups—which has forced network executives to find programming that reflects the people watching at home” 

(Collins par. 4). For some, the economic reasoning is a disgusting form of pandering, “wokeness,” or “injecting” diversity unnaturally into storylines. Yet, the economic motive for targeting a large audience is not so different from what Hogle suggested horror writers did in their aim to sell 
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stories to what they thought was their  best-selling audience: middle-class White people. 

Accordingly, an all-White cast for horror stories is the assumed norm, while any inclusion of a minority is suspect. As Jim C. Hines muses, “I don’t think we’re talking about clumsily or artificially inserting diversity into stories so much as we’re pointing out how so many of our stories have clumsily and artificially stripped that diversity away” (par. 1). Exclusion is not a new topic for horror fictions, but the realization of its prevalence is only remembered every decade or so. Carrol underscores how critics, creators, and consumers of horror fictions are  self-aware and have continually mused on issues of representation (211). Furthermore, he notes how horror fiction writers are aware that “they are operating within a shared tradition 

[…] by recombining acknowledged elements of the past in a way that suggests that the root of creativity is to be found in looking backwards” (Carroll 211). Indeed, any art form is reflexively looking back—and glancing ahead. Jason Reynolds reinforces this by citing the argument surrounding the validity of Shakespeare when compared to rap music. Reynolds points out the disparities in the literary canon by saying when properly relayed to students, they understand the two (Shakespeare and rap) are not polar opposites but are “working in tradition” to create something new from the set form (5:06). Reynolds’ thoughts are reminiscent of Kamilla Elliot’s analogy of art forms as reflections of a  multi-layered universe. From literature, to film, to television, horror fictions work in tandem. Still, streaming television seems exemplary in terms of responding to key audience demographics, thereby allowing audiences to realize new versions of what a horror story can look like. 

Though the research for films and television (such as Figure 15 and 23) suggests opportunities for diverse casting has been greater for film of late, I still believe streaming is the future of diverse horror fictions. This may be true for several reasons, starting with popularity. Diverse films from 2020 

versus diverse streaming series have differed in terms of popularity due to the wider availability of streaming apps and costs for audiences. An $8.99 

monthly subscription service is cheaper than a $12.50 movie ticket. Also, it’s easier to watch a streaming series at home in pajamas rather than getting dressed and driving to a movie theater. The COVID-19 pandemic may have exponentially increased the drop in box-office film versus streaming series. Audiences may be turning from the tradition of horror films and onward to horror series found on various streaming platforms. Series on apps like Netflix or Paramount+ may gain viral acclaim, and thus they gain audience appeal. From there, audiences tune in, watching diverse casts and themes juxtaposed against the same (or upended) horror tropes they know and love. 
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 The Stand,  Brand New Cherry Flavor, and  Lovecraft Country are all billed as limited series, the equivalent of a miniseries (or a  self-contained story like that of an anthology). Considering the analysis of streaming shows included three limited series, it could be that diverse characterization is following the path encouraged by this storytelling mode. As limited series continue to be released, they may carve out their own popularity distinct from film other television series. In this new age of limited series, more cycles of diverse horror may follow. 

Afterword

 Reflections on the Future  

 of U.S. Horror Fictions

In looking forward concerning horror fictions, I also looked back on past cycles and at the current offering of stories, though from a case study methodology rather than a historical one. This approach helped shape my theory that horror is experiencing a cycle of recovery. This cycle is driven by audiences who demand new content to reflect their  ever-expanding cultural identities. In response, the horror fictions that are produced manifest these demands on streaming platforms beholden to (and driven by a desire for) new subscribers. Such changes are less indicative of creators being “forced” and more suggestive of trends established by the Gothic traditions. As a reminder, Walpole’s  The Castle of Otranto is prefaced as a “true story.” Additionally, Shelly’s  Frankenstein is rooted in the  real-life understandings of science (at the time) and the terrors that could result if applied. This is the power of speculative (and by extension horror) fictions: the ability to disassociate the reader in a fantastical setting while weaving in the familiar to elucidate truths. The diverse horror fictions of today, like Netflix’s  Archive 81 (2022), are following this established practice, These fictions are also reconfirming changes already happening in society. Creators like Jordan Peele ( Get Out,  Us,  Nope), Misha Green ( Lovecraft Country), Nia DaCosta ( Candyman reboot), and Elan and Rajeev Dassani ( Evil Eye) are reshaping horror to reject the normative Whiteness standards. In doing so, they are enabling a function of horror: the reversal (or the power of retelling). Though many African Americans are break-ing into this new cycle of horror (and rightfully so), there is not yet a niche for Latinx, Asian, Indian, or other minority characters. Trending in this cycle is the diverse character as  co-star, still with a heteronormative White character as the lead. Based on my research, film and television series from 2020 onward have included more minority main characters who survive 213
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until the end, which is a positive step for representation. Trends and impacts of diversity in horror fictions may very well be reliant on cultural influence and canonization. To some degree, canonization begins in the classroom, such as the use of speculative literature in education. 

If changes start in the classroom, this may also help the future of horror fictions. As Ursula K. Le Guin shares, “The universities have taught generations of students to shun all ‘genres,’ [… and …] to touch genre is to be defiled” (83). To be a researcher and a teacher mired in genre literature can impact an academic reputation. Still, applications of speculative literature in classroom lessons have been promising. Jeremy Jones muses on the marriage of spec lit and higher education, particularly regarding the perception of the genre (par. 2). He interviewed several teachers, with some commenting on their experiences of incorporating spec lit in their syllabi. Most had great things to say, reflecting on an increase in student awareness and interest, while others like Jones remembered the “snobbi-ness” towards anything spec lit (par. 10). Institutions can be resistant to inclusiveness and change. However, the fact that some college courses are built around spec lit shows an interest in change, especially when the universal belief surrounding the genre includes “works presenting modes of being that contrast with their audiences’ understanding of ordinary reality” (Gill 73). The reality of the old canons may conflict with the reality of the new canons. 

Western beliefs about race, gender, and class have evolved, and as such, the canons (old and new) are capable of reflecting this change. 

Even if the canons reflect the greatest,  award-winning and popular works, they’ve nothing to lose by being reengineered. To reiterate the point, Gill believes that the mark of speculative literature is the proliferation of characteristics, of diversity (72), and many college courses that include spec lit rave about the values in teaching with such an inclusive genre. 

Yet, a large number of syllabi feature little in the way of diverse writers or characters. By offering students a narrow canon, teachers are undermining the estrangement they’re hoping to evoke by promoting the genre. 

The disregard for a varied canon seems to me an oversight to be remedied. 

If students are already having their eyes opened by E.M. Forster’s “The Machine Stops,” imagine the conversations that would spark after reading a  racially-grounded, postapocalyptic story like W.E.B. Dubois’s “The Comet.” I actually don’t have to imagine the conversations arising from the use of “The Comet” in a college course, as I have used it while teaching Composition. Students come away from reading the story with comments like: “I have never read a  post-apocalyptic story like that!” or “That story had me considering the role of race, even after a disaster.” 

A continuation of the canon “as is” serves only the status quo and is 

 

 Reflections on the Future of U.S. Horror Fictions 215

not representative of the growth of human understanding and difference. 

Educators should strive to achieve a balance of classic spec lit sprinkled with a mix of diverse stories in order to break down the social construc-tions that are accepted as the standard. If there is any key to sustaining the renaissance enacted by a horror fiction such as  Get Out, it might be to consider the impact of difference when creating characters and canonization and to write worthwhile stories that provide a safe zone for the audience. 

As mentioned earlier, no writer should feel forced to pack their works full of diverse characters and themes they might not understand. However, if a writer is already considering developing a diverse character, they might take a page from Peele’s films ( Get Out or  Us), which portray the minority main characters as middle- or  upper-class people. Part of the impact of nondiverse spec lit is steeped in the tradition of  higher-income earners as characters, and said characters are usually White. This does not mean that audiences need only be exposed to stereotypical depictions of the “poor minority,” and  poor can devolve into several meanings in that case. If more and more minority characters are depicted as middle class or upper class, it may signify the reality of the growing percentage of minorities that are part of these economic classes. 

Peele has an ability to bring relevance not only to horror but also to diverse casts in horror. Along the way, he writes (or produces) award-winning fictions and serves to elevate horror and to elevate the perception of the diverse casts therein. Concerning cycles and trends in horror, Peele is at the helm of a revitalization. He’s set to launch a new era of horror that reaches into cultural fears, to be reflected through diverse perspectives. If his work keeps receiving accolades, it will set the course not only for  multi-faceted perspectives in horror but also for horror being taken seriously by audiences and critics alike. Fortunately, creators and audiences alike seem to appreciate the work of Peele (if box office numbers of  Get Out are any indication), and so the popularity of his work may lead to canonization, which may, in fact, influence the present and future course of horror fictions. 

Of course, Jordan Peele is not the end-all hope of diverse horror fictions. Horror novels like Kanae Minato’s  Confessions (2008), Sebastià Alz-amora’s  Blood Crime (2012), and Victor LaValle’s  The Changeling (2017) showcase diverse protagonists. U.S. horror films like  Escape Room (2019), Overlord (2019), and  The Curse of La Llorona (2019) include diverse casts. 

More horror fictions have provided directorial and creator roles for women. Among them are the film  Fresh (2022), directed by Mimi Cave; the film  Master (2022), directed by Mariama Diallo (a Black woman); and the Apple+ series  Shining Girls (2022), created by Dominican Silka Luisa, 
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in which each episode is directed by a woman. I’ve provided overviews of diverse horror television in this text, but there are others worth nothing. 

Series like  Room 104 (2017–present),  Black Mirror (2011–present),  Black Summer (2019–present), and  The Chilling Adventures of Sabrina (2018–

2020) share new racial and cultural character perspectives. 

Upcoming diverse horror fictions include HBO’s adaptation of the videogame  The Last of Us (starring Chilean actor Pedro Pascal), Netflix’s anthology  Cabinet of Curiosities (with Mexican Guillermo del Toro as the creator), and AMC+’s adaptation of  Interview with the Vampire (starring Jacob Anderson, a Black man, as the vampire Louis). Blumhouse Productions, who produced and released  Get Out, has made it a mission to open writing, directing, and producing opportunities to women and minorities. CBS and Netflix have shared marketing campaigns with similar goals, somewhat making headway with series like  Brand New Cherry Flavor and Evil  that showcase diverse casts. 

While a horror novel, film, or television show may include a diverse character or writer, it might not touch on the cultural relevance of doing so. What I mean by this is, while a Filipino man may be a cast member in  Brand New Cherry Flavor, nothing of his cultural and racial identity is mentioned in the series. Not every horror fiction with a diverse cast member  should exhaustively explore racial or cultural anything, but when done right, it certainly seems to uphold one of the purposes of horror: to reflect the status quo and turn it on its head. For example,  Lovecraft Country stars a  mostly–Black cast, and overviews issues of racism and belonging in American culture. Using that same logic, just by including a diverse character in a horror fiction, a status quo is already being overturned. So once again, differential explorations of race and culture need not be studied in every fiction, but it is still impactful when minorities are afforded main character status. 

 Relevance of Multicultural Storytelling

Throughout this project, I focused on the need for more viewpoints in horror fictions. Through the lens of a Puerto Rican, I showcased universal themes of isolation, existentialism, family dynamics, and trauma. In reading or watching  Frankenstein,  Carrie, and  American  Psycho, I’ve seen the threads of these themes from a nondiverse viewpoint. This is not to say that nondiverse is bad or that stories from the past should be rebuked. 

From a horror fiction standpoint, nondiverse equals the dominant White and often  middle-to-upper-class versions of isolation, trauma, and fear. To offer a diverse view of fear will only develop new characters, stories, and 
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audience consideration of what fear can represent to other cultures and societies. 

Diverse characterization in horror fictions can also lead to empathy, grounded in the realization that the basics of some fears are inherent to all. Certain horror themes (like vampirism or morality) are rooted in Whiteness, often without audiences realizing it. Octavia Butler’s  Fledging heavily explores vampire tropes, but through the lens of an African American vampire. Butler’s story opened the vampire world to new audiences, but she also said, “This type of story does not just belong to one group.” 

Another horror fiction element that should be distributed through diverse lenses is that of morality. Morality encompasses  decision-making and guides society, shifting as culture becomes more accepting or less accepting of certain actions or identities. Perhaps morality, more than other horror themes, is the pinnacle of what represents what is normal and what is 

“society.” And if it’s only shared by nondiverse characters, this portrays a foundational part of “civilized” society (the  decision-making part of society) as White. 

As Americanism holds a long tradition of cycling through multiculturalism and White negation—and then multiculturalism again and White negation again—the civilized society as “White” is a narrative that is being painted over with the latest diversity cycle. I believe that streaming platforms are widening opportunities for diverse creators and characters in horror fictions. This trend is only increasing as each year moves on from 2017, the seminal year when  Get Out was released and sparked this latest cycle. 

Limited series are establishing a foothold on steaming platforms. 

They are a retelling of the “miniseries,” which are basically  long-form films released by network television decades ago. Shows like  Twin Peaks issued potential for shorter television seasons. With Lynch and Frost’s eight-episode Season 1 of  Twin Peaks (1990–92), audiences became attracted to the shorter season that was paced more like a film. Presently, limited series are a subcategory of stories growing within the offshoot of a new television medium: streaming content. This is similar to the shifting categories of Americanism, leading to a new (and recurring) multicultural U.S. identity. Thus, the definition and obscurity of limited series could be precisely why they’re a compatible storytelling mechanism for diverse horror fictions. As limited series continue to gain popularity, more Latinx main characters like those found in  Brand New Cherry Flavor could become part of this ongoing and latest cycle. 

Even as the latest cycle has been a boon for African American stories and characters, horror fictions like  Get Out  and  Us are paving the way for a multitude of diverse characters and themes. As Ramirez notes, 
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Chicanofuturism is a blending of Mexican and Afrofuturistic values. I would argue that many of these values, at least in reference to speculative fiction, are rooted in explorations of the Other.  Get Out and like-minded fictions have made identity central to the narratives, underscoring the definition of Americanism as multicultural. This, in turn, may encourage Latinx fictions to redefine the U.S.–based horror canon in this latest cycle or the next. The definition of an American is constantly changing, and likewise the definition of horror is constantly changing. To be an American is to be an immigrant—to be multicultural. The latest cycle of diversity in horror fictions is reflecting this expanding (and perhaps recurring) definition of American identity. 
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