
Florida State University Libraries

Electronic Theses, Treatises and Dissertations  The Graduate School

2017

The Laws of Fantasy Remix
Matthew J. Dauphin

Follow this and additional works at the DigiNole: FSU's Digital Repository. For more information, please contact lib-ir@fsu.edu

http://diginole.lib.fsu.edu/
mailto:lib-ir@fsu.edu


 

FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

COLLEGE OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE LAWS OF FANTASY REMIX 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By 

 

MATTHEW J. DAUPHIN 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Dissertation submitted to the 

Department of English 

in partial fulfillment of the 

requirements for the degree of  

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2017 



 ii 

Matthew J. Dauphin defended this dissertation on March 29, 2017. 

The members of the supervisory committee were: 

 

 

 

Barry Faulk 

Professor Directing Dissertation 

 

Donna Marie Nudd 

University Representative 

 

Trinyan Mariano 

Committee Member 

 

Christina Parker-Flynn 

Committee Member 

 

 

 

The Graduate School has verified and approved the above-named committee members, and 

certifies that the dissertation has been approved in accordance with university requirements. 

  



 iii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To every teacher along my path who believed in me, 

encouraged me to reach for more, 

and withheld judgment when I failed, 

so I would not fear to try again. 

 

 

 

 

  



 iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 
Abstract ............................................................................................................................................ v 

1. AN INTRODUCTION TO FANTASY REMIX ...................................................................... 1 

Fantasy Remix as a Technique of Resistance, Subversion, and Conformity ......................... 9 

Morality, Justice, and the Symbols of Law: Abstract Ideals in the Fantasy Remix ............. 21 

Evil Is as Evil Does: Immanent Causality in the Fantasy Remix ......................................... 23 

Tale as Old as Time: Temporality in the Fantasy Remix ..................................................... 24 

2. MORALITY, JUSTICE, AND THE SYMBOLS OF LAW: ABSTRACT IDEALS IN THE 

FANTASY REMIX ................................................................................................................. 27 

 

Moral Codes and the Problem of Hypocrisy ........................................................................ 35 

The Symbolic Power of Law ................................................................................................ 42 

Corruption and the Limitations of Law and Justice ............................................................. 47 

The Redemptive Power of Abstract Morality ...................................................................... 55 

3. EVIL IS AS EVIL DOES: IMMANENT CAUSALITY IN THE FANTASY REMIX .......... 61 

Speculative Racism .............................................................................................................. 66 

Essentialism in Race and Racism ...................................................................................... 67 

Race in the Speculative Fiction Text ................................................................................. 71 

Speculative Racism and Immanent Causality in Grimm ...................................................... 83 

Biology, Culture, and the Choice of Humanity ................................................................. 84 

Defying Expectations and the Exceptional Grimm ........................................................... 93 

4. TALE AS OLD AS TIME: TEMPORALITY IN THE FANTASY REMIX ........................ 104 

Temporal Complexity and Cognition ................................................................................. 107 

The Narrative Possibilities of Temporal Manipulation ...................................................... 114 

Historical Ruptures ............................................................................................................. 133 

The Temporal Dimensions of Memory as Identity ............................................................ 142 

5. TO BE CONTINUED: A CONCLUSION? ........................................................................... 146 

References ................................................................................................................................... 151 

Biographical Sketch ..................................................................................................................... 158 

  



 v 

ABSTRACT 

 

 
This project establishes a critical framework for the examination of a recently emerged 

trend in speculative fictions texts, which I have dubbed "fantasy remix." Through close 

examination of two exemplary texts that exhibit the characteristics of fantasy remix, Once Upon 

a Time and Grimm, I establish a method by which fantasy remix can be identified and examined 

for its strength as a tool of resistance, subversion, and conformity. There are three major 

characteristics of the technique that can be used to identify most fantasy remix texts: 1) the 

incorporation and adaptation of multiple pre-existing fantastic characters, plots, and motifs, such 

as from fairy tales, folklore, or mythology; 2) the juxtaposition of these fantasy elements with 

contemporary culture and/or settings; and 3) an emphasis on narrative and/or structural temporal 

complexity. Fantasy remix texts displaying these characteristics make liberal use of speculative 

fiction's tendency to subvert reality and to enable its consumers to resist the sometimes-

overwhelming bombardment of cultural ideology that suffuses the real world. The fantasy 

remix's simultaneous tendency to conform, at least superficially, to the status quo increases its 

chances of effective subversion and resistance, creating a semi-paradoxical situation in which 

that which does not fit becomes a source of cultural reflection. This dissertation examines the 

way the fantasy remix technique helps to dismantle and critique ideological conceptions of 

morality, law, and justice; immanent causality, especially race and racism; and the temporal 

order inherent to causality, and thus to our ability to make meaning from the world. Meant as a 

means to expand speculative fiction scholarship with regard to a specific niche technique, the 

questions posed by this analysis serve as an example for new ways of approaching the dialectic 

possibilities of a contemporary culture that creatively cannibalizes its own past. 
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CHAPTER 1 

AN INTRODUCTION TO FANTASY REMIX 
 

 

"No theory that claims universal applicability is worth a damn." 

—Farah Mendlesohn, Rhetorics of Fantasy 

The aim of this project is to establish a critical framework for the examination of a 

recently emerged trend in speculative fictions texts, which I have dubbed "fantasy remix." 

Through close examination of two exemplary texts that exhibit the characteristics of fantasy 

remix, I intend to establish a method by which fantasy remix can be identified and examined for 

its strength as a tool of resistance, subversion, and conformity. As a creative technique, there is a 

limit to the formal boundaries that might be said to define it; fluidity and variation are embedded 

in the creative process. Despite this, it is still possible to identify three major characteristics of 

the technique that can be used to identify most fantasy remix texts: 

1) the incorporation and adaptation of multiple pre-existing fantastic characters, 

plots, and motifs, such as from fairy tales, folklore, or mythology; 

2) the juxtaposition of these fantasy elements with contemporary culture and/or 

settings; and 

3) an emphasis on narrative and/or structural temporal complexity. 

Using these three characteristics first to identify and then to interrogate fantasy remix texts, it 

becomes possible to understand the cultural work performed by these texts, and especially the 

way this work differs from that of more traditionally constructed speculative fiction texts. In 

particular, I find that fantasy remix makes liberal use of speculative fiction's tendency to subvert 

reality and to enable its consumers to resist the sometimes-overwhelming bombardment of 

cultural ideology that suffuses the real world. I believe it is through the fantasy remix's 
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simultaneous tendency to conform, at least superficially, to the status quo that it increases its 

chances of effective subversion and resistance, creating a semi-paradoxical situation in which 

that which does not fit becomes a source of cultural reflection. Our ability to interrogate our own 

cultural values from a position of relative comfort, as I will explore throughout this project, 

enables the fantasy remix to undermine our faith in multiple cultural institutions, not through a 

targeted and deliberate attack on them, but by deconstructing the notion of faith itself. No 

institution is more consistently dismantled by this process than our sense of justice as a 

monolithic and knowable construct. The laws of fantasy remix dictate that what we know of our 

world and our society is based on a system of blind faith more rooted in fantasy than reality, and 

so it is through fantasy that we stand the greatest chance of weakening this faith in favor of a 

more deliberate and conscientious worldview. 

It is important to note that this project does not recognize fantasy remix as a genre (or 

sub-genre) in its own right, but rather as a method by which pre-existing genres are manipulated. 

The incredible similarities observed among many instances of fantasy remix suggest a strong 

reliance on similar methods of manipulation by authors, artists, and other creators of these texts. 

As fantasy remix is a technique that can appear in any medium, its analysis necessitates a 

difficult choice: the more examples examined, the more structural discussion of varying media 

forms must occur, potentially bloating the investigation past the point of usefulness. There is a 

playful quote from Gary Wolfe that I find especially apropos: "Fantasy is evaporating. I don't 

mean that it's disappearing altogether—quite the opposite—but that it's growing more diffuse, 

leaching out into the air around it, imparting a strange smell to the literary atmosphere, probably 

even getting into our clothes" (viii). The diffusion, or evaporation, of fantasy has become so 

prevalent that the fantastic now collides with the mundane in a way that has taken it from generic 
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obscurity into the mainstream. As more and more forms of the fantastic appear, new techniques 

are used not only to maintain interest, but to perform cultural critiques in more insightful ways 

than ever before. I believe fantasy remix to be one of the more successful techniques to have 

emerged from the fantasy fog. 

Through my work here, I intend to open a discussion that will hopefully continue with 

future scholars, and as such have chosen to limit my initial inquiries to a single medium, 

choosing two complex and popular texts to study. I delve into the appearance of fantasy remix in 

two television series, owing in part to their mass audience and the tendency toward a creative 

focus on profitability, as opposed to artistic integrity; the creators of fantasy remix television are 

concerned with producing texts that will reach the widest possible audience and maintain 

interest, thereby establishing some measure of "success" regarding the ability of their text's 

messages to reach a receptive audience. Paul Booth, in describing narratively complex television, 

reminds us that "television is the most visible, most watched, most familiar media technology in 

our lives today" (384). If the cultural work I explore in this dissertation is designed to have 

widespread effect, its appearance in mainstream television would appear to be a step in the right 

direction. 

The first major focal point for this dissertation is the ABC television series Once Upon a 

Time (2011-present, abbreviated hereafter as OUAT). Aired on network television and reaching 

an average of 10 million viewers throughout its first four seasons, the series serves as an 

excellent example of the different elements of fantasy remix (TV by the Numbers; Patten; The 

Deadline Team; De Moraes). Further, its heavy reliance on fairytales altered for mass 

consumption by Disney, as well as its employment of traditional moral didacticism, despite its 

occasionally controversial or revolutionary content, positions it as a useful text through which to 
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examine the multiple ways in which fantasy remix can be read. The other text of interest is the 

NBC television series Grimm (2011-present); Grimm has drawn a consistently smaller audience 

than OUAT, averaging 7 million viewers throughout its first four seasons (TV by the Numbers; 

Patten; The Deadline Team; De Moraes). While it employs many of the same elements of fantasy 

remix as OUAT, however, there are several factors that more closely align it with traditional 

television storytelling, such as its strict adherence to linear chronology and its heavy reliance on 

the police procedural format (a popular television genre whose familiarity may offer an 

additional sense of comfort to television audiences). Each series has its own degree of adherence 

to the elements of fantasy remix, yet the conceptual similarities between the two are indicative of 

the core principle of the technique: by remixing existing fantasy sources into new forms and new 

stories, we are forced to consider the ways in which their extant forms are both materially and 

conceptually anachronistic within our contemporary society. Fantasy remix texts will necessarily 

provoke such reflection by the very fact of their remixed nature; they rely on a sense of 

familiarity with the source texts they remix, so that their alterations and recombinations become 

the subject of our attention. In other words, these shows, like all fantasy remix texts, expect us to 

spot the differences and take pleasure in their evolution. 

While this project will not thoroughly explore other primary examples of fantasy remix, it 

is helpful to survey a few other notable examples in order to more fully explore the three key 

characteristics of the technique. The range of adherence to or deviation from these characteristics 

helps to demonstrate the way in which these are meant to be taken as guidelines, rather than 

immutable criteria. Again, it is my contention that the varied media in which these examples 

appear have a significant impact on each text's use of the fantasy remix technique, and my 

discussion of each will overlook such complications for the sake of a more general approach. 
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Undoubtedly, the text which most closely aligns with the two television series I explore 

in this project is the comic book series Fables (2002-present). Its premise is remarkably similar 

to OUAT, though its narrative structure is noticeably distinct. In Fables, the famous fairy tale 

characters with which American culture is most familiar once occupied distinct lands in another 

plane of existence. The stories we know, such as the tale of Snow White, actually occurred, 

albeit with significant differences. Because these characters inhabited neighboring lands, the 

same character would occasionally be part of multiple stories (such as Prince Charming: the 

same man filled this role for Snow White, Sleeping Beauty, and Cinderella). When faced with an 

invading evil, the characters fled their world and entered ours, setting up residence in what 

would become Manhattan in the 1600s. Today, they occupy a high-rise building; the characters 

are essentially ageless, but they have adapted to our developing culture. At the start of the series, 

the community is run by a mayor, Old King Cole, and his deputy mayor, Snow White. They are 

policed by the sheriff, Bigby Wolf, an adaptation of the Big Bad Wolf common to such stories as 

"Little Red Riding Hood" and "The Three Little Pigs." Their adventures are distinctly 

contemporary, reflecting personalities based in familiar stories, but motivations and desires 

influenced by our present. The intersection between multiple stories (such as Prince Charming's 

and Bigby's repeat appearances) is emblematic of the first characteristic of fantasy remix; the 

characters have life and generate interest precisely because they are remixed versions of familiar 

characters. The setting of a contemporary Manhattan apartment building displays the second 

characteristic. The third characteristic, temporal complexity, reveals itself through the 

agelessness of the characters; the way in which the comic periodically returns to the past, not just 

as narration but as present action (thus displaying narratives in multiple timelines); and even the 

temporal discrepancy between the characters' abandonment of their world and their appearance 
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in our stories. The text remixes characters, plots, and motifs as it chooses, challenging our 

preconceptions of each through its unique take and its creative approach to storytelling. In truth, 

this is the text that first inspired me to consider the implications of fantasy remix as a technique. 

Another well-known example of fantasy remix is the play-turned-film Into the Woods. 

First produced as a stage play in 1986, it has had eight professional runs, as recently as 2015, and 

was adapted into a major motion picture by Disney in 2014. Like Fables, it is an excellent 

example of the first remix characteristic: multiple stories intertwine throughout the plot, with the 

same characters occasionally filling roles in different stories. For instance, the Baker, a figure 

from the story of "Rapunzel," becomes the merchant who buys Jack's cow for a sack of magic 

beans, as well as the woodsman who saves Little Red Riding Hood from the belly of the big bad 

wolf. Their intersecting stories are key to the messages of the play, intimating that what we 

believe to be discrete tales are perhaps all part of one larger story—certainly, this seems to fit 

with noted fairy tale scholar Jack Zipes' understanding of the genre's traditions. He writes, "It is 

also possible to demonstrate how all stories are linked to one another, yet distinct in their 

personal and social functions" (Zipes, Irresistible 5). As a fantasy remix text, Into the Woods 

exaggerates these connections in order to expose the interconnectedness of their personal and 

social functions. Notably, this text displays only a faint example of the second characteristic: the 

events do not take place in a contemporary setting, although it is arguable that the despondency 

the characters exhibit, forestalling the notion of a happily ever after, is indicative of more 

contemporary cultural attitudes on the notion of happiness. Finally, with respect to temporal 

complexity, the text exhibits a linear chronology, but does feature a strong sense of circular 

structure: the Baker, near the end of the play, begins to tell his son the story of his and his wife's 

adventures by repeating the opening words of the play's narrator. Similarly, the closing lines 



7 

echo the play's opening song, reinforcing the circularity of the text. While it varies greatly in its 

adherence to the characteristics I define when compared to a text like Fables, the text is still 

usefully marked as a fantasy remix through their presence. 

Indeed, this survey should encourage these characteristics to be read broadly in service to 

a sense of exploration; the degree to which a text conforms to my checklist has little bearing on 

whether or not we can examine the text in terms of the cultural work it does. Mercedes Lackey, 

for instance, has produced a series of novels that take place in a land known as the Five Hundred 

Kingdoms. Each novel is itself an adaptation of a singular fairy tale (a popular trope for Lackey's 

works), yet the overall setting in which they take place is itself a fantasy remix. The novels are 

loaded with characters and themes that echo familiar stories, and in fact the magic of that world 

is powered by a force known as The Tradition. Destiny is shaped by tradition, encouraging 

characters to conform to the patterns we would find most familiar. The fulfillment of popular 

tropes is often enough to powerful fantastic feats of magic, allowing Lackey's stories to defy our 

literal expectations of events in service to fulfilling our thematic ones. Despite their location in a 

typically ambiguous, medieval Europe-inspired world, the characters generally display a 

distinctly contemporary American set of sensibilities, in which women chafe at the restrictive 

roles expected of them and men seek out alternatives to the rather limited performance of 

masculinity allowed by the source material. Fairy Godmother is an occupation, and we find the 

same individual appearing in multiple stories, providing a now-familiar element of the remix by 

bridging multiple stories together. 

Similarly, Neil Gaiman's American Gods performs a recognizable fantasy remix by using 

characters from mythology and folklore, rather than traditional fairy tales. The novel's 

protagonist visits mythic figures from multiple global traditions in his journey across America, 
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serving as the bridge between their stories. The contemporary setting is the crux of the entire 

novel, as it explores how these characters, if real, could survive in a land that has little faith and 

even less time for them. In a fascinating example of temporal complexity, the novel's primary 

narrative is repeatedly interrupted by segues and asides, as passages explore other characters in 

other parts of the country, some that never even appear in the primary narrative. Sometimes these 

asides take the form of journal entries written hundreds of years before the events of the novel, 

allowing for the mythical past to intrude upon the present, interrupting our ability to comprehend 

the story while simultaneously deepening our appreciation for it. 

What we must take from this then is the richness of possibilities enabled by the fantasy 

remix. Clearly, I favor a generous interpretation of the three characteristics when seeking to 

identify a fantasy remix text, and yet I feel it important to draw one line of distinction between a 

fantasy remix and an adaptation. In the above example of Lackey's novels, it is the larger setting 

in which these novels take place that helps mark them as fantasy remix. Lackey writes another, 

completely separate series of novels known as the Elemental Masters. These novels take place in 

a continuous world defined by Lackey's original magical mythology. Each individual novel is an 

adaptation of a singular fairy tale, but the adaptation is generally limited to plot structure, 

themes, and motifs; characters from the inspiring source material do not literally exist within 

each story, nor does there seem to be any diegetic awareness that they are repeating familiar 

patterns. The novel Phoenix and Ashes, for instance, is a clear retelling of the Cinderella story, 

but it operates through suggestion, rather than deliberate reference. A text employing fantasy 

remix is generally bold enough to call its protagonist Cinderella; Lackey comes close by naming 

her Eleanor (nicknamed Ella), but resists the type of deliberate alignment that is so critical. 

Adaptations may even share other features with the fantasy remix (the Elemental Masters series 
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takes place in the early twentieth century, typically in England), but their insistence on adhering 

to a singular story at the expense of creating a unified and remixed world makes them distinctly 

different. Fantasy remix is, of course, a type of adaptation, but one in which the act of 

appropriation and change is central to our understanding of the form. Nothing in the Elemental 

Masters series, for instance, requires the reader to alter their understanding of the stories on 

which the novels are based, just as Disney's live-action adaptations of its most famous animated 

fairy tales do not require a significantly novel approach to understand their cultural meanings. 

 

Fantasy Remix as a Technique of Resistance, Subversion, and Conformity 

In order to help situate the way in which this dissertation intends to analyze its chosen texts, this 

chapter will attempt a thorough explanation of the multiple possibilities of fantasy remix, starting 

with a review of major schools of thought regarding the ideological functions of fantasy in 

general. Then, I will examine the ways in which these functions change in the fantasy remix, as a 

way of conceptualizing how the remix, as a technique, holds the potential for a significantly 

different approach to ideological inculcation and critique. 

That the fantastic, and especially fairy tales (the most common source text for fantasy 

remixes), matters seems accepted as fact. What remains up for debate is the issue of why: "The 

irony of fairy tale's cultural evolution is that it originated out of human necessity, and we are still 

trying to determine why fairy tale is still so irresistible and necessary" (Zipes, Irresistible 40). 

Zipes identifies fantasy as a critically important genre, whose fantastic possibilities utilize the 

power of the imagination—a power, he argues, which has become underutilized and 

overwhelmed in the face of media saturation, increasing ideological control, and the rigors of 

living in an ever-more communicative world ("Why Fantasy" 79). Rather than allowing for an 
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escape, fantasy recharges the individual, providing the impetus with which to resist the 

inundation of information and to make sense of the ordered chaos of our world: "[Fantasy] shows 

what is missing in our lives and refuses to compensate for the lack by proposing solutions and 

providing categories through which we can define people and situations. The fantastic offers 

glimpses and markers that recall the original meaning of fantasy, the capacity of the brain to 

show and make anything visible" (Zipes, "Why Fantasy" 82). This resistance does not entirely 

depend on the content of the fantasy, but rather relies on the function of the imagination to 

recognize narratives we encounter as constructed, limited, and malleable. Fantasy's ability to 

distort, or perhaps even discard, reality in favor of a more untethered replacement is ultimately 

energizing, even as it covertly deconstructs the perception of reality as stolid and unyielding. 

Indeed, Zipes charts the evolution of the fairy tale's cultural and social role, finding it to 

exist in "tension between groups wanting to control speech and the way individuals have used 

speech to know themselves and the world" (Irresistible 6). As language developed and 

communication became a path toward social power, a growing privilege was placed on 

communicating the real and the vital, forcing the fantastic to the margins. Fairy tales and the 

fantastic, as Zipes discusses, were once used as tools of instruction, especially to help children 

"learn how language and narratives provide access to power, or deny access to it" (Irresistible 7). 

Understood as navigational aids to social power structures, fairy tales thus situate themselves as 

metaphorical guides within our complicated social systems. He continues, "Fundamental to the 

feel of a fairy tale is its moral pulse. It tells us what we lack and how the world has to be 

organized differently so that we receive what we need" (Zipes, Irresistible 14). If we can thus 

view fairy tales, and by extension the fantastic, as that which identifies lack, or even as that 

which maps the negative space, it becomes easier to see it as a check on the sense that our reality 
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is complete. It is in the fantastic that we find the shortcomings of our understanding, and through 

the magic of the impossible that we learn we can overcome the obstacles we face. It is from the 

fantastic that we draw strength to resist the onslaught of the real. This depends not so much on 

the content of the tales, but on their basis in the impossible and the unreal. 

Rosemary Jackson's seminal work on fantasy provides a more thoroughly exhaustive 

approach to understanding the process by which the real and unreal collide in the fantastic, 

presenting it as a fundamental mode of subversion. She explores the ways in which fantasy 

inherently destabilizes reality. Part of fantasy's ability to do so lies in its illogical existence: "The 

etymology of the word 'fantastic' points to an essential ambiguity: it is un-real. Like the ghost 

which is neither dead nor alive, the fantastic is a spectral presence, suspended between being and 

nothingness. It takes the real and breaks it" (Jackson 20, italics in original). The interplay 

between fantasy and the real is critically important: "Like any other text, a literary fantasy is 

produced within, and determined by, its social context. Though it might struggle against the 

limits of this context, often being articulated upon that very struggle, it cannot be understood in 

isolation from it" (Jackson 3). There is an inherent tension, then, between the fantasy, that which 

is unreal, and the real, out of which fantasy grows. Furthermore, as fantasy is a literature of 

desires, especially desires of the impossible, it is also a literature that is chiefly concerned with 

the cultural order. The effects of fantasy literature, understood in this manner, are to first 

delineate the boundaries of the real: 

In this way fantastic literature points to or suggests the basis upon which cultural 

order rests, for it opens up, for a brief moment, on to disorder, on to illegality, on 

to that which lies outside the law, that which is outside dominant value systems. 

The fantastic traces the unsaid and the unseen of culture: that which has been 



12 

silenced, made invisible, covered over and made 'absent.' […] Since this 

excursion into disorder can only begin from a base within the dominant cultural 

order, literary fantasy is a telling index of the limits of that order. (Jackson 4) 

This mapping effect of fantasy, in which its existence charts the edges of the real and the order 

that contains it, serves an additional function. By moving beyond these edges and this order, 

fantasy represents a subversive threat to that order, which in essence "disturb[s] 'rules' of artistic 

representation and literature's reproduction of the 'real'" (Jackson 14). In other words, the ability 

of fantasy to imagine an existence beyond the realms of what we know to be true represents a 

destabilizing effect on both our understanding of that truth and our use of literature as a mimetic 

art. By expressing and enacting desires that exist beyond the real, we begin to question the 

limitations of the real and, especially, essentialized notions of order. 

The ability of the fantastic to force its audience to question the limits of reality is 

fundamental to its ability to fascinate and entertain, but also to its ability to serve as a tool of 

critical reflection. As Jackson writes: 

Structured upon contradiction and ambivalence, the fantastic traces in that which 

cannot be said, that which evades articulation or that which is represented as 

'untrue' and 'unreal'. By offering a problematic re-presentation of an empirically 

'real' world, the fantastic raises questions of the nature of the real and unreal, 

foregrounding the relation between them as its central concern. (37) 

Our ability to see past our own reality, to embrace the imaginative power at the root of the 

fantastic, allows us access to a new way of seeing that which is there. We cannot imagine the 

unreal or the untrue without first agreeing to some sense of what is real and true, and yet, as 

Jackson argues, the fantastic presents (or re-presents) a "problematic" vision of reality. It is not 



13 

meant to codify reality, but to question it; at its core, it is a destabilizing, subversive realm. She 

explains: 

The fantastic narrative's means of establishing its 'reality' are initially mimetic 

('realistic', presenting an 'object' world 'objectively') but then move into another 

mode which would seem to be marvelous ('unrealistic', representing apparent 

impossibilities), were it not for its initial grounding in the 'real'. Thematically too, 

as we shall see, the fantastic plays upon difficulties of interpreting events/things 

as objects or as images, thus disorienting the reader's categorization of the 'real'. 

(Jackson 20) 

While certainly there are examples of fantastic texts created to serve as escapist fantasy, and 

many more that have been interpreted as such, we cannot escape the fantastic's fundamental 

grounding in the real. Authors must define their fictional worlds in relation to their lived 

experiences, marking that which is the same and that which is different. Even in the case of an 

entirely alien landscape populated with creatures impossibly different to what we know, the 

genesis of this world is its difference from our own. The extent to which a fantastic text is able to 

establish its content as real and true—in other words, its success at immersing its audience in its 

fantasy—depends on the degree to which the text manages to convince its audience, even if only 

temporarily, that what they know to be true is not all that can be true. The fantastic thus strives to 

subvert reality as a marker of its success, so that its very purpose is subversion. 

Farah Mendlesohn's The Rhetorics of Fantasy lays out four rhetorical modes of fantasy 

narratives in an effort to provide a sense of how and why fantasy operates; less concerned with 

the content, or even the structure, of individual fantasies, she focuses instead on what is revealed 

through the discourse of fantasy itself. The four modes she describes—the portal-quest fantasy, 
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the immersive fantasy, the intrusion fantasy, and the liminal fantasy—serve as broad taxonomic 

markers meant to span across the vast majority of fantasy texts. Being able to locate a particular 

fantasy text within one of these categories should help to analyze the way in which the text 

attempts to bring the reader into the fantastic, and so to understand better how to critique its 

effects on our own understandings of reality and ideology. For instance, "in the intrusion fantasy 

the role of the question is vital," meaning that the protagonist, and thus the reader, is meant to 

question the solidity of reality as they know it, testing for gaps and boundaries (Mendlesohn 199, 

italics in original). Because fantasy remix is a technique that can be applied to any type of 

fantasy text, we cannot locate the technique within any one rhetorical mode (though it is my 

belief that both OUAT and Grimm qualify as intrusion fantasies). However, Mendlesohn's work 

offers a useful mode of inquiry: we must discern what is vital to the fantasy remix. If fantasy has 

the function of providing its audience with tools to resist reality, while also subverting it, the 

fantasy remix could be said to stand apart through its ability to provide a sense of comfort and 

security to its audience throughout this process. In other words, it is the familiarity that is vital—

the familiarity of the real world, the familiarity of the fantastic, and the familiarity of the 

ideological norms challenged and reaffirmed within the text. By providing its audience with a 

clear and comforting touchstone so pervasive as to encompass the entire scope of its fantasy, the 

fantasy remix text can exploit our expectations in order to undermine them without fear that we 

will reject the premise. To that end, the fantasy remix relies heavily on a sense of conformity 

toward the status quo, one through which familiar ideologies, such as racism and 

heteronormativity, are at least superficially upheld. 

Within the fantasy genre, race ceases to be a cultural construct and instead becomes a 

factor of biology, as "race" frequently transitions to "species."  Gender roles are likewise the 
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product of essential differences, most commonly equating men with power, dominance, and 

physical strength, while women become more manipulative, more seductive, and more 

mystical—more Othered—as they succumb to various generic tropes. Much of fantasy literature 

relies on this notion of natural stratifications of society in order to explore a world in which 

literally anything is possible. Characters who defy generic expectations are marked as 

exceptional, unique, or uncanny because of their defiance. Similarly, the vast majority of fantasy 

narratives seek to restore order to chaos, to present monarchies as benign power structures that 

need to be reclaimed by "good" characters rather than be overthrown, and to allow for the 

triumph of good over evil—often represented as the triumph of social norms over the aberrant 

behavior of a radical Other. In this way, fantasy functions as a tool of conformity, reaffirming the 

ideological constructs of the society to which it is offered. If it threatens any one construct, it 

typically does so while validating the others. 

In fantasy remix, the function of fantasy is necessarily altered from its more traditional 

role, owing to the specific techniques used to construct (and thus identify) such a remix. Zipes, 

while discussing the evolution of the fairy tale in particular, notes that our level of social 

complexity actually makes it difficult today to determine what is unimaginable; we have grown 

by such leaps and bounds, and complicated what was previously simple to such a degree that 

there is chaos even in our order. All is not lost, however, as he explains: 

Fairy tales embody worlds of naïve morality that can still resonate with us if their 

underlying dramas are re-created and re-designed to counter as well as collide 

with our complex social realities. Collisions do not have to end in destruction. 

They are necessary to disrupt and confront clichés and bad habits. They are 

necessary to shake up the world and sharpen our gaze. (Zipes, Irresistible 136) 
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I believe fantasy remix is a specific technique that has evolved to facilitate such collisions. The 

key to analyzing texts as remixes lies in considering the ways in which the process of remixing 

alters not just the texts, but the power structures involved in art and consumption. It should be 

noted that "remix culture," as an academic term, is still primarily used with regard to digital 

media and the multiple possible adaptations available through digital manipulation, especially 

with regard to auditory and visual components. This project does not seek to redefine that 

conception of remix, but merely to extend the analysis of radical change to the study of fantasy. 

John Egenes writes, "Remix signals a fundamental shift in our way of thinking about our 

culture" (Egenes 2). While Egenes is primarily focused on remix culture as it applies to music, 

and the blurring of boundary between performer and audience, the destabilizing effect that the 

remix process has, not just on the text, but on the cultural relationships involved in the creation 

and consumption processes, are still relevant to this inquiry: "I consider remixing, and the remix 

culture, to be the 21st century's new folk process. I see it as a return to a communal way of 

experiencing our art and our intellectual creations, a change of tack taking us away from 

considering the individual to be the keystone of it all" (Egenes 2). Fantasy remix should be seen 

as a cultural process, in addition to being a distinctive art form; it relies on cultural attitudes 

toward the source texts, as well an understanding of contemporary sensibilities, as much as it 

relies on its own novel approach to creativity. As Mendlesohn writes, "the fantastic is an area of 

literature that is heavily dependent on the dialectic between author and reader for the 

construction of a sense of wonder, […] it is a fiction of consensual construction of belief" (xiii). 

Thus I would argue that this dialectic is not limited just to the individual reader, but involves a 

relationship between author and culture; the sense of wonder, of belief, of which Mendlesohn 

writes is at least partially determined by the cultural norms at the time of the text's creation. 
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It is a position also shared by Wolfe. He concurs with Jackson's assessment of fantasy as 

a subversive rejection of reality in favor of something unreal and, in some cases, inarticulable: 

"If there is one thing the still-narrow body of literary scholarship devoted to fantasy has made 

clear, it is that whatever we are to call 'fantasy' must first and foremost deal with the impossible" 

(Wolfe 68). And yet he cautions against thinking of fantasy too simply, for the troubling 

implications of what might be dismissed; implicit in his concerns is an acknowledgment of the 

cultural denigration toward fantasy—although, as indicated above, its diffusion into the 

mainstream has secured its popularity, it is still too often thought of as escapist or trivial 

literature. He writes: 

The notion of impossibility in fantasy, then, must lie somewhere toward the 

middle of this scale; it must be more public than the schizophrenic's hallucination, 

yet less universal than myth in religion. In fact, contemporary fantasy must 

engage in an implied compact between author and reader—an agreement that 

whatever impossibilities we encounter will be made significant to us, but will 

retain enough of their idiosyncratic nature that we still recognize them to be 

impossible. (Wolfe 70) 

It is through this compact that we can best understand fantasy, and thus the fantasy remix, not as 

a literature thrust onto its audience, but as one that invites its audiences to take up a new 

perspective and a new means of looking. As fantasy itself has a critical relationship to the culture 

out of which it emerges, the ability of the remix to alter the relationship between producer, 

consumer, and culture will necessarily have an impact on the relationship between a culture and 

its fantasies as well. When the boundaries between discrete tales become blurred, or entirely 

erased; when characters, settings, and plots merge in service of a new, larger narrative, 
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destroying nuance in the process; and when the contemporary culture is juxtaposed with the 

fantastic, rather than remaining separate (and thus somewhat insulated from the subversions of 

the fantastic), we must recognize that the works are not simply being adapted, but that our 

relationships to them and to each other are being challenged. 

With this understanding, then, a fantasy remix holds the same potential functions as any 

fantasy text, and yet must be treated as a distinct outgrowth of these texts. By repurposing 

existing material, rather than creating wholly original content, the creators of fantasy remix are 

participating in a simultaneous process of creation and critique, whereby the new text selectively 

adapts pre-existing elements. The new text is not mimesis, but evolution; what remains from the 

original can be read as a contemporary critique, either upholding or radically altering the way in 

which the source material's impact on contemporary culture should be understood. For example, 

while many fairy tales feature the expected elements of princesses in distress rescued by stalwart 

male heroes, the extent to which this narrative convention is altered in the remix, if at all, may be 

seen as reflective of contemporary attitudes regarding gender roles. And yet by adhering as 

closely as possible to their source material, these texts can deflect critique of their problematic 

content. The fantasy remix represents an essentially complicated text; every element must be 

analyzed for its adherence to and deviation from the source and for their new form as a whole. 

Likewise, the potential for these texts to resist, subvert, and conform is a sign of the 

extent to which the source material has been remixed, as the process involves the intentional 

selection and omission of cultural concepts from another time. To insert these concepts into the 

now is either to reaffirm them, or to critique them, depending on the context; fantasy remix does 

not allow for the automatic critique of culture, but rather provides a tool for the skillful and 

controlled evolution of an ideological dialogue. Consider the series Grimm: its premise is that the 
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fairy tales collected by the Grimm brothers were true accounts of monsters and magic collected 

as a way to record the efforts of a powerful group of supernaturally endowed monster hunters. 

The protagonist of the series is a descendant of these hunters, who encounters supernatural 

creatures committing crimes in present-day Portland. While some characters, such as Monroe, a 

werewolf, prove exceptions to the generic stereotypes engendered by the fairy tales, on the whole 

the series treats individuals as inherently wicked, deceptive, or dangerous due entirely to their 

(effective) race: most werewolves are violent and aggressive, as are most trolls, witches, and, 

really, anyone that isn't human. Even benign creatures are cast as cowardly or untrustworthy, on 

the whole. The effect is to normalize and essentialize racial division under the guise of 

supernatural biology, effectively reaffirming the rightness of the actions taken by the 

heterosexual, white, male protagonist. And yet, as I will explore later in this project, the series 

also provides a path to dismantle such essentialist thinking, not by rejecting it outright, but by 

confusing it, muddying the waters of prejudice with more contemporary notions of socialization 

and intentional empathy. Analysis of this remixed text must consider not just the content dredged 

from its source material, but also the way in which these concepts are employed. The heavily 

symbolic nature of fairytales and folklore renders most characters in them figurative stand-ins for 

real world groups or concepts, which in turn makes the remixed text's treatment of attitudes 

toward them inherently meaningful. 

As a means of exploring the possibilities of cultural critique enabled by fantasy remix, I 

have selected three conceptual centers around which I will focus my investigation. The first such 

center is the concept of justice. With both legal and moral connotations, justice is an unavoidably 

ambiguous ideological construct that nevertheless drives a large number of fictional narratives. It 

is a frequent source of dramatic inspiration and has become, in some ways, a fetish of American 
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culture. Notably, its omnipresence in police procedurals and detective fiction, both of which 

figure heavily in the primary texts examined in this project, identifies it as a prime source for 

investigating the paradoxical rigidity and adaptability of fantasy remix. 

The second conceptual center is the notion of immanent causality, to be read here as an 

essentialized notion of good and evil that is inherent to a person because of who or what they are, 

and its effect on notions of justice and morality. This investigation of immanent causality will 

focus on the ways in which fantasy remix helps reify existing cultural trends to rethink basic 

binaries, such as good and evil, in terms of social contexts like race (typically reimagined within 

the fantasy remix as species). The potential for fantasy remix to resist, subvert, and conform 

stems from its ability to reimagine basic, fundamental binaries rooted in such essentialism. By 

first examining how justice and morality are grounded in both a cultural and individual sense of 

right and wrong, it becomes apparent how changes to our faith in such binaries can have 

immense ramifications. 

The third and final conceptual center around which this investigation will turn is that of 

temporal complexity as used in the fantasy remix. This applies both to the manipulation of linear 

chronology and to the tendency to juxtapose fairy tales with contemporary settings and values. 

The temporal complexity evident in fantasy remix texts, whether an intentional focal point or an 

inherent byproduct of the remix process, allows for a distortion of our ability to comprehend the 

text, engaging us more fully in the narrative and thereby engaging us in the structure of the 

critique itself. Disruptions to temporal order play upon the tools we use to establish causality, 

and thus to make meaning, so that the fantasy remix's temporal complexity can more explicitly 

challenge our ability to know. In this fashion, this dissertation will attempt to unravel in 

increasingly meaningful steps our ability to know the world, beginning with an institution 
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commonly taken for granted (justice), progressing to our certainty in the way our society is 

ordered (immanent causality), and finally to the way in which we make meaning from our 

experiences entirely (temporal complexity). 

What follows is a brief overview that highlights the major analytical threads to be 

explored in the ensuing chapters. Rather than provide a strict outline of the chapters' arguments, 

these are instead meant as an overview of the questions and inferences that generated each 

chapter, in the hopes of lending context to their discussions. 

 

Morality, Justice, and the Symbols of Law: Abstract Ideals in the Fantasy Remix 

Given that fantasy remix is both a contemporary creation, reflective of current trends in 

storytelling and cultural attitudes, and a retroactive critique of the source material, the role of 

justice stands out as a particularly critical element that allows for a greater understanding of the 

function of this generic technique. Justice, and especially its connections to law and power, is 

highly culturally dependent, both in the sense of its practical manifestations and its theoretical 

limitations. How does it gain this power, and to whom is power given? The boundaries between 

private and public justice, including who has the authority or obligation to enforce justice, reveal 

not just perceptions about good and evil (right and wrong), but also attitudes toward complex 

power structures. 

In the fantasy remixes examined in this project, the rule of law is traditional, monolithic, 

and self-justifying. Symbols of law and order carry inherent power within the narratives, while 

the social role of the police and government is unambiguously positive. While these symbols 

might be temporarily coopted by evil characters, they remain capable of redemption, signaling 

both the ability and the obligation of good characters to work within the system—at least 
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superficially. In OUAT, in particular, the symbol of the law resists any sense of neutrality; it is an 

essentially "good" symbol that either ensures justice (through its proper functioning) or is in need 

of redemption so that it can ensure justice. This mechanism essentially reassures the audience 

that justice, familiar, protective, and comforting, is still possible, even when "evil" seems to hold 

the power. The use of these symbols, then, presents an incredibly rich opportunity for in-depth 

close-readings of the functional possibilities of fantasy remix. In particular, the alignment of 

fantastic characters and plots with a contemporary setting allows for an examination of long-held 

traditions of justice and their impact on contemporary manifestations of legal processes. At what 

point do justice and the law cease to be ideas and become self-sustaining forces? 

In fantasy narratives, the protagonist's primary obligation is typically to restore order and 

uphold justice, regardless of their official relation to structures of legal power or government. In 

the fantasy remix, this tradition holds true, though there is a high prevalence of directly 

associating the protagonist with an easily recognizable power structure: in OUAT, the protagonist 

begins the narrative as a bail bondsperson, becomes a sheriff's deputy, and later assumes the role 

of sheriff along with her father, who is also a royal prince; in Grimm, the protagonist is a 

homicide detective by trade, in addition to his familial role as a monster hunter; in Fables, the 

two protagonists are the lieutenant mayor of the community and the community's sheriff. Neil 

Gaiman and Mercedes Lackey often utilize protagonists in their remixed works who, while not 

always occupying official roles of legal or governmental power, are typically descended from 

powerful figures or families, establishing them as pseudo-royalty and thus highly obligated (and 

highly justified) to restore order. Can justice, if it is always-already coopted into systems of 

power, serve as a meaningful check to those powers? Can the law? At what point does resistance 

to the law cease to equate with resistance to justice? How can we separate the two within a 
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culture whose dominant ideology tells us that the law and justice are inherently aligned—even 

that they are synonymous? 

The close readings of OUAT performed in this chapter seek an understanding of the ways 

these remixed manipulations of generic convention alter the traditional function of fantasy, as 

delineated above, paying special attention to the tension between resistance/subversion and 

conformity.  

 

Evil Is as Evil Does: Immanent Causality in the Fantasy Remix 

Essentialized notions of good and evil are at the heart of this investigation. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, the fantasy genre is often interested in naturalizing and essentializing characters 

and events in order to strengthen the relationship between the protagonists' actions and a sense of 

justice. Thus, the efforts taken within the narrative to rationalize the text's moral boundaries 

often rely on a long-standing, widely recognized set of markers to denote right and wrong; 

characters do evil things because they are evil. Given this, can a good character do evil, or does 

the performance of evil render a character evil? Were we wrong to think of them as good, or are 

good and evil binary states between which we can shift? In the fantasy remix, this notion of 

essential evil is often questioned by applying a contemporary awareness of the effects of 

socialization to provide understanding, and even sympathy, for "evil" characters. As will be 

explored in this chapter's close readings of Grimm, however, the tendency for the fantasy remix 

to conform to the status quo is most difficult to resist when it comes to immanent causality. In 

particular, the use of culturally familiar forms of immanent causality, such as race and racism, 

helps to sustain our inherent faith in this rigid outlook. But what of the exceptions to the rules of 

immanent causality—those people who defy our preconceptions? Do they disprove immanent 
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causality, or does their exceptional nature merely reinforce the dominant narrative while 

allowing for aberrations? 

The fantasy remix, I contend, has the ability to tease apart the close-knit fibers of such 

tightly woven ideologies, exemplifying the potential power of the technique. It is subversive 

without being strident, allowing the familiarity of the original text to comfort and reassure an 

audience while changing the expected dynamics of character relationships. Consider Grimm's 

frequent reliance on stereotypes, and yet its tendency to populate its main cast with characters 

who defy those stereotypes. By presenting a world filled with unambiguous order (to know a 

character's race is to know their strengths and weaknesses, their intellectual capabilities, or even 

the shape of their personalities), and simultaneously introducing it to us through characters who 

do not adhere to that order, the series provides a familiar footing for audiences even as it begins 

to undermine their certainty in the idea of a natural order. How can we insist on seeing the races 

of the world as naturally ordered when our mediators to that world reject that order? 

Furthermore, can we continue to claim that exceptional individuals choose their exceptionality 

when presented with characters who instead naturally defy our expectations? What are the 

implications of choice and predetermination in determining guilt or innocence? The examination 

of immanent causality thus becomes a central tool to understanding the power structures 

implicated in our systems of justice and morality.  

 

Tale as Old as Time: Temporality in the Fantasy Remix 

While the previous chapters primarily focus on close readings of the content of fantasy remixes, 

this chapter will investigate the structural makeup of these texts, with particular attention to the 

texts' approach to temporal complexity. This area, though critically important to understanding 
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the range offered by the techniques of fantasy remix, is the least reliable marker of the generic 

technique. In OUAT, for instance, the divergent chronologies inherent to its narrative structure 

create multiple, intersecting timelines that highlight the gaps between story time and discourse 

time. By contrast, the chronology in Grimm is almost entirely linear, with the occasional 

traditional flashback added in for expository or dramatic purposes. How does temporal 

complexity affect our ability to understand a narrative? When presented with events out of order, 

to what extent does this alter our sense of causation—can we still hold to the same notions of 

cause and effect that allow us to make meaning from the world, or must we rethink this process? 

And to what extent are these questions dependent on the structure, as opposed to the content, of a 

temporally complex narrative? 

This focus on temporality must necessarily examine the juxtaposition of traditional tales 

with contemporary settings and values. The anachronistic morality and motivation of a remix's 

fantastic sources rely on essentialist notions that do not always match their new alignment, 

especially given a cultural perspective that is more prone to treating individuals as the products 

of their environment, rather than their inherent nature. Thus, the manipulation of temporality 

implicit in the remix process necessarily engages the text in a critique of immanent causality. 

Can we tell a contemporary story with anachronistic characters and plots, even when we have 

rejected their motivations and methods? To what extent do we become culpable in reifying these 

outdated ideologies when we do not simply consume them in their original forms, but weave 

them into new stories? 

While temporally complex narratives are not unique to fantasy remix, they do find special 

attention in such works. Is temporal complexity an unavoidable structural element of the fantasy 

remix, and if so, does it perform the same cultural critique as when it is included as a deliberate 
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strategy of narrative complexity? Perhaps more importantly, to what extent is temporal 

complexity responsible for the critical deconstruction enabled by the fantasy remix? While the 

second and third chapter explore fascinating possibilities intrinsic to the fantasy remix's ability to 

blend resistance, subversion, and conformity into an effective tool of inculcation and critique, 

this chapter will explore to what extent temporal complexity facilitates this work. If the fantastic 

is the re-presentation of the possible as the impossible, then temporal complexity situates itself as 

the re-presentation of the ordered and knowable as the chaotic and unknowable. The fact that we 

can still make meaning from such texts speaks to the ability of the fantasy remix to facilitate 

coherence throughout this process, and helps solidify our understanding of it as a generic 

technique worthy of critical attention. 
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CHAPTER 2 

MORALITY, JUSTICE, AND THE SYMBOLS OF LAW: 

ABSTRACT IDEALS IN THE FANTASY REMIX 
 

 

"If you think something you want to do is wrong, it is." 

—Emma Swan, "The Shepherd" 

The television series Once Upon a Time (2011-present) presents a fascinating case study 

for the exploration of the ideological impact of law and justice. The series makes liberal use of 

the characteristics of fantasy remix described in Chapter 1, while drawing heavily on classic 

elements of moral didacticism and oversimplification common to fairy tales for the 

dissemination of its moral messages. By reducing moral complexity to a battle between good and 

evil, the show creates its own idealistic version of right and wrong and equates the pursuit of 

good with the pursuit of justice. Without ever taxing itself so far as to define these terms, the 

series relies on an assumed understanding of right, wrong, good, and evil for successful audience 

inculcation, creating a suitable entry point for scholastic inquiry. To that end, this chapter will 

investigate, both theoretically and within the series, 1) how justice and the law are differentiated, 

2) how corruption and hypocrisy are framed as obstacles to the alignment of justice and the law, 

3) how the series inevitably complicates its initially reductive ideals through these symbolic 

orders, and 4) how this interplay of cultural norms and values, both conforming to and critiquing 

the status quo, is the ideal site to examine the ideological work undertaken by fantasy remix as a 

technique. Despite the ongoing nature of the text, this chapter will examine only the first season, 

as these episodes provide a suitable basis for the exploration of these fundamental principles. 

Once Upon a Time (abbreviated hereafter as OUAT) includes two related, but distinct, 

diegetic worlds, one in Storybrooke, Maine, and the other in the Enchanted Forest. The 

Enchanted Forest is home to characters from popular fairy tales and other stories, such as Snow 
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White and the Evil Queen. The Queen casts a powerful spell that transports all the characters in 

the forest to Earth, creating the town of Storybrooke, and replaces their memories and identities 

with new ones. The most distinct characteristic of their new Storybrooke lives is the denial of 

happiness: the Queen's spell ensures that they will no longer have happy endings (a commentary 

on the difference between real life and the fantastic). The main character, Emma Swan, the 

daughter of Snow White, is smuggled out of the Enchanted Forest before the curse can affect her. 

She grows up in America and is eventually drawn to Storybrooke in order to break the curse and 

restore its citizens. There, she becomes sheriff and engages the Queen, now the mayor, in an 

elaborate power struggle that includes custody of Emma's son Henry, whom the mayor adopted; 

political influence in the town; and, symbolically, the battle between good and evil. The episodes 

switch between the worlds of Storybooke and the Enchanted Forest, using the latter to provide 

context for the struggles faced in the former. In this way, the events in the Enchanted Forest 

function very much like traditional fairy tales, using fantastic situations and metaphor to explain 

and give meaning to everyday struggles. This analysis is primarily concerned with the events that 

take place within Storybrooke, as its conceptions of law and justice most closely align with those 

of the world outside the text, though both worlds employ similar moral codes and equal degrees 

of abstraction in pursuit of the text's ideological didacticism. 

For the purposes of this chapter, "law" will refer to all aspects of state-sponsored, 

codified regulation; this includes statutes (produced by sovereign or legislative bodies), 

deliberations by judicial bodies (including courts, judges, and attorneys, as well as sovereign 

entities when such deliberations can be separated from the production of statutes), and, perhaps 

most importantly, the state-sanctioned enforcement of regulations, especially by police power. It 

is important to mention here contracts as a separate, but related, aspect of law. Contracts within 
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OUAT are coded as binding, but they frequently rely on extralegal powers for their enforcement; 

while the law has the power to enforce a contract, it is often through intimidation, deceit, or 

magic that contracts are actually fulfilled. The distinction is such that while contracts may be 

used in service to the state, they need not necessarily be so aligned; their separateness from the 

law complicates their analysis and so they will not be examined here. 

"Justice," however, is even more difficult to define, in part because of its inherent 

subjectivity, but also because the series aligns it most clearly with an abstract notion of "good," 

in opposition to an equally abstract notion of "evil." At times, "justice" seems a synonym for 

"fairness," while at other times "justice requires that a person get what he or she deserves" 

(Mandle 399). The distinction between fairness and the legal/philosophical notion of desert is 

critical, as the latter requires some action to earn the products of justice, while the former relies 

on the fulfillment of inherent needs, regardless of the actions of the subject seeking justice. I will 

endeavor to distinguish between the two forms of justice when necessary, though their conflation 

within the texts means that they will occasionally be conflated within this argument—usually 

when discussing the more abstract uses of justice within the series itself. Further, Jon Mandle 

clarifies a distinction between two institutional forms of justice: "Distributive justice answers the 

question of how social institutions should be structured in order to give citizens a fair share of 

the social resources with which to pursue their diverse goals and projects. […] Retributive (or 

corrective) justice responds to the fact of immorality" (415, italics in original). As OUAT is 

almost exclusively concerned with retributive justice, it can be assumed that all references to 

justice here should be taken to mean the same. 

Rather than just a quirk of convenient televised storytelling, this actually presents a 

serious critical gap within the didactic space of the fantasy remix. The series never significantly 
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considers how to order a society according to notions of distributive justice; those characters 

coded as good are always-already assumed capable of creating a just society, while those 

characters coded as evil are not, though methods of retributive justice are posited as possible 

within a distributively unjust system. This is expressly visible in the notion of hereditary rights: 

Emma is the born and predestined savior of her people and is thus inherently and inalienably 

aligned with her righteous actions, in essence born to be good. The assumption of her inherent 

goodness helps justify her actions, reaffirming the goodness of what she does based on who she 

is. This connection between good actions and good people, positing goodness as an identity, 

occurs repeatedly, such as when Mary Margaret attempts to defend herself from accusations of 

murder: "I am the same person I've always been. A good person. I did not do this" ("Heart of 

Darkness"). Yet the series seemingly rejects this notion in its pilot, when Jiminy Cricket (and his 

alter ego, Archie) describes violence as "giving in to one's dark side," clearly implying that evil 

is a choice, and the potential for darkness lies in all people ("Pilot," Once). Emma Swan, then, 

stands apart as an exception to this rule, drawing on the tradition within fantasy literature of 

marking hereditary saviors (heralded through prophecy, and often royal lineage) as inherently 

capable of goodness, and thus incapable of evil. The series does allow for the magical corruption 

of goodness, such as when Snow White takes a potion from Rumplestiltskin that erases the 

memory of her love for Prince Charming, rendering her cruel and amoral, but the very fact that it 

takes magic to transform an inherently good person into one capable of evil further supports this 

essentialized notion of goodness ("Heart of Darkness"). 

Ironically, the series does question the notion of evil, even attempting to explore how evil 

is created and how it might be redeemed, but paradoxically it asserts that evil characters cannot 

create a distributively just society, seen most clearly in the Evil Queen's totalitarian grip on the 
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Enchanted Forest throughout the first season. That distinction is reserved solely for the "good." 

This allows the series to address the complexity of justice without risking any unwelcome 

notions of social engineering that might put it at odds with its target audience. 

Like the fairy tales from which it draws its source, OUAT remains fundamentally rooted 

in traditional notions of right and wrong, good and evil. As will be explored below, these are 

ideological terms that stand for themselves; though they may be revealed to be complicated, 

there is such a thing as a good person, and a right choice, and the series depends on the certainty 

of this at a broad, communal level. To discuss how a society might better be structured to ensure 

distributive justice would be to enter a realm of specifics at which the shared basis for moral 

complexity breaks down into conflicting details that would ultimately undermine the fantasy 

being remixed. Better instead to focus on retributive justice, allowing characters such as Emma 

to correct action-oriented wrongs and thus satisfy the audience's desire to see things put "right." 

Emma as savior, as redeemer, is a more likeable figure than Emma as social engineer. After all, 

the audience of the fantasy remix is not a group of legislators setting out to build a utopia; rather, 

it is the mass of citizens vulnerable to injustices, who seek reassurance that their troubles can be 

fixed, and that good will always conquer evil. This is the heart of fantasy that clings to the status 

quo that the fantasy remix struggles to escape. 

Notably, justice is positioned within OUAT, in its conflation of fairness and desert, to 

most closely align with morality; that is, to call something fair or deserved is deemed a moral 

good, whereas to call it unfair or undeserved is deemed morally bad. Lea Ypi, however, draws 

the following distinction: "Justice invokes comparative concepts, morality is one-dimensional" 

(173). Her use of "comparative" here underscores the need for context, complexity, and careful 

analysis; the "one-dimensional" nature of morality reveals its relative shallowness and 
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inflexibility. Thus, for Ypi, justice is a relative concept, more so than morality, but she also notes 

that justice is not necessarily "entirely separate from morality. In fact, the two concepts are 

importantly intertwined. […] It is precisely when we are confronted with agents making 

comparative demands with potentially conflicting implications that the need for justice arises" 

(173). In this view, justice is the remedy for a conflict of morality; it is the impartial tiebreaker, 

the objective incarnation of fairness.  Justice thrives in the space where the limitations of 

morality become most obvious. When we apply this conception of justice to the law, however, 

the problems caused by such philosophical distinctions become readily apparent. 

Karen Slawner offers a perfect encapsulation of the relationship between law and justice: 

Some actions are permitted by law, and are thus legal; others are prohibited and 

deemed illegal. We like to believe that the process of deciding between the two is 

not entirely arbitrary but takes place in some proximity to a concept we call 

justice. Yet we also realize that law and justice are not synonymous terms, since 

we often claim that a law is unjust. The relationship between law and justice is not 

entirely clear. (460) 

The law can function in service of justice, but it can just as easily be positioned in opposition to 

it. Notably, however, OUAT often codes such alignments of law against justice as the effects of 

corruption and hypocrisy; justice, as an abstract ideal, is incorruptible, while the law can quite 

easily be twisted to thwart justice. 

Take, for example, the ways in which Regina manipulates the law in Storybrooke in order 

to harass Emma, hoping to drive her out of town. In "The Thing You Love Most," Regina gives 

Emma the idea to visit Henry's therapist, Archie, to learn more about him. When Emma does, 

Archie gives her Henry's file without being asked. Immediately after she leaves, he calls Regina, 
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revealing that this was a conspiracy to entrap Emma. The sheriff, Graham, arrests Emma, despite 

her protests: 

EMMA. You know I'm being set up, don't you? 

GRAHAM. And whom, may I ask, is setting you up? 

EMMA. […] The mayor put him up to this. She's got to have something on him. 

He's terrified of her, like everyone else in this town. 

GRAHAM. […] Regina may be a touch intimidating, but I don't think she'd go as 

far as a frame job. 

EMMA. How far would she go? What does she have her hands in? 

GRAHAM. Well, she's the mayor. She has her hands in everything. ("The Thing") 

Graham, of course, is quite correct. He is having a secret affair with Regina, which creates a 

conflict of interest regarding his ability to enforce the law against her. Though she possesses the 

magical means to manipulate him, Regina primarily uses her legal authority as mayor, and her 

corruptive influence, to circumvent justice through the law. Later, when Emma attempts to 

uncover evidence of Regina's suspected embezzlement, she's faced with a choice about whether 

to operate legally, by obtaining a warrant, or to operate extralegally, eventually lamenting, "What 

judge are we gonna find that she doesn't own? We're screwed" ("Fruit"). The extent of Regina's 

manipulations cast the law as a lost cause, a broken resource for those seeking justice. But it is 

this notion of the law's brokenness, rather than its inherent ineffectiveness, that matters most 

here. The law should align with justice, the series insists, but someone has caused its 

misalignment. Characters bemoan the lack of justice, recognize the law as a contributing factor, 

but remain convinced that the law should be a remedy. The series' reliance on the symbols of 

law, rather than the law itself, to enact justice is quite powerful in this regard: the law's purest 
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form, it would seem, is as an abstract ideal, much the same as justice. It is in the practical 

manifestations of the law that it is exposed to corruption, made vulnerable, and ultimately fails 

(until redeemed).  

Though the law may be corrupted, because of its flexibility it should be deemed 

inherently neutral on an axis of ideals, a tool that can be manipulated to serve justice or hinder it: 

"Law is always an interpretive performance. It is a speech act (although one with momentous 

consequences). […] Such statements attain their legitimacy through the act of their having been 

made. At the very moment of law's founding, it is neither just nor unjust" (Slawner 468). In 

essence, the law is self-justifying, standing entirely for itself, despite the connotations of justice 

that others may place upon it. Indeed, the perspective of the law's justness often depends entirely 

on the degree to which people see their own interests reflected in the law, compared to their own 

victimization. OUAT consistently codes the law as something in need of redemption, or rescue 

from corruption, insisting that the natural alignment of law should be in service to the dictates of 

justice, a moralistically simplistic notion that relies exclusively on the didactic medium of the 

series' genre for its ideological soundness. That such an alignment is so frequently in need of 

adjustment within the text (corruption is already present, justice is already impaired) seems to 

complicate such a simplistic moral outlook, calling into question whether the text believes its 

own moral instruction. It is in this questioning that the text seems to claim the difference 

between law and justice as a space for meta-textual reflection on the value of cultural morality 

and the difficulties of establishing a morality-based ideology. 

Of special interest to this investigation is the tendency for texts employing fantasy remix 

to rely almost exclusively on broad moral assumptions for their understanding and manipulation 

of morality, justice, and the law, despite these difficulties. In OUAT, the didactic, morality-based 
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stories that inform the remix help foster a simplistic outlook on such complicated concepts as 

right and wrong. Despite the problems in applying the hierarchy of morality in a fair and 

impartial manner, as will be explored below, fantasy remix texts have a clear tendency to assume 

the universality of their moral principles. In this way, they conform to simplistic, broadly held 

understandings of cultural thought, upholding the commonalities of societal mores. Yet it is 

through such fervent adherence to conformity that the fantasy remixed text begins its resistant 

and subversive work on those same principles. Such paradoxical work begins with the 

establishment of the moral hypocrite. 

 

Moral Codes and the Problem of Hypocrisy 

Morality itself is a complicated idea that drives much philosophical debate. Essential to its 

complexity seems to be its genesis. Often stemming from religious or philosophical foundations, 

morality tends to be disseminated on a small-scale communal basis; while communities may 

share broad moral values, they also often disagree wildly on the finer points of morality. 

Morality is, in actuality, hierarchical; the broadest moral values, such as injunctions against 

murder, tend to be shared across communities and cultures. It is the exceptions to such broad 

morals that tend to be more specific and less broadly disseminated, such as the use of the death 

penalty or honor killings. As Gillian Brock explains, "One problem we face in trying to extend 

the notion of equality of opportunity from the state to the global arena is that different cultures 

often value different ends or goods, and positions’ desirability will often vary in accordance with 

these different valuations" (16). Brock is here concerned with this issue on a macro level, though 

her analysis is applicable: while she sees the obstacles to distributing "equality of opportunity" as 

different cultures, what she more correctly identifies is these cultures' differing values. When 
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there is a conflict of values, our most basic ideals struggle for legitimacy when we attempt to 

apply them en masse; the desirability of ideals plays a crucial role in determining their morality. 

That specific actions are considered moral or desirable by one subset of a population, but 

morally indefensible (undesirable) by another, is evidence of the inherent limitations of moral 

ideology and the dangers of attempting to establish law based on such an ideology. Moral 

ideologies lead to the assertion that there are good and bad people, rather than good and bad 

actions, allowing for the condemnation of individuals on the basis of identity, rather than 

behavior. The danger comes not from the broad, generalized morals, but from the finer points; 

the hierarchy becomes unstable when the foundation of a society is built upon all layers of a 

moral ideology, even those morals not widely held by the population. 

While there is clearly a threat to distributive justice, in that laws based on morality 

potentially impose the beliefs of the few on the many, there are also more severe consequences 

for retributive justice because of the complicated and inherent tendencies toward moral 

hypocrisy. Indeed, the literature on moral hypocrisy is quite fascinating, as the following four 

studies will make clear. 

Piercarlo Valdesolo and David DeSteno define moral hypocrisy as "a fundamental bias in 

moral judgment in which individuals evaluate a moral transgression enacted by themselves to be 

less objectionable than an identical transgression enacted by others" (1334). They conducted 

experiments to determine how moral reasoning functions in the human psyche, finding that 

"moral hypocrisy is governed by a dual-process model of moral judgment wherein a prepotent 

negative reaction to the thought of a fairness transgression operates in tandem with higher order 

processes to mediate decision making" (Valdesolo and DeSteno 1337). In other words, they 

believe that people are inherently biased against moral transgressions, but employ "motives of 
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rationalization and justification [to] temper the initial negative response" when considering their 

own moral transgressions (Valdesolo and DeSteno 1337). 

Building on this work, Joris Lammers clarifies that such thinking is evidence of 

hypocrisy, rather than immorality, as "hypocrites generally have a clear concept of what is good 

and what is bad," but they "deviate from their own sense of morality in applying these intuitive 

moral understandings: they are stricter in judging others and more lenient in judging themselves" 

(475). Lammers determined that people's ability to engage in such moral reasoning is aided by 

moral abstraction; that is, the more abstract a moral concept, the easier it is to excuse their own 

transgressive acts—though they remain more judgmental of others' transgressions (479). This is 

especially important when considering the communal application of morality: 

Most people would agree that to be just and fair, one should judge by the book. 

When judging how immoral some action is, one should first of all consider what 

moral rules and abstract principles are violated. Looking too much at the concrete 

details of a case may lead to arbitrary decisions that are informed by irrelevant 

contextual details rather than by clear and rational principles. And indeed, 

research has found that abstract focus leads to a morality that is more principled 

and more based on values. (Lammers 479) 

Abstract morality is thus useful in service to judging others, but it also leads to individual 

hypocrisy, especially by "those who routinely think in an abstract manner about moral issues 

[…] such as judges, police officers, or priests (who are those people that we expect to behave in 

a moral manner)" (Lammers 479). 

Cynthia Stark, however, points out that moral abstraction need not always lead to 

hypocrisy; the key, she argues, lies in the distinction between how a moral principle is justified 



38 

and how an action is decided in view of that morality. For Stark, moral abstraction is useful for 

establishing (justifying) broad moralistic principles, whereas more concrete moral analysis may 

lead to actions that are broadly hypocritical (violating the established moral norm), but 

specifically moral (not to be read as immoral, given the context). That is, there might be a moral 

violation if an action is examined as abstractly as the general principle itself, but that same action 

could be considered moral on a smaller, more individualistic scale: "An account of how 

principles should be justified, however, typically has no bearing on how those principles should 

be applied" (Stark 826). Essentially, she argues, we can have our cake and eat it too: the 

establishment of broad, morality-based principles does not need to compromise our ability to 

exert discretion in applying those principles. This would seem to endorse and even valorize  

moral hypocrisy, under Valdesolo and DeSteno's definition. Indeed, it highlights the idea of 

moral hierarchies, as explained above: transgressions against the finer points of morality are 

more prone to hypocrisy, more forgivable, than broad or universal moral foundations. 

Rounding out this examination of morality and abstraction, Paul Conway and Johanna 

Peetz posit that it is our level of moral abstraction in reflecting on our past moral behavior that 

allows us to rationalize our future moral choices. They found that the more abstract our 

reflections of past moral choices, the more likely we are to regulate our behavior to align with 

broad moral principles (Conway and Peetz 915). The key to this effect is reflection on past moral 

choices; as mentioned above, Valdesolo and DeSteno's research shows a tendency toward moral 

leniency in evaluating our choices, though they are clear that such leniency is not an automatic 

psychological response and can be dampened "under conditions of cognitive constraint" (1337). 

In other words, we are most basically inclined to apply morality, as we understand it, evenly, but 

we develop mental mechanisms that excuse our own behavior. Such mechanisms are enhanced 
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through moral abstraction, but abstract reflection on our previous behaviors can help us to 

identify ourselves as morally righteous individuals, which itself can be an inducement toward 

future moral behavior (Conway and Peetz 908).  

Synthesizing these four studies on morality and hypocrisy, then, it becomes possible to 

theorize an ideologically based system of laws that is flexible enough to take the particular 

details of individual cases into account while still holding individuals to moral standards. That 

certain individuals engage in moral hypocrisy is not evidence of the failings of morality as an 

ideology, for we are prone to morally hypocritical actions (especially when we think of morality 

in abstract terms). Thus, a legal system dependent on broad moral principles can be enhanced by 

such abstraction, so long as its creating, deliberating, and enforcing members are allowed space 

to consider concrete details in the application of the law to others, not just themselves. Certainly, 

that is an extremely specific and detailed set of conditionals; this debate is not meant to endorse a 

morality-based legal system, only to explain how it can function—and thus how texts that 

engage this dilemma can simultaneously uphold and critique such systems, for in their adherence 

to legal morality, these texts often expose the gaps, and thus the failings. 

In terms of this particular analysis, this means that the agents of the law can deviate from 

its moral foundations without being accused of moral hypocrisy, so long as they apply such 

discretion broadly and judiciously. Such flexibility proves quite useful in the application of law 

to a morally diverse community, but also proves vulnerable to exploitation. When agents of the 

law do not afford others the same moral flexibility that they afford themselves, the law becomes 

a tool for coercion and, in essence, an extension of hypocrisy. 

In the episode "Fruit of the Poisonous Tree," characters who have become ideologically 

aligned with "goodness" attempt to expose the political abuses of their corrupt mayor. In 
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discussing how to expose the mayor's actions to the public, the characters trip into a 

philosophical debate about morality. Sidney, acting as a double-agent for the mayor (evil), 

encourages Emma, the sheriff (good) to tap the mayor's phone and obtain records illegally, in 

order to expose the mayor's own illegal actions; Emma worries that the ends will not justify the 

means. Her preoccupation with doing what is "right" attempts to align morality with legality: 

EMMA. I want to do what is right, Sidney. 

SIDNEY. But what's right is exposing her. Sometimes doing a bad thing for a good 

reason is okay, right? 

MARY MARGARET. Yeah, I mean, maybe you're doing something wrong, but if it's 

what's meant to be, if it's what's right, does that really make you a bad person? 

SIDNEY. Exactly. 

EMMA. You two are doing a whole lot of rationalizing. ("Fruit") 

Because of the mayor's perceived corruption, she exists in opposition to the concept of good, and 

so Sidney attempts to code actions taken against her as just (though Mary Margaret agrees with 

Sidney, she's also attempting to justify her affair with a married man—a broadly immoral action, 

which necessarily casts aspersions on Sidney's position). Justice is established as that which 

seeks to uphold "good," regardless of how such actions fall within the bounds of the law. Sidney 

and Mary Margaret encourage such an outlook, yet Emma hesitates (initially) by identifying the 

cognitive flexibility discussed above. Emma eventually decides to operate extralegally and 

confronts the public with the evidence she and Sidney obtain illegally, but the situation proves to 

be an elaborate trap: though the evidence seems to indicate the mayor's illegal actions, the mayor 

deliberately planted it so Sidney could coax Emma into breaking the law and making a fool of 

herself, thus seeming to grant the mayor the moral high ground in the public eye. Emma feels 
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remorse for her actions, recognizing the transgression as both a legal and a moral failing; she is 

thus doubly hindered by the law and by her own ideal of justice—a condition not shared by the 

series' antagonists, who rarely attempt to justify their actions as moral (though they do rationalize 

their actions as just, in the sense that their victims deserve the punishment meted out against 

them, which helps display the divide between justice as morality and justice as desert). Tellingly, 

however, it is Emma and her allies who most often make an effort to extend moral leniency to 

others, though the abstract classification of their enemies (such as the mayor) as evil is used to 

absolve Emma of the need to do so; the antagonists are coded within the series as evil (the 

mayor's alter ego is explicitly referred to as the "Evil Queen"), so that it becomes a facet of their 

identity, and thus the choice to examine their actions with moral leniency reinforces the heroes' 

coding as good, but the choice to withhold leniency does not necessarily impact the heroes' 

goodness. 

Consider again the case of the moral hypocrite, as discussed above. The problem with 

moral hypocrisy lies not in the existence of "moral loopholes," in the flexibility of applying the 

finer points of morality, but in doing so inconsistently. Stark reminds us that a degree of moral 

flexibility is not only allowable, but sometimes necessary for the smooth functioning of a legal 

system founded upon a moral ideology. In this view, the particulars of a case matter strongly: 

because it is possible within OUAT for a character to be evil, rather than merely to perform evil 

acts, that character's history and persona can render them undeserving of moral leniency. 

Refusing to grant leniency to an evil character, while granting it to a good character, is less an 

indicator of hypocrisy and more a strong indicator of desert. The evil character deserves no 

leniency—and yet OUAT continues to complicate this situation throughout the first season by 

slowly building sympathy for the evil characters, revealing the tragedies that warped their 
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perspective of the moral hierarchy. However, the good characters are still presented with the 

choice to extend moral leniency; at no point does the series suggest that the evil characters 

deserve the same access to moral flexibility, thus allowing it to present this as a benevolent 

action on behalf of the good characters, simultaneously reinforcing traditional notions of 

goodness and complicating traditional notions of evil. It is this same paradox that infests the 

series' portrayal of the law and its symbols. 

 

The Symbolic Power of Law 

There remains one element of the morality-justice-law paradigm to be examined before a full 

conception of the series' ideological didacticism can be reached: the highly symbolic positioning 

of the law. Literal symbols of the law, such as the sheriff's badge, feature prominently in the 

series' first season. Police power, the social element whose obligation it is to enforce the law, is 

the most visible element; the law qua law is usually invoked verbally, often as a threat, whereas 

the police power of the sheriff's office is employed both visually and verbally. The most visible 

symbols of police power within the series include badges, a police car, and a small jail in the 

sheriff's office. These visible symbols of law are essential to the text's moral simplicity, as they 

are easily conflated with both morality and justice. As Mandle explains,  

In order for us to know when an injustice has been committed, we need an 

account of what things would look like if they went well. […] We need a picture 

of justice in the ideal circumstances of a well-ordered society. Only then can we 

identify the demands justice makes on individuals, assess the degree to which 

they succeed or fail to live up to these demands, and determine the appropriate 

responses to such failures. (418) 
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Visual symbols of the enforcement of the law provide an ideological shortcut to such an ideal. 

The police, decked out in symbols of law and order, operate in response to criminal infractions 

and in service of the (assumed) public good. Without a "well-ordered society" with "ideal 

circumstances," the series can still clarify the existence of an injustice through the strategic 

deployment of the police and their visual symbols. As the empowered force of retributive justice, 

the police are essentialized as a de facto moral authority; this conception relies on the notion that 

the police force is a body whose task it is to think of morality in highly abstract terms, as 

discussed above. Thus, rather than create a distributively just society, the series compensates by 

increasing the visual and narrative presence of retributive justice, trusting that it will fill the 

ideological gap. The figureheads of retributive justice are thus fertile ground for exploring how 

the fantasy remix handles such supposedly simple concepts. Incidentally, lawyers, whose task it 

is to think in explicitly concrete terms (and are thus not aligned with universal morality, 

according to Lammers) are coded as both devious and sinister; it is possible that their lack of 

symbolic simplification is a contributing factor. A sheriff is a badge and a cop car; a judge is a 

gavel and a robe; a lawyer is an argument, which is itself an unstable concept. How we view 

such symbols are extremely important. 

One explanation for this importance lies in the social contract through which we pretend 

to know what justice is, in the hopes that we can somehow reach it together. A functioning 

society depends on a shared understanding of certain fundamental principles. However, Cathleen 

Burnett argues that, "in a linguistic sense, justice will always be a myth, a representation of a 

concept whose signification is distinct from its original sign – a second-order semiological 

system" (93). In other words, where Slawner identifies the law as a speech act, justice is a more 

symbolic force that forms the ideological basis for that speech; the two are fundamentally 
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removed from one another. In Burnett's argument, we cannot enact justice in the world, only law, 

and the myth we tell ourselves is that these two are inherently aligned. Because of the instability 

of the concept of justice, it is essential for communities to stabilize the concept in symbolic form. 

"People who refer to justice appear to presume that it is a timeless, unchanging virtue" (Burnett 

93). Such a fiction is enabled through symbolic reduction. Manipulation of the symbols of justice 

can exacerbate feelings of the manipulation of justice itself, leading "many to lament the 

emptiness of the concept" (Burnett 93). While, clearly, Burnett speaks of justice (her article 

details visual depictions of Themis, the Greek goddess whose likeness inspired the popular 

representations of justice as a woman holding scales), her reasoning can be extended to symbols 

of law, so long as law and justice are conceptually conflated, as they are within OUAT. Her 

insight about the semiological importance of such high-order concepts helps explain the 

communal impact of such visible symbols, as they function on a more intricate level than words 

themselves. For instance, a badge evokes legal authority, but its placement (on a belt, on an 

officer's chest, in a wallet) and its condition (shiny or tarnished, elaborate or plain) can also 

evoke judgments about the character of its possessor that the term "sheriff" cannot. The ability of 

these tangible symbols to convey intangible information, without resorting to verbal cues, 

increases the impact of such symbols. 

Symbols do not function merely as communal signifiers. They are also useful for 

understanding how individuals position themselves within that community, and thus within the 

moral hierarchy. Eric Posner writes, "Symbols matter because a person's manifested attitude 

toward a symbol tells others something about that person's character. […] Indeed, because 

symbols matter so much, people's efforts to show respect for them lead to significant forms of 

conformity that can be described as 'social norms'" (766-67). Thus, not only do symbols convey 
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meaning about the thing they represent, but they convey meaning about the person who 

encounters them. When considering this claim in regard to symbols of the law, the willingness of 

people to align themselves with the law, which is itself ideologically aligned with justice and 

thus morality, signals an essential symbolic connection between respect for a badge and a 

person's morality. Coercive force used to corrupt such symbols, such as Regina's abuse of 

mayoral power to control the sheriff's office within OUAT (explored below), could easily be read 

as evidence of moral bankruptcy; the moral transgression of corrupting such a symbol is 

significant. This is directly attributable to what Posner terms "the law's hermeneutic effect," that 

is, the influence that a law has on people's understanding of the behavior it regulates (778, italics 

in original). The law itself has enormous influence over people's understanding of the actions it 

regulates, even inducing moral judgments. Thus, when the law is corrupted, or separated from its 

alignment with either morality or neutrality, it is not just an abstract concept that is corrupted, but 

the morality of the people governed by it. 

Consider the corruptive influence Regina, as mayor of Storybrooke, wields over her 

town. This is best illustrated in "Desperate Souls:" as Emma wages an electoral campaign for the 

office of sheriff, Regina does everything within her power to prevent Emma from winning. 

(Notably, Regina initially attempts to appoint a sheriff to replace the previous one, but is stopped 

by the legal authority of the town charter, which only grants the mayor the power to appoint a 

candidate for election. Right from the start, the episode reminds its audience that the law has 

power even over those who would seek to corrupt it, if wielded correctly. The text's complex 

approach to the interplay of law and justice reveals a meta-awareness of these complexities that 

occasionally seeks to separate the two, thus separating the law from ideology – or at least 

attempting to do so.) The election is framed in terms of public safety, trust, and "the will of the 
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people," a democratic approach to justice that depends as much on symbolic power as it does on 

legal power. The people's will, however, is manipulated by Regina through her invocation of the 

law's hermeneutic effects: she obtains Emma's sealed juvenile records and publicly reveals that 

Emma gave birth to her son, Henry, while in jail. When Emma confronts Regina about this, their 

discussion immediately fixates on the space between the law and morality (justice): 

EMMA. This was a juvie record. This was sealed by court order. I don’t know how 

you got it, but that’s abuse of power and illegal. […] I don’t care what people 

know, but this hurts Henry. […] Watching his adoptive mother throw an 

illegal smear campaign against his birth mother? You don’t think that would 

be upsetting? 

REGINA. All I did was expose him to the truth. And as for the legality – I did 

nothing wrong. But you and Sidney will have a chance to get into all that at 

the debate. ("Desperate Souls") 

Emma clearly identifies Regina's actions as "illegal," which Regina refutes, without explanation. 

Her deflection to the debate is a clear sign that the damage is already done: regardless of whether 

or not Regina was legally entitled to access the information in Emma's sealed record, Emma's 

public association with illegal actions (through having been jailed) marks her as an immoral 

person, unfit to serve as sheriff. Ultimately, this scheme fails to create a permanent shift in public 

perception, as I will explore later in this chapter, but this moment serves to underscore the 

hermeneutic power of the law to influence moral judgments based on the regulated behavior. 

Regina's smear campaign depends on the symbolic juxtaposition of Emma as a criminal with 

Emma's attempt to claim the lawful role of sheriff. The series, meanwhile, relies on the audience 

identifying with Emma's outrage. Emma's disregard for her own reputation, and her focus on 
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Henry's emotional welfare, presents this exchange as indicative of Regina's moral bankruptcy; 

her willingness to risk emotional harm to Henry in order to achieve her political goals further 

codes her as evil, and underscores the message that the law must not be corrupted (or, if already 

corrupted, must be redeemed). 

The symbols of the law carry similar influence over people's perception of morality. 

Respect toward such symbols rewards positive moral attitudes, while denigration of the symbols 

of the laws induces negative moral feelings—so long as the law itself remains positively morally 

coded. Should the system of law become so corrupted that it is no longer easily aligned with 

morality, its symbols lose their ability to signal moral righteousness—at least until they are 

reclaimed by the moral order. By investigating this process of corruption and redemption with 

regard to the symbols of law in OUAT, it will become clear how the series conflates morality, 

justice, and the law. 

 

Corruption and the Limitations of Law and Justice 

Stroybrooke is posited as an already-unjust community: it is described as "Someplace horrible, 

where everything we hold dear, everything we love, will be ripped from us while we suffer for 

all eternity, while the Queen celebrates, victorious at last! No more happy endings" ("Pilot," 

Once). The effect of the Queen's curse is that characters whose lives could once be traced 

according to fairy tale idealism must now endure the complicated lives with which the audience 

is familiar: in essence, the great curse of Storybrooke is that its inhabitants must live the lives of 

the American small town. Focusing on the ways in which retributive justice is initially corrupted 

and later reclaimed within OUAT helps underscore the ability of the fantasy remix, apart from 

more traditional fantasy narratives, to provide the subversive and resistant critique of power and 
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ideology that lies at the heart of this project. As the previous discussion suggests, it is easiest to 

begin by investigating the most potent symbol of the law within the town: the sheriff. 

Upon Emma's arrival in Storybrooke, the office of sheriff is occupied by a man named 

Graham. Graham is engaged in a sexual relationship with the mayor, Regina; this, in addition to 

her political power in the town, delivers her enormous influence over Graham and the office of 

sheriff. (Additionally, Regina has magically removed his heart and can use it to coerce him 

through the threat of pain and death. She refrains from exploiting this coercive power over him 

and later kills him without attempting direct control of him.) When Regina interprets Emma's 

arrival, and subsequent refusal to leave town, as a threat to both her power and her motherhood, 

she manipulates others into framing Emma for theft. The political power the mayor wields is 

used to exploit or circumvent town laws, resulting in Emma's expulsion from her boarding house 

because of a town-wide "no felons rule" and in Emma's car being booted (the legality of this 

action is not directly discussed, but it appears to be a form of harassment) ("The Thing"). While 

these legal abuses are taking place, Graham, as the representative of the law, finally confronts 

Regina: "I'm just not convinced arresting her is the right plan" ("The Thing"). Though there are 

legal grounds for an arrest, Graham questions whether the use of the police force is the proper 

recourse for addressing the problem. Central to this investigation is the following exchange: 

REGINA. Remember, I made you sheriff. And I can take it away just as easily. 

GRAHAM. You want me to arrest her again, I will. ("The Thing") 

Though Graham recognizes the futility of a pursuing Emma legally, he ultimately admits his 

powerlessness in the face of Regina's influence. This simultaneously endows Graham with a 

redeemable moral core—his doubt about the rightness of abusing the law and his desire to 

protect others from harm identify positive moral values beneath his immoral actions—and 
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indicates the separation between law and justice in the text. By either standard of justice, fairness 

or desert, the ways in which Regina arrays the law against Emma in this episode are unjust. The 

sheriff, however, is unable to correct these injustices through the law; it is only by appealing to 

Regina's compassion for her son that Graham succeeds in ending Regina's legal harassment of 

Emma. The office of the sheriff, rather than the sheriff himself is thus coded as corrupt, signaling 

an ineffectuality in the law to ensure justice. However, the fact that an individual within the legal 

structure is so clearly positioned as redeemable seems to forestall the conclusion that the role of 

law is not to uphold justice. The corruption itself is something that can also be redeemed. 

Another salient example of the corruption of the law within the series concerns two 

children and their brush with the foster care system. Nicholas and Ava, the Storybrooke 

counterparts of Hansel and Gretel, live on their own, their mother dead and their father a 

mystery. When they are caught shoplifting, the sheriff's office (now helmed by Emma, as will be 

explored in more detail below) is called upon to rectify the situation. Regina's manipulation is 

once more a central issue, as she secretly withholds the identity of the children's father and 

insists that Emma transport the children to Boston, where they will enter separate group homes. 

(There is an additional magical threat, in that fairy tale characters cannot leave Storybrooke, but 

this remains a threat, as the children never actually cross the town line.) Emma, herself a veteran 

of the foster care system, resists her legal obligation to transport the children. Though she is not 

corrupted, the legal power of the town still is, and Regina's manipulations, while coded as 

immoral (unjust), are legal. Emma is caught between service to the law and service to justice/her 

own morality: 

MARY MARGARET. What does Social Services say? … You didn't report them. 

EMMA. I report them, I can't help them. They go into the system— 
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MARY MARGARET. The system that's supposed to help. 

EMMA. […] You know what happens? They get thrown into homes where they 

are a meal ticket, nothing more. These families get paid for these kids and as 

soon as it's too much work, they get tossed out and it all starts over again. 

MARY MARGARET. They're not all like that. 

EMMA. All the ones I was in. ("True North") 

Emma clearly recognizes, through her own experience, the shortcomings of a legal system 

designed to protect children, but which primarily succeeds in causing emotional pain. Her role of 

sheriff identifies her as simultaneously the enforcer of the law and the enforcer of justice (the 

latter of which is aided by her nascent role as the town's Savior, a role known to the audience, 

but not to the characters themselves). When Regina intervenes and starts the legal process to 

enter the children into foster system, she adopts the rhetoric of a moral dilemma: 

REGINA. Which means we have no choice. These children need a home, so they 

will be put into the foster system. […] I don't like it either, but we've got no 

choice. You need to have them in Boston tonight. 

EMMA. Me? 

REGINA. Well, you wanted to be sheriff. This is what sheriffs do. ("True North") 

The repetition of not having a choice, while obviously a lie in light of Regina's manipulations, 

underscores the lack of discretion that the law represents. As clarified above, discretion is an 

essential component of moral negotiations, enabling individuals to avoid both moral hypocrisy 

and injustice. But, as established, this discretion must be broadly applied; if moral discretion is 

the sole purview of the rulers, and is not available to all, Lammers' charge of moral hypocrisy 

reasserts itself and injustice takes hold. The fact that those in OUAT most adept at manipulating 
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the law for their own benefit are read as evil characters underscores this relationship between 

injustice and moral hypocrisy. 

The exchange between Emma and Regina here implies that the law itself disallows the 

discretion needed for these moral negotiations, further separating it from justice. However, 

because the enactment of the law in this case is a direct result of moral corruption, the 

intractability of the law can itself be read as a corruption, which may still be redeemable. Emma, 

meanwhile, finds herself just as bound by the law as the children; as Regina points out, her role 

as sheriff requires that she act inflexibly. In truth, this is a direct result of moral abstraction: the 

concrete details of the case, which should be grounds for moral flexibility, are denied to Emma 

by her occupation of the symbolic position of the (corrupted) law. It is only by operating 

extralegally that she is able to enact a happy resolution: she disobeys her obligation to transport 

the children, which provides her enough time to locate their father and, later, convince him to 

take custody. Thus, despite the tendency of OUAT's ideological alignment to conform to the 

status quo, the remix between traditional story and contemporary setting allows for a subversive 

critique of both law and justice. Indeed, the space between law and justice is a contested one, in 

which corruption and redemption struggle for control. Though this corruption might impair the 

function of the law (attempting to force Emma to engage in unjust actions, whose only just 

resolution lies in extralegal remedies), the result is not to decry the lack of justice, but to position 

Emma as a redeeming force whose moral deliberations can themselves restore justice to the law, 

closing the space between them.  

More elucidative than either the corruption of the sheriff's office or the failings of the 

foster care system, however, is the use of the entire criminal justice system to produce injustice, 

seen most clearly in the murder case arraigned against Mary Margaret. Regina arranges for the 
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disappearance of Kathryn, Mary Margaret's romantic rival, after Kathryn's husband David 

publicly leaves her for Mary Margaret. Shortly after the disappearance, a box is found containing 

a human heart; the box is revealed to belong to Mary Margaret and a knife, identified as the 

murder weapon, is found in Mary Margaret's room. Though Mary Margaret is innocent (Kathryn 

was not actually killed, and the evidence against Mary Margaret is planted by Regina), the 

circumstantial evidence against her creates the first season's biggest legal dilemma. Emma, Mary 

Margaret's close friend and roommate (and daughter, though neither believe in this relationship 

at the time of the murder investigation) is forced to pursue the evidence against her friend, 

despite her belief in Mary Margaret's innocence. Much as in the example of Ava and Nicholas, 

Emma is forced to choose between legality and justice. Faced with the real possibility of seeing 

her friend sentenced for a crime she didn't commit, Emma turns to Mr. Gold, a pawnbroker, loan 

shark, and Mary Margaret's attorney, for help: 

GOLD. As I recall, you don't exactly approve of my methods. 

EMMA. I approve of your results. And this time, I have something more important 

than a job. I need to save my friend. 

GOLD. And you're willing to go as far as it takes? 

EMMA. Farther. ("Heart of Darkness") 

Well aware of Gold's criminal behavior—Emma previously arrested him for kidnapping and 

assault—Emma recognizes his ability to help her save Mary Margaret by outwitting Regina. As 

is evident from her dialogue, she is desperate to find justice for Mary Margaret, even if it means 

she must break the law to do so. It is unclear what actions, if any, Gold takes following this 

conversation to secure Mary Margaret's freedom. Kathryn shows up in town, alive, and so the 

case against Mary Margaret is dismissed, leading to a subsequent investigation regarding 
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Kathryn's apparent kidnapping and the conspiracy against Mary Margaret. However, Emma's 

willingness to work outside the bounds of the law is indicative of the extent of the legal 

corruption at work. Because no extralegal actions are explicitly taken, the moral flexibility 

Emma displays through her willingness to break the law is subdued; the series refrains from an 

overt, and potentially unsympathetic, scenario that would mark Emma as a moral criminal, 

allowing her (ultimately impotent) motivation to stand on its own. 

Gold, however, is not Emma's only extralegal ally: she also pursues the help of Sidney, a 

former reporter and secret ally of Regina (Regina's known corruption does not extend to Sidney 

until it is too late to avoid his trap). Because he operates as a double-agent, working against 

Emma and her allies, the extralegal avenues he pursues lead Emma away from justice, providing 

falsified evidence that implicates Emma's friends in criminal wrongdoing. Until his treachery is 

discovered, however, he provides Emma with a valuable moral scapegoat: because he is not a 

sheriff's deputy, and thus not himself enmeshed in the legal system, his extralegal actions on 

Emma's behalf are less immoral: specifically, because the restrictions placed on Emma by her 

role as sheriff do not apply to Sidney, allowing him to circumvent the law is less of a legal 

infraction, and thus less of a moral one as well. Even when confronted with the separation 

between law and justice, and even when Emma is willing to work outside the bounds of the law 

in pursuit of justice, she continues to take steps to minimize her moral transactions, employing 

the same strategies of rationalization and moral flexibility for which she earlier criticized her 

friends. 

Of interest here, while considering the ease with which the law is specifically corrupted 

to work against justice and the notion of moral flexibility, is the concept of justice as desert. Two 

conversations help reveal the centrality of this version of justice to this event: 
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EMMA. Mary Margaret is a good person, she doesn't deserve this. 

REGINA. Ms. Blanchard is a liar and a murderer. No matter what accusations you 

throw my way, that won't change. She is going to pay for what she's done. 

("The Stable Boy") 

--- 

REGINA. I want to enjoy this while I can. 

MARY MARGARET. Enjoy what? 

REGINA. Justice. 

MARY MARGARET. Justice? Watching an innocent suffer? 

REGINA. You've always seen yourself that way haven’t you? Innocent. 

MARY MARGARET. I am innocent. I don't know what this is about, I don't know 

what I ever did to you, but whatever it was, Regina, I'm sorry. I truly am. 

REGINA. Apology not accepted. 

MARY MARGARET. Please don't do this to me. I don't deserve this. I did not kill 

Kathryn. 

REGINA. Oh, I know. But you do deserve this. ("The Stable Boy") 

Regina's complaint against Mary Margaret actually stems from events that transpire within the 

Enchanted Forest. There, Mary Margaret, in the identity of Snow White, tells a secret which 

leads to the death of Regina's lover, Daniel. Though it is Regina's mother who kills Daniel, 

Regina blames Snow White/Mary Margaret for the loss, thus catalyzing Regina's descent into 

immorality and spurring her vendetta. From Regina's perspective, Mary Margaret has earned her 

own persecution, a position which allows Regina a degree of moral flexibility when considering 

her actions of revenge. However, the series is unambiguous in its characterization of Regina: her 
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many murders and other malicious actions, her curse, her pettiness, her anger, her manipulation 

of the legal system, and her belief that seeking revenge justifies any actions all firmly code 

Regina as evil. Though later seasons of the series include a redemptive journey for Regina, she is 

the pinnacle of corrupted morality within the first season and her reliance upon the law to enact 

injustice sets her at odds against a fairy tale ideology that unites morality, justice, and an 

idealized vision of the law. 

 

The Redemptive Power of Abstract Morality 

Redemption is actually a high-value concept in OUAT, considering the power of idealized and 

abstracted morality within the series' ideology. Because good and evil are considered valid 

descriptors of behavior (and identity) within the text, the ability of an evil character to redeem 

herself is possible; by extension, it is possible for a good character to redeem a corrupted system, 

as Emma does with regard to the sheriff's office and, by extension, the symbolic power of the 

law. To be clear, though the (corrupted) law continues to present obstacles to Emma (who 

remains uncorrupted—though not incorruptible), she successfully redeems the symbols of the 

law and aligns them with morality and justice, distinct from the law itself. In so doing, she claims 

the separation between law and justice/morality as a space in which cultural norms can be 

critiqued, thus helping to strengthen them within the series' ideology. As the series rejects the 

notion of a utopian (distributively just) society, and instead focuses on redeeming corrupted 

forms of retributive justice as an ongoing project within the series, it is only possible to point 

toward moments of redemption and their symbolic ramifications, but I believe they clearly 

illustrate both the complication of initially simplistic moral outlooks and the ability of the series 

to reify those cultural norms that survive the crucible of its scrutiny. 
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As when examining the corruption of the law, it is simplest to start with the sheriff's 

office when searching for redemption. When Emma's talents prove useful to criminal 

investigation, Sheriff Graham offers her a job as a deputy. Though she is initially reluctant, she 

accepts the job and, as a result, is forced to don a badge (Graham initially asks her to wear a full 

uniform, but she refuses—fittingly, as he doesn't wear one, either). She resists even this symbol 

of authority, but Graham insists, saying, "Go on, take it. If you really want to be a part of this 

community, you have to make it official" ("That Still"). At the exact moment Emma snaps the 

badge into place, an earthquake rocks the town, caused by a collapse in the abandoned mines 

beneath their feet. What Graham meant figuratively is enacted literally in the world around them: 

the badge is a symbol, not only of the law, but also of the community the law regulates. Emma's 

decision to wear it and thus join the community of Storybrooke initiates the next step toward the 

end of the curse she is there to break; the mine collapse reveals Snow White's glass coffin, buried 

deep underground (though Regina is able to prevent the coffin from being discovered, thus 

preserving the secret of the curse). The power of symbols, specifically legal symbols, is 

symbolically intertwined with Emma's redemptive mission: as the Savior, she not only holds the 

power to break the curse, but also to redeem the law from its corruptive influence. This can even 

be read in her refusal to wear a full uniform: by donning merely the badge, she claims the 

symbolic power of the law without fully cloaking herself within it, positioning her as a liminal 

figure able to exercise extralegal action (as explored above) when necessary, to service the 

interests of justice above the law, and thus to help reclaim the space between the two. 

Unsurprisingly, Emma also enables Graham's redemptive journey—though given its abrupt 

termination when Regina kills him, it is Emma who must work to reclaim the law as an 

instrument of justice. 
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Following Graham's death, Emma runs for sheriff against Sidney, whom Regina 

nominates for the position. The decision to fight for control of the office as emblematic of the 

ideological battle for good and evil, is evoked through two conversations: 

REGINA. He was a good man, Ms. Swan. He made this town safe and, forgive me 

for saying it, but you have not earned the right to wear his badge. 

EMMA. Graham picked me to be deputy. 

REGINA. He was wrong. 

EMMA. No, he knew what he was doing. He freed this office from your leash. And 

you're not getting it back. ("Desperate Souls") 

The insistence on classifying Graham as good helps underscore the moral connection between 

the sheriff and the enactment of the sheriff's duties; because Graham was good, he both "made 

this town safe" and "freed this office," signaling the need for someone at least as good to follow 

in his place while reinforcing the link between the community (town) and its legal enforcer 

(office). Regina's participation in this discussion is highly ironic, of course, given that she is 

Graham's murderer and that she is attempting to replace him with Sidney (a lackey who 

primarily functions as a double agent, which would further undermine the symbolic power of the 

law by rendering it hollow). Though her words are clearly a masquerade, however, they heavily 

foreshadow the ideological battle lines that Henry draws most clearly: 

EMMA. You're worried about me? 

HENRY. She killed Graham because he was good. And you're good. 

EMMA. Henry— 

HENRY. Good loses, good always loses, because good has to play fair. Evil 

doesn't. She's evil. This is probably best. ("Desperate Souls") 
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Henry recognizes both the symbolic struggle taking place between Emma and Regina, and the 

fundamental difference in actions available to each woman. As discussed above, Emma is 

hindered by her ideology because she chooses to minimize her extralegal actions, a decision that 

worries Henry. 

Yet, as the election for sheriff continues, Emma's position is ultimately vindicated. Gold 

plans a fire so that Emma, who is unaware of his scheme, will be able to save Regina and thus be 

declared a hero. It works and Emma enjoys increased popularity among the townspeople until 

she faces a moment of conflict when she realizes that Gold is responsible for the fire. Knowing 

that her heroic image will help her defeat Sidney in the election, but also realizing the moral 

implications of using arson and deception to influence the voters, Emma decides to tell the public 

the truth, claiming, "The worst part of all this was—the worst part of all this is—I let you all 

think it was real. And I can't win that way. I'm sorry" ("Desperate Souls"). Unsurprisingly, 

Emma wins the election, as her decision to stand up to the perceived wickedness of Gold has a 

strong, positive impact on the voters, who view him as a bigger evil than Regina (whose 

corruption remains largely hidden from the public). The neatly packaged moral of such a tale is, 

of course, that doing the right thing will lead to a happy ending—a moral that ignores Henry's 

cynical, yet accurate, lament that "evil" has greater flexibility and thus greater opportunities to 

win. Hinting that this is, perhaps, the better outlook, Gold later confesses to Emma that this was 

actually his plan: to provide her with an opportunity to publicly resist his influence, trusting that 

his own unpopularity would sway more voters to Emma than her arson-based heroism would. At 

this point in the series, Gold is coded ambiguously, but considering that his alternate identity, 

Rumpelstiltskin, is unambiguously evil, it seems that Henry might be right after all; this sort of 

mastermind scheme is far more frequently employed by evil characters than good ones. 
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Thus, from the moment that Emma first dons a deputy's badge, to her ascension to 

sheriff, she clearly aligns herself with a process of redemption. That she selectively chooses 

symbols of the law while rejecting others indicates that her approach to redemption is 

considered, rather than blindly ideological. Furthermore, it becomes clear that, unlike Graham, it 

is not her own misdeeds which she seeks to redeem (her journey toward accepting Henry as her 

son and, more importantly, accepting herself as his mother is far too complicated to explore here, 

though it is safe to say that the series does not code her decision to give him up for adoption as 

an immoral action). Emma is the redemptive force that reclaims the law for justice; that her 

efforts at redemption are not perfect, and not without attempts to operate outside the law, should 

not be read as an indication of the law's incurable corruption—or of its inherent neutrality within 

the series. Despite Slawner's insistence that the law is performative, and thus neutral outside its 

interpretation, this is not true within OUAT. The law within the series is easily corrupted, as seen 

through Regina's numerous manipulations of it. However, as the law is most intelligible in the 

abstract, when reduced to its most basic symbols, Emma's ability to reclaim those symbols for 

good should be read as an attempt by the series to ideologically align the law as naturally 

compatible with justice. 

One final exchange helps illustrate this alignment: 

EMMA. I understand that you own the game, and that you have set the board so 

that no one else can win. But I am about to start playing an entirely different 

game. I don't care about what happens to you; I don't care what happens to 

me. All I care about is what happens to my kid. And you are going to leave 

him alone. 

REGINA. Am I— 
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EMMA. Uh uh, I'm talking. You're a sociopath, lady. You tried to take away 

someone that I love. And now I'm gonna take away someone you love. I am 

taking back my son. ("The Return") 

Tired of playing a "game" always-already rigged against her, Emma decides to pursue the law as 

a recourse for justice. She turns to it proactively, rather than trying to redeem it retroactively; she 

works with Gold to begin building a case against Regina for custody of Henry. Despite how 

much Regina despises Emma, and despite her clear legal rights, Regina never attempts to legally 

bar Emma from contact with Henry. Though she threatens to do so, the fact that a politically 

powerful figure with no qualms about manipulating the law to serve her own ends never uses it 

when she is legally—and morally, the case could be made—entitled to indicates that the law's 

function (as argued by the series) is primarily to serve justice. It is twisted away from this 

function when Regina manipulates it, but the corrective power of the law in the case of child 

custody remains an option that only Emma pursues, and well into her redemptive journey. The 

message is that when the law functions as intended, it will benefit goodness (as represented by 

Emma et al.). 

Thus, the series has negotiated the space between law and justice, used it to critique the 

limitations the law places on just agents, and clarified that redemption is both possible and 

necessary. Over time, the series wrestles with concepts originally presented as stable and clear, 

subverting the ideological soundness of its foundation in traditions without rejecting them 

outright. The conflict the characters face over their moral choices underscores the conflict of the 

fantasy remix, as a technique, in charting this middle ground as well. 
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CHAPTER 3 

EVIL IS AS EVIL DOES: 

IMMANENT CAUSALITY IN THE FANTASY REMIX 
 

 

"It's in his nature." 

—Nick Burkhardt, "Beeware"  

As the previous chapter made clear, the balance between justice and morality is highly 

symbolic, contextual, and so firmly rooted in ideology that the two are, at times, nearly 

indistinguishable. Prone to hypocrisy and bias, the agents of justice are often conflated with 

arbiters of morality, especially in the oversimplified world of fairy tales. The fantasy remix, 

however, provides a useful avenue through which to challenge this oversimplification, 

exemplifying the nuances and useful contradictions of speculative fiction. The fantasy remix 

grants us the necessary space from our own culture to critique its applications of justice, 

replicating familiar social constructs that are more easily critiqued for their shortcomings 

precisely because they are at once alien and familiar. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the 

tendency to ascribe morality to a person's identity, rather than to their actions. This tendency is 

indicative of a concept I describe as immanent causality. The presence of immanent causality 

within a text is one of the key factors that collapses the distinction between justice and morality, 

obscuring their separation in favor of the semblance of ideological unity. Many speculative 

fiction texts challenge immanent causality, but it is in the fantasy remix, in its complicated 

interplay of conformity and subversion, that we can most easily begin to unpack the intricacies of 

immanent causality and their influence on our sense of justice. 

Like its companion and rival, Once Upon a Time, the television series Grimm (2011-

2017) provides a useful example of the communicative power of fantasy remix, especially with 

regard to immanent causality. This essentialized notion of morality, in which a person is either 
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good or evil, leads to that person's behavior being coded as good or evil because of who they are 

as an individual. A good person will do good, while an evil person will beget evil acts; their 

goodness or evil is immanent within them. If this sounds familiar, perhaps it is because this 

philosophical principle undergirds the literary traditions of many cultures. Beowulf's Grendel and 

Stoker's Dracula both personify the monstrous inhuman, but even the likes of Dicken's entirely 

human Bill Sikes exists in a state of congenital evil; literature's most unabashedly villainous 

creations are often shown to commit atrocities because they are evil. Their evil originates with 

their birth, their lineage, their mere existence. Likewise, some of our greatest heroes—Greece's 

Perseus, England's Galahad, China's Hua Mulan—succeed in their battles over evil because they 

are inherently good. Their goodness emanates from within them, as a fact, and sets them up for 

inevitable confrontations with evil while ensuring their eventual success. The concept of 

immanent causality is noticeably distinct from the notion that people can change and grow into 

goodness (or evil), another ancient concept seen in Gilgamesh himself (though it is possible to 

read his companion Enkidu as an example of immanent causality, having been made for the 

express purpose of bringing goodness into Gilgamesh's life). The idea that people act as they do 

because of their inherent nature is the root of immanent causality. 

But, perhaps more like a rhizome than a root, it branches and winds its way through our 

culture, erupting in multifaceted forms. Gender norms can be seen as one such outgrowth, as 

these norms focus on a person's natural inclinations (and expected behaviors) as a result of an 

assumed inherent quality. The belief in immanent causality in turn gives rise to a discriminatory 

outlook based on the assumptions surrounding a person's identity; we judge based on who a 

person is, rather than on what they do. Prejudice, codified into racial, religious, and even 

financial hierarchies, leads to a stratification of society that becomes difficult to escape because 
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its philosophical underpinnings are based in a perception of the "natural" order. With all the 

ways in which immanent causality expresses itself, I would argue that the most pertinent to our 

ideological assumptions of justice and morality is racism. Race and class have enormous effects 

on a person's ability to skillfully navigate the legal system; part of this is the inherent racial 

biases that persist throughout our culture. These biases are predicated on the belief that we can 

know something true about a person because of their placement within a racial group that we, as 

I will explore below, continue to believe is biologically distinct. Although racism and immanent 

causality are not synonymous, it is because of the latter that racism continues to thrive. By 

unpacking this particular manifestation of immanent causality, we can see how the technique of 

fantasy remix can be used to explore the greater nuances of the rhizomatic network that 

permeates our culture. 

It is precisely because of the ubiquity of immanent causality that its presence, and 

distortion, in fantasy remix texts creates an opportunity for critical reflection: by superficially 

adhering to the conventions of immanent causality, and yet gradually and unthreateningly 

critiquing them, the fantasy remix affords its audience a safe space to step away from this 

philosophy. Exploring the limitations of it within the fantasy remix, specifically through a close 

reading of Grimm, will help to elucidate the ways in which this can occur and the importance of 

this process in rethinking the effects of speculative fiction on our notions of justice. 

Grimm is perhaps the most easily accessible example of fantasy remix, owing to its close 

adherence to the familiar genre of police procedural. The series follows the adventures of Nick 

Burkhardt, a detective with the Portland Police Department, as he discovers his heritage as a 

Grimm, a lineage of supernaturally endowed figures whose chief mission, for hundreds of years, 

has been to hunt down the members of supernatural races collectively known as Wesen—as Nick 
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describes them, "They're kind of like species that exist within us—some of us" ("Woman in 

Black").
1
 These creatures comprise the monsters of familiar stories, such as werewolves and 

ogres, though there are Wesen from all cultures, not just European ones. Because of their 

supernatural nature, including their ability to hide their appearance among humans, the Wesen 

have historically preyed upon humans, which necessitated the Grimms as humanity's protectors; 

their nature is typically only revealed when they woge, or transform.
2
 Nick Burkhardt's 

inheritance of his family's lineage—both their powers and their responsibility—places him in the 

position of having to police the Wesen population in Portland; as his aunt tells him, "You have to 

hunt down the bad ones, just as your ancestors did" ("Bears"). He quickly discovers that many of 

the crimes he investigates as a detective are, in fact, linked to Wesen, but his friendship with 

Monroe, a werewolf-like Wesen, leads him to doubt the prejudicial attitude of Grimms (that most 

Wesen are inherently dangerous), and further leads to his quest to redeem the reputations of 

Grimms among the Wesen (who, as a group, have come to fear Grimms as bloodthirsty killers—

the real monsters, as far as they're concerned). 

The series, from its first episode, establishes the stakes of immanent causality: are any 

beings, Wesen, Grimm, or human, truly evil because of what their race, or does evil reside in the 

individual? This is an important question, because the series struggles to reach the final degree of 

separation in this rhetorical line: are there such things as evil people, or are there only evil 

actions? Indeed, Grimm seems far more comfortable with the notion that broad stereotypes based 

on race are typically appropriate, and that individuals can choose to combat their inherent nature. 

                                                
1
 In Grimm, the terms "race," "breed," and "species" are used interchangeably with regard to the 

different types of Wesen. 
2
 Woge is translated as "the wave that overtakes one," and described as "the change? The surge? 

The massive hormonal jolt?" It is normally only visible to Grimms and other Wesen, though they 

can choose to reveal themselves to humans. ("Big Feet") 
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This is seen most clearly in Monroe, a vegetarian werewolf who resists his bloodthirsty nature 

(the Wesen name for werewolves is "Blutbad," which is German for "blood bath"); Monroe's 

choices not only position him as an exceptional individual, but also damn his race. In fact, 

Monroe's nature as a Blutbad is portrayed as an addiction, from which he is in recovery: 

MONROE. How do I stay good? Through a strict regimen of diet, drugs, and 

Pilates. I'm a reformed Blutbad. A Wieder Blutbad. It's a different church 

altogether. ("Pilot," Grimm) 

--- 

MONROE. Hap and I went through a treatment program together. Many years ago. 

You have to, you know, honor the bond. ("The Three") 

In both instances, Monroe's ability to "stay good" is framed as a dedicated and diligent resistance 

to his natural impulses. The treatment program to which he refers was designed to help him 

become the "reformed Blutbad" he is during the series; his allegiance to another "reformed" 

Blutbad plays on the kind of bond formed in a drug treatment program with another recovering 

addict. The series insists that to be violent, to be the literal manifestation of a blood bath, is what 

is natural, and it is only through treatment and a strict regimen that this nature can be resisted. 

Like most fantasy texts, Grimm has taken the assumptions of immanent causality inherent to 

racism and made them manifest in the Blutbad's biology, magnifying (and perhaps parodying) 

the natural order ascribed to race. The individual who defies the expectations of his race does not 

disprove the prejudice, but instead merely shows that individuals can overcome their (assumed) 

shortcomings, and allows for the condemnation of those who do not. 

Notably, Nick experiences much of the same essentialized criticism because of his status 

as a Grimm—he is beyond human, thus rendering humanity the "invisible" race always in need 
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of protection from the dangerous Other. Analogizing this concept to Western conceptions of race 

in the modern era, humanity is the white man, whose race is invisible because he controls the 

taxonomic process. He is afforded the ability to be or to act in good or evil ways without casting 

aspersions on his race as a whole, a luxury denied to people of color (symbolized by the Wesen). 

It is thus most useful to start the examination of immanent causality in Grimm with an 

exploration of the appearance and functional value of racism within speculative fiction and its 

scientifically discredited, but culturally persistent, biological justifications. 

 

Speculative Racism 

Speculative fiction texts, like any text, often replicate the biases of their creators. What is unique 

to speculative fiction, however, is the ability of authors to create characters who are not human, 

not from this world, or otherwise not complicit in existing social dynamics, including race. Alien 

and fantasy races seemingly provide speculative authors with the ability to escape racial 

prejudices, and indeed race itself; the reality, however, is that speculative species often become 

allegories upon which the familiar dynamics of racism are enacted. The substitution of 

speculative creatures (e.g., aliens, orcs, etc.) for characters of color, through which racism is 

transcribed, is what I identify as speculative racism. 

Speculative racism is, in some ways, a foundational pillar of fantasy and science fiction. 

Desirable or undesirable characteristics can be projected onto entire races or species, attributing 

those characteristics to the race's natural proclivities. Indeed, the very existence of speculative 

species is indicative of this process, allowing the author to magnify racial traits to the point of 

creating a biologically distinct creature. It is a trope that many find hard to escape. Popularized 

by J.R.R. Tolkien's Lord of the Rings trilogy, which had a profound influence on subsequent 



67 

generations of speculative fiction fans and authors, speculative racism has become, in some 

ways, the norm. Franchises like Star Trek sometimes take it to extremes, developing entire 

cultures around a few personality traits and retroactively ascribing these traits to biological 

impulses (e.g., Klingons are violent and aggressive because they have evolved that way, and 

their culture is merely an outgrowth of their physiology), but the underlying concept exists in the 

vast majority of texts that feature speculative creatures. This is not to suggest that authors do not 

confront the issue; even those texts that make the most egregious use of speculative racism will 

occasionally raise the question of which has the bigger impact: biology or culture? Speculative 

racism, however, is an outgrowth of the basic concept of the Other; the tendency to ascribe 

behavioral and, by extension, moral traits to a group of people because of their biology, rather 

than what they have learned, helps reinforce the assumption of a natural order. It is, perhaps, 

comforting to think that we act the way we do because it is inherent to who we are. Philosophers 

have long wrestled with the question of whether humans are inherently good or evil. Given the 

opportunity to project the worst of ourselves onto another race of people, how easy it becomes to 

tip the scale of that question; how can we be inherently evil when we're so much more rational 

and peaceful than orcs or Klingons? Likewise, by projecting our highest graces onto elves and 

angels, we can easily excuse our shortcomings—after all, we're only human. 

 

Essentialism in Race and Racism 

Historically, race has been used not just to excuse, but to justify, a wide variety of atrocities—

indeed, "racial inequality has been employed as a malevolent rationalization to perpetrate many 

of the worst crimes in human history" (Hattery et al. 82). From slavery to genocide, the belief in 

one's superiority by virtue of one's race, and the systems of oppression put in place by those in 
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power, have called on biological, religious, and cultural sources to explain the fundamental truth 

of race and the subsequent necessity of a racial hierarchy. Even a passing familiarity with 

contemporary United States culture reveals that the twinned topics of race and racism continue to 

influence modern discourse. The passage of laws and Constitutional amendments purporting to 

dismantle systems of racial oppression have marked turning points in cultural attitudes toward 

the racial Other, but nothing has extinguished the power of racism to dehumanize the Other—nor 

have these laws had substantial and widespread success at dismantling white privilege. In some 

cases, the existence of anti-discrimination laws and other tangible efforts against racism have 

even strengthened racist rhetoric and made accusations of racism seem less credible. 

At the heart of racist thought lies the idea of immanent causality, specifically applied to 

suggest that members of a race share inherent characteristics that are essential to who they are 

and what they can and will achieve. Their potential strengths and weaknesses are determined by 

their racial affiliation. What a person can achieve is based on the immutable characteristics 

ascribed by their race, suggesting that a person's actions are only the manifestation of their 

predetermined qualities. Naturally, the biggest purveyors of racist ideology have historically 

ascribed to themselves the lion's share of positive attributes, while burdening other races with 

flaws and shortcomings that, when they appear in white people, are merely the manifestation of 

individual failings, rather than inherent characteristics of their race. This illogical and 

scientifically unfounded worldview has shaped the development of global cultures in 

innumerable ways—and yet racism is still avidly denied by skeptics (the overwhelming majority 

of whom are not and never have been subject to its ill effects). 

Academically, the topic of race continues to prove of interest to a wide variety of 

researchers. Consider the 2000 article by Alana Lentin, a cultural theorist, which explores how 
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"'race' can no longer be used as a categorisation of human groups" and yet "racism afflicts 

members of ethnic minority communities whose difference we no longer describe in racial or 

biological terms" (92, italics in original). Far from being settled, however, the concept of race 

continues to trouble researchers. Audrey and Brian Smedley's 2005 article attempts to showcase 

a movement from biological to cultural racism from the perspective of cultural anthropologists. 

As they point out, "Racialized science—with its conclusion that immutable differences between 

racial groups underlie social and economic racial hegemony—requires a very different response 

from government than scientific perspectives that place race in a social and historical context," 

necessitating that we understand the impact of essentialized and empirical notions of race, 

especially with regard to how they erase social contexts (Smedley and Smedley 16-17). We 

cannot simply address social concerns so long as people continue to insist on a biological basis 

for that social stratification, and so the researchers attempt, once again, to lay bare the ways in 

which this biological/scientific definition of race evolved, without substance.  With such a 

careful reading of history, the matter is surely settled. 

Or not. The issue returns in 2010, now posed by Julie Shulman and Joshua Glasgow, who 

note that other scholars have "found that people who believe in the fixedness of a trait, or 'entity' 

theorists, agreed more with stereotypes about ethnic groups than did 'incremental' theorists, who 

believe that traits are malleable," thus reinforcing the link between essentialist thinking and 

racial prejudice, while also noting that it is essentialist thinking, more than biological thinking, 

that is the true culprit (Shulman and Glasgow 244, 245). Again in 2013, we see the issue arise 

with sociologist Johnny Williams' examination of the role of race on genomic research. He 

points out that science itself is influenced by social thinking, so that while scientifically 

essentialist notions of race continue to serve as justification for the persistent social belief in 
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them, this same social belief leads "human geneticists [to] routinely racially label genetic 

material to facilitate sorting them into groups with presumed genetic homogeneity" (Williams 

711). Essentialist conceptions of race are seemingly inescapable, despite what we know to be 

true about their origins and their impact. In 2014, sociologists Angela Hattery, Timothy 

McGettigan, and Earl Smith repeat the importance of understanding this impact so that we can 

learn to "remedy the negative influences of socially-constructed racism through the application 

of a curative process of social deconstruction" (91, italics in original). 

What this limited snapshot of essentialist racial scholarship reveals is the persistent need 

to prove to the world that racism exists, is harmful, has social effects, and is subject to social 

attitudes (which can be changed). And yet, hand in hand with this message comes the lingering 

belief in a biological basis for race. This would seem to present the untruth of biological racism 

not as settled fact, but as an argument that has yet to find universal acceptance. The continual 

return to the same problem underscores the virulence of essentialized racism as the immovable 

cornerstone of racist thought and the systemic institutions of oppression it has engendered. 

Because "the majority of Americans," as Joseph Graves reports, "still believe there are legitimate 

biological races within our species," is it the essentialist thought underpinning biological racism 

that is most troubling, because it is from these essentialist notions that race is used "to contribute 

to the existing social hierarchy" (1480, 1485). Racism has enmeshed itself firmly within the 

broader and more ancient concepts that inform immanent causality, and consequently much of 

our social stratification. People act as they do, we continue to believe, because of who they are; 

the numerous lies we tell about each other, born from stereotypes and prejudice, serve not just to 

stratify society along racial lines, but also to reinforce the idea that our society is, to a degree, the 

result of human nature(s). 
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The fact that we create social constructs is irrelevant to our propensity to believe in their 

inherent truth; once they are constructed, and we alter our society around their presence, their 

effects become real, and we take that as proof that these constructs were real to begin with 

(Graves 1481). Racist behavior serves then to justify the existence of race, despite the semantic 

attempts of neoracists to exempt their behavior from the socially damaging label of "racism" 

(Graves 1475). By extension, then, the belief in immanent causality, when acted upon, serves to 

reify our faith in its inherent truth, thus strengthening and perpetuating the process by which we 

take a person's actions as proof of their character, and ascribe their perceived shortcomings to 

their membership in large and ill-defined groups, all in service to upholding dominant structures 

of societal power. 

 

Race in the Speculative Fiction Text 

What the speculative fiction text offers, in theory, is the opportunity to put human nature in the 

company of something else entirely, sometimes to expand, sometimes to strengthen, and 

sometimes to obliterate entirely our understanding of the human. Brian L. Ott and Eric Aoki 

provide a neat summation of this process: 

In (re)presenting alternate(ive) realities, SF narratives envision new beings and 

landscapes. […] But they are 'new' only in the sense that they are less familiar, as 

science fiction turns on mutation and metamorphosis of existing codes and 

categories. Nevertheless, through its creative (re)combinations, SF offers unusual, 

hybridized identities and strange, foreign landscapes. The precise manner in 

which these "new" identities and landscapes distort "the familiar" functions both 

to demystify some social structures and to further naturalize others. (152) 
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No longer forced to consider behavior and morality along strictly familiar lines, the speculative 

fiction author can create entirely new creatures, or resurrect ones from ancient stories, and 

attempt to parse the limitations and possibilities of humanity through a context simply not 

attainable through traditional (i.e., non-speculative) fiction. The alien, literal and metaphorical, 

serves as a means to reflect on what we sometimes struggle to see within ourselves. Considering 

then the ways in which speculative racism not only critiques, but also perpetuates, cultural 

attitudes toward race serves as the foundation for understanding how the fantasy remix allows for 

a more deliberate dismantling of this persistent ideology. 

The potential for speculative fiction to break through the conventional trappings of racial 

discourse is limitless. Perhaps unsurprisingly, however, the authors of this multifaceted genre 

often fall short in their goals to realize it. Speculative fiction texts are a repository of racist 

thought. This is not to say that these texts are overtly racist (although, clearly, some are), but 

instead is meant to point out that racism and the conventions of white normativity have so 

permeated our culture that they leave indelible marks. From the erasure of subjects of color to 

the perpetuation of colonial attitudes, the effects of racism, especially the concept of race itself, 

are all but inescapable. As the previous section discussed, we retain a persistent belief in the 

biological foundation for race; our adherence to essentialist thought conditions us to see the 

world as naturally ordered along the lines that have striated society and so, consciously or not, 

we tend to replicate these in our cultural works. In speculative fiction, particularly those works 

designated as fantasy, we see this taken to an extreme; rather than embracing the opportunity to 

transcend our conventional outlooks on race, more often we see an entrenchment of those views, 

as race becomes magnified into species difference (regardless of the exact term used). Tanner 

Higgin offers a historically and culturally grounded explanation of this phenomenon: 
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As is commonly known, J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis are responsible for 

creating the contemporary subgenre of fantasy called high fantasy based on the 

creation of parallel worlds. One of the primary aims of the project of high fantasy 

in the 1950s was to create a form of western European mythology. Given this 

motivation, it is not surprising that the race the reader is meant to identify with as 

ancestral, whether it is the "humans" or the "men" and so on, are almost always 

White, and any racial variations, although providing differences in physiology, 

rarely add diversity that would remove the characters from a proto-European 

geography. In addition, given this spatial orientation in a mythological other-

Europe, any ethnically equivalent races are often portrayed as exotic and borrow 

racial stereotypes. (11)  

These authors, though not alone in the creation of the works that would come to populate the 

genre, were highly influential. The tropes and conventions they established began to form the 

boundaries to which their followers would most often adhere. By default, humanity within 

fantasy texts is most often synonymous with European whiteness. 

Even when fantasy authors break away from modeling their worlds after a clearly 

recognizable medieval Europe, the tendency toward Eurocentrism and white normativity 

(perhaps its most pernicious creation) remains. As Nathaniel Poor points out, "Like Tolkien’s 

work, many Western fantasy settings today lack non-White humans, and so lack a human other. 

Others can be used to engage various cultural tensions, and this role is often taken up by elves" 

(378). This point is an exceedingly critical link between the position of speculative creatures as 

stand-ins for contemporary races: the whitewashing of fantasy worlds often forces racial 

prejudice onto creatures we would not normally recognize as human, despite their overwhelming 
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similarities to us. Their sentience, their use of language, and their social structures all do more to 

label them human than their genetics, and yet they are rarely considered an expansion of 

humanity, in a process hauntingly similar to the ways in which European colonizers refused to 

acknowledge the humanity of Africans and Asians. Poor's work on the cultural function of elves 

in digital game spaces highlights not only the persistent need to exoticize the Other, but to refrain 

from doing so within the bounds of what is recognizable as "human." To be clear, Poor 

recognizes the good intentions of those who create these texts, noting that speculative races "are 

a way we can narratively acknowledge and explore real-world racial problems in a safe manner" 

without the stigma of contemporary political concerns (391). However, this is a double-edged 

sword, as speculative races are used as "a way in which we can avoid the same problems, as 

racial tensions […] rarely exist between different human groups, most of whom are White" (Poor 

391). Actual people of color disappear from the fantasy text, and their social burdens are shifted 

onto speculative races, allowing for the reimagining of humanity that "will only be understood 

within the fantasy world if it is primarily coded White" (Higgin 11). The equation of humanity 

with whiteness not only reflects the Eurocentric ideals of race that underlie the genre's formative 

texts, but also pulls us sharply into the territory of assigning cultural conditions to notions of 

essential biological fact. 

Indeed, with the advent of high fantasy, authors found the ability to take race to the very 

height of biological essentialism. As Higgin argues, "In a fantasy setting, one cannot speak of 

particular nationalities or ethnicities (beyond narrative explication)" (5). With no real-world 

attachments to culture and history to guide them, creators of fantasy texts, when they wish to 

replicate the feel of racial dynamics, are apt to reduce race to a set of biological characteristics 

that, of their own accord, influence culture.  Melissa J. Monson's examination of The World of 
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Warcraft (WoW), the leading fantasy massive multi-player online role-playing game, itself 

deeply indebted to the larger traditions of the high fantasy subgenre, underscores this devotion to 

essentialism: "In accordance with the precursors of race-based societies, racial groups are readily 

identified by physical appearance. However, unlike in real life, there is no ambiguity in these 

classifications. There is little chance that an Orc can pass as a Gnome or that she or he would be 

misidentified as one. Race has been crafted as an immutable quality" (59). This immutable 

quality not only marks a character physically, but establishes a well-known set of criteria 

regarding that character's aptitude for a host of intellectual and cultural pursuits. In WoW, "Over 

and over again, the game implies a racial, biological basis for occupational success" (Monson 

60). Within the game, characters are given mechanical bonuses to manual skills, such as mining 

or leatherworking, to reflect their race's "natural" talents, though it doesn't end there: 

Temperament and personality are also connected to biology. For instance, the 

Official Strategy Guide described Dwarves as "stoic," "fearless," and "stalwart;" 

Taurens as "noble, patient, and resourceful;" Gnomes as "excitable with an innate 

curiosity for anything mechanical;" Humans as a "proud, tenacious race;" and 

Trolls as "vicious," "cruel," and "fierce." […] In accordance with the erroneous 

assumptions of race-based societies, ethnicity, in the WoW, is constructed as a 

biological imperative. (Monson 61) 

The conflation of race, ethnicity, and culture fixes these relationships between race and behavior 

as foregone conclusions, even going so far as to label entire races inherently "cruel" or "noble." 

Morality is an outgrowth of biology; this is the very height of immanent causality. Just as the 

game assigns mechanical significance to these attributes, so do the game designers attempt to 

limit the ability of players to dismiss these associations: 
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There is no room for a peaceful Troll here, nor an ignorant Tauren. While there is 

some recognition that players may wish to forge their own identity free of racial 

constraints, role players are cautioned against moving too far from established 

convention. […] In essence, players are being asked to buy into the race-based 

society as created and to perpetuate it. Role-playing advice tells players to adhere 

to their preassigned racial stereotypes because if they don’t it will destroy the 

illusion that race exists. And such complexity will cheapen rather than enhance 

the main storyline. (Monson 64-65) 

At every level, WoW's creators seek to reify their understanding of race as immutable fact. 

Indeed, as they point out, attempts to deviate from this, to explore the possibility that an 

individual might not be so rigidly defined by their race, would "cheapen" the entire experience. 

The value of the immersion within the fantasy world created is thus wholly, or at least 

significantly, dependent upon the perpetuation of racialized immanent causality. 

Lest criticism fall too harshly on one text, it is important to point out that WoW, though 

notable for its popularity and wide cultural reach, is not alone in this attitude. Dungeons & 

Dragons, Pathfinder, and virtually every other fantasy role-playing system, whether digital or 

not, makes use of the same concepts of essentialization and makes similar attempts to codify race 

as a biological truth that influences a character's potential for good and evil. The potential for 

fantasy to escape the boundaries of race have instead, as I have outlined, far more frequently 

resulted in an affirmation and strengthening of those boundaries. That the races in question do 

not map themselves entirely onto contemporary racial categories is immaterial (although many 

fantasy races are shameless and thinly veiled parodies of idealized racial minorities) (Monson 

61-62). 
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It is important to point out that the elimination of people of color need not be an 

automatic effect of the fantasy text, even when mapped onto medieval Europe itself. Though 

many authors imagine Europe as monolithically white, and thus justify the erasure of people of 

color from entirely fictional worlds, there are examples of speculative fiction texts that resist this 

trend. The television series Merlin, for instance, features actors of color in prominent roles 

within their setting of Camelot. David C. Tollerton's examination of the series reveals how this 

process draws on the potential of speculative fiction to reimagine social issues more safely 

without either ascribing human behavior to immanent causality or erasing people of color from 

the landscape. As he writes, "Within the program’s internal dynamics there is no obvious sense 

of foreignness attached to the family background of these characters [played by actors of color] 

nor any notion that the realm is any more or less ethnically diverse than in the past. Ethnicity is 

something that, put simply, the citizens of Camelot do not seem to think about" (Tollerton 114). 

In fact, it is precisely because the series trades in speculative fiction more heavily than some 

other adaptations of the Arthurian legends that it succeeds on this front: "it would seem that by 

de-historicizing the Arthurian legend Merlin is better able to reflect the multiethnic nature of 

modern Britain" (Tollerton 117). The series thus envisions a unified humanity that adheres to no 

one monolithic ethnic or racial background, and yet, through its metaphorical adaptation of the 

Other into the fantastic, is still able to address concerns of social importance. Though by no 

means perfect, this series seems to embrace the capacity of speculative fiction to challenge 

immanent causality as a social construct through the abnegation of historical fidelity and through 

an expansive redefinition of the human that reimagines race entirely. 

This reimagining of race is positioned as a critical goal of speculative fiction, in a similar 

vein to the reimagining of gender, sexuality, and class. While fantasy often seeks into an 
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imagined past by way of metaphor and allegory, science fiction more frequently concerns itself 

with looking forward. De Witt Douglas Kilgore argues persuasively on the power of science 

fiction to upend conventional thinking by embracing transformation, both social and physical. He 

writes: 

Perhaps the great challenge or potential of contemporary science fiction is to 

imagine political/social futures in which race does not simply wither away but is 

transformed, changing into something different and perhaps unexpected. This 

would require paying attention to an actual history of race (and racism) in which 

what constitutes the Other and the Self is always under revision. This means 

noting not only where traditional definitions of race and racism are broken but 

also how they are reformed in new guises. The assumption here is that race (even 

species) will always make some difference. The only question is how and under 

what conditions. (Kilgore 17) 

This is not merely the task of authors of color going forward, however, nor has it only been theirs 

in the past: "The racial history of science fiction, therefore, is confined neither to Afrofuturism 

nor to the production of its black artists; it is also a legacy of dead (and living) white writers" 

(Kilgore 17).  And yet, where we often see the most radical embracement of speculative fiction's 

ability to deconstruct essentialist thought, and with it the power of immanent causality, is in the 

works of authors of color, whose own personal battles against essentialism allow their works to 

approach it from a varied perspective that the bluntness of white normativity often obscures for 

other authors. 

It is precisely because of the limitless possibility for new thinking afforded by speculative 

fiction that its potential for cultural work is so great. Consider Hee-Jung Serenity Joo's analysis 
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of Octavia Butler's Parables series. Well-known for her tendency to explore the biological and 

genetic implications of race, Butler's Parables deviates from this pattern "to critique a specific 

historical moment in the development of late capitalism, when the category of race is no longer 

tied to biology or blood. In this sense, Butler's Parables points to the possibilities of literature, 

particularly science fiction, in articulating a theory of race and a history of racial formation" (Joo 

280). Race need not always manifest itself literally within the speculative fiction text to render 

itself meaningful. By moving away from biological conceptions of race, we can still critique it as 

effectively as we can when making those biological races both numerous and disturbing. 

Commenting on China Miéville's Bas-Lag trilogy, Christopher Kendrick highlights the ability of 

biologically absolute races to magnify, rather than diminish, our awareness of racial essentialism. 

He writes: 

This enlargement of the human tends to collapse ethnicity and race, and figure 

race as species-difference, to remarkable social effects. It decidedly does not, 

however, occlude the configuring power of social classes or of class struggle. 

Rather, precisely because species-difference is involved in everything, the maxim 

that class is mediated through traditional differences such as race and gender 

becomes much more palpable in the everyday life of New Crobuzon than in, say, 

an American city today. (Kendrick 16) 

The manifestation of biological race as supernatural stand-in for socially constructed classes of 

humanity, when properly intersectional, can turn the metaphorical power of speculative fiction 

into an asset, rather than a liability. The key here is intentionality. For these authors to ignore the 

context in which they write, to use speculative fiction as a means of escapism, will almost 

certainly allow them to charge blindly into the well-documented morass of speculative racism. 
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Of course, as noted speculative fiction author Nalo Hopkinson points out, "There are 

SF/F/H [science fiction/fantasy/horror] writers who say quite bluntly that science fiction allows 

them to deal with touchy issues without the hassle of the messy real world power politics" (105). 

This echoes Higgin's assertion that these texts often "scatter" and "diffuse" race to the point that 

it "is intentionally obscured to erase any troubling political connotations" (12). How wonderful 

for these (mostly) white authors to be free of the burden of "messy real world power politics." 

This, of course, speaks quite clearly to the common refrain in contemporary political discourse 

that we are suffering from "political correctness run amok." 

Ultimately, we must recognize that, "by using the word race, fantasy settings can and do 

play with their own versions of real-world issues, but it is in a shallow manner" (Poor 391). It is 

a move that allows these authors to deal with their "touchy issues" at a distance, as described 

above. Racist apologia of the fantasy genre contorts itself into philosophical pretzels in an 

attempt to explain that essentialized races in fantasy do no harm because they aren't real, and yet 

they rely entirely on the same notions of immanent causality that have driven real-world racist 

discourse. Anderson Rearick, for instance, argues vehemently that Tolkein's Lord of the Rings 

trilogy is not racist, yet has no problem conceiving of a society in which hobbits, "this least 

significant of races—at least so considered by the other peoples of Middle-earth—is the only one 

with enough love of life and enough selflessness to produce individuals who can carry the ring to 

the very edge of Mount Doom" (872).  For Rearick, it is a race that produces these individuals, 

not a culture, because the race itself possesses qualities like selflessness and a love of life. 

Similarly, he attempts to convince us "that dark and light in The Lord of the Rings is about the 

powers of good and evil and not race," and so we "should realize that Orcs are dark because they 

are far from the good," as if the two concepts have nothing to do with one another in Western 
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culture (Rearick 870). This shallow treatment of race only serves to reinforce the worst of our 

racial attitudes. Fantasy, and speculative fiction more generally, must be approached with care 

and concern, especially when taking into account the invisibility of whiteness in our own culture 

and the concomitant privilege it provides. 

It is this privilege that allows critics like Rearick to convince themselves that the belief in 

immanent causality, when tied to a racial heritage, has no relationship to racism unless directed 

at real world contemporary racial categories, because whiteness itself is not subject to the stigma 

of those categories. And while painting with a broad brush necessarily requires caution, Helen 

Young reminds us that, "while the diversity of the genre, prominent authors, the cultures that 

inspire them and audiences is increasing, it [speculative fiction] is still remarkable for its 

whiteness, particularly in those works which gain mainstream popularity" (737). Speculative 

fiction is, by and large, a realm of whiteness, written by white authors for (presumed) white 

audiences. What is most dangerous about this whiteness is not the racial identity of the authors, 

or the audiences (for they shape the cultural impact of texts just as much as the authors), but the 

white supremacist modes of thinking that often accompany the willful invisibility of whiteness 

(Young 745). We risk viewing the privilege of whiteness not as a function of social segregation 

and prejudice, but as an innate reflection of the race's potential; after all, as Monson reminds us, 

"Race exists in a perfect storm of self-fulfilling prophecy, creation of scapegoats, and 

institutionalized bigotry" (50).  

When we seek out authors of color, by contrast, the potential of speculative fiction to 

transform our racial biases becomes most apparent. Whether in novels, comic books, television, 

or even video games, the fantastic possibilities of speculative fiction challenge audiences "to 

question long established notions of a racialized existence" (Monson 49). Consider Kilgore's take 
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on the paradoxical potential of speculative fiction to deconstruct and strengthen attitudes toward 

Otherness: 

What is interesting about this work on race, alterity, and the other in sf is the 

commitment of scholars to the form itself. They write both to critique the genre 

for its implication in the racialist discourses of white (hetero)normativity but also 

in defense of its potential to open readers to ordinary and radical forms of alterity. 

Lavender, for example, notes the genre's original investment in projecting white 

futures but celebrates its social inventiveness, its ability to creatively theorize race 

(192). […] Postcolonial studies have found sf renderings of the colonial encounter 

particularly fruitful in their critiques of self/other oppositions and extrapolation of 

the hybridity theorized by Homi Bhabha. Here science fiction reveals the other 

but also questions the presumption that the other is alien. (18) 

The ability to reimagine social constructs, to unravel the deeply embedded biases which have 

been instilled in us since birth, attached to us even from the moment of conception, creates a 

dynamic freedom that cuts to the very heart of identity: the self vs. the Other.  That we might 

collapse even this binary, to interrogate "the presumption that the other is alien," allows us to 

seek within ourselves for the source of our social enmity. What we find through this work is the 

threat that we are not, as we might have presumed, exempt from the same criticisms we so 

readily level against the Other. Our membership in that most treasured in-group, "Us," is not a 

guarantee that we are immune from the weaknesses of "Them." What we discover, in other 

words, is that the seeds of goodness and evil, such as we might conceive of them, are not 

immanent within ourselves as a fact of nature. They are cultivated by social forces, by chance, by 

education and (in)tolerance and privilege. By deconstructing the real and building it anew as the 
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surreal, the fantastic, and the weird, we undercut one of the most pernicious philosophies and 

learn to question the inherent truth of immanent causality itself. 

It is my contention that the fantasy remix enables this deconstruction more reliably than 

traditional speculative fiction narrative techniques. This is not meant to suggest that fantasy 

remixed texts are more effective than other speculative fiction texts; a traditionally linear high 

fantasy or afrofuturist novel written by an author of color is almost certain to have a keener 

insight into how to dismantle the same power structures and cultural perceptions that have 

oppressed her than the most creatively remixed narrative that pays no deliberate attention to 

these topics. Just as we must practice intentional strategies of interpretation when "denaturalizing 

SF's futuristic images" and "exposing the cultural assumptions underlying its distortions," so 

must we intentionally work to destabilize the conventions of immanent causality that permeate 

so many social constructs (Ott and Aoki 153). What the fantasy remix offers, as a technique, is a 

method of positioning familiar stories, and their familiar biases, in recombinations that strip them 

of context, juxtapose them with our contemporary understandings of ourselves and others, and 

through the gaps created expose more clearly the limitations of our biases. It is the awkwardness 

of fantasy remix that lends it its cultural effectiveness. To illustrate this, I will now examine the 

ways in which this technique allows Grimm to challenge immanent causality as it pertains to the 

complicated intersection of race and justice. 

 

Speculative Racism and Immanent Causality in Grimm 

The familiarity of the stories that serve as the basis for a fantasy remix enables these texts to 

approach complicated topics without the burden of inventing new fantasy out of whole cloth. 

This approach utilizes the strategies of subversion, resistance, and conformity elucidated in 
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Chapter 1. Grimm, as it utilizes a more traditionally linear chronology while also adhering 

closely to the generic conventions of the police procedural, appears to conform to the status quo 

quite strongly. Ultimately, however, it is in the incomplete adherence to a complex ideological 

structure that allows for Grimm's subversion. Each element of immanent causality to which 

Grimm does not properly conform creates a space through which we can view the links holding 

together our attitudes toward morality and justice, especially the notion of desert. By parsing 

these spaces, the places where the series' ideology doesn't quite work, we can begin to question 

the assumptions that otherwise operate unseen within our culture; ideology is subverted and the 

resulting discord provides a safe space through which a more progressive political ideology can 

assert itself over the dominant one. 

 

Biology, Culture, and the Choice of Humanity 

As I indicated at the start of this chapter, Monroe serves as a useful focal point for much of the 

series' speculative racism. His familiarity with the Wesen community allows him to function as a 

critical resource for Nick. The library Nick inherits from his aunt contains the collective records 

of Nick's ancestors, based on personal experience and rumor about Wesen. Many of the texts he 

possesses are quite old, meaning their usefulness to him in the current era is limited. Monroe, on 

the other hand, possesses far more extensive contemporary knowledge. He seems to have first- or 

second-hand knowledge of the vast majority of Wesen races Nick encounters in Portland. His 

experiences often help prepare Nick for his inevitable confrontations with the criminal Wesen he 

investigates, revealing strengths, weaknesses, and personality traits seen as common to each race. 

The result is that Monroe becomes a key figure in perpetuating stereotypes and prejudices about 

the Wesen: 
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MONROE. Reinigen? They're bottom of the food chain, man. Let me tell ya, the 

food in their chain? Gourmet is not their forte. 

NICK. But they're rarely violent unless they're pushed to the limit, right? 

MONROE. Correct. ("Danse Macabre") 

--- 

NICK. What do you know about Lowen? 

MONROE. Ah, well, I know they'll rip your face off and then eat it. I know that. 

NICK. Yeah, well, what about, uh... Combat fighting? 

MONROE. Oh, you're talking about gladiator Lowen. They are fierce. They're 

fueled by generations of bitterness. You know, just imagine… One day, you're 

king of your own jungle, right? Minding your own business. Then suddenly 

you're in a net being dragged off to Rome and thrown in a gladiator pit. ("Last 

Grimm Standing") 

--- 

MONROE. Siegbarste are the worst. I mean, fortunately, they're very rare, but if 

you ever run across one… Well, I guess you have. 

NICK. You've dealt with one before? 

MONROE. Yeah. When I was a kid. I mean, I didn't deal with him directly. He 

came after a neighbor of mine, two doors down. Their son Freddy was a 

buddy of mine. This guy beat Freddy's dad to death in his own garage, and 

then used his tools to… You know. Trust me… You're lucky to be alive. 

("Game Ogre") 
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In each of these instances, Monroe's assessment of the Wesen proves integral to Nick's ability to 

confront the Wesen, violently or not. As is evident from the exchange in "Danse Macabre," 

occasionally his role is to confirm the descriptions from Nick's records. The corroboration 

between ancient and contemporary descriptions symbolically alleviates the negative connotations 

of prejudice and instead renders them as objective fact. Reinigen are rarely violent, Lowen are 

fierce and bitter, and Siegbarste are, quite simply, the worst. There is no room for exceptions 

when considering a Wesen—unless there are. 

Monroe himself exists as the most visible exception to the rule of immanent causality 

within the series. As a Wieder Blutbad, one who rejects the violence of his race, Monroe shows 

that inherent nature can be overcome. It might take Monroe's regimen of diet, drugs, and Pilates, 

or more extreme measures in some cases, but the message shows that biological nature can be 

overcome. The converse of this line of thinking, however, is that those who give into their nature 

choose to do so, and this perspective could even be extended to justify acting toward a Wesen 

based purely on prejudice. After all, if a Wesen is not willing to choose to combat their racial 

traits, we know they will be fierce and dangerous. Their very existence determines their potential 

actions. 

This reading of the series' portrayal of speculative racism is entirely in keeping with 

speculative racism as it appears more broadly across the genre. Because Grimm employs fantasy 

remix, however, it creates awkward gaps between the traditional ideology of immanent causality 

and a more contemporary awareness of the effects of environment and culture on an individual's 

ability to choose. This can be seen most clearly when examining the ways in which Grimm 

conflates race as biology and race as culture throughout the series. In the example from "Last 

Grimm Standing," Monroe indicates that the Lowen are "fueled by bitterness" over a specifically 
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cultural and historical occurrence. Their ancient mistreatment by the Romans, in which they 

were abducted from their home lands and used as slaves in gladiatorial combat created a distinct 

subgroup of Lowen: gladiator Lowen. Monroe acknowledges them as a culturally distinct group, 

but his assessment of them only seems to modify the specific manifestation of their inherent 

traits; all Lowen, according to Monroe, will "rip your face off and then eat it." The gladiator 

Lowen seem to have a cultural justification for this behavior, but it is inextricably linked to their 

biological nature. This conflation creates a rupture between the assumption of immanent 

causality as biological fact and social conditioning. While neither explanation challenges the 

underlying presumption that we can know a person based merely on their membership within a 

group, this rupture allows for an examination of the audience's preconceptions. Other examples 

will help to illustrate this. 

In "Danse Macabre," Nick investigates the murder of a teacher at a private music school. 

The teacher is trapped in his car, which was filled with rats; the terror of the experience triggers a 

heart attack and the rats devour him. One student at the school is immediately suspected, as rat 

traps found near the scene are revealed to belong to his father, an exterminator. Conveniently, the 

student, Roddy, and his father are Reinigen (rat-like Wesen), a fact that threatens to strengthen 

Roddy's culpability in the audience's mind. Nick's belief in Roddy's innocence is fueled by his 

preconceptions of Reinigen, and by his personal interactions with Roddy. Roddy has, in fact, 

been framed by his rich classmates, who wanted him removed from school because of his 

father's profession; they believe the son of an exterminator isn't worthy of inclusion within their 

elite circle. In this case, social and cultural stigma are shown to be false and damaging, while 

biological prejudice proves to be correct. Even when Roddy is actually pushed to the limit, 

following the incarceration and injury of his father, the seemingly permanent loss of his 
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girlfriend, and the loss of his future as a classical musician, he confines his violence to inanimate 

objects and merely scares his former classmates into confession, rather than actually harming 

them. The episode seemingly codes biology as a larger predictor of behavior than culture. 

In "Bears Will Be Bears," however, the opposite seems to be true. The episode features a 

race of Wesen known as Jägerbars, bear-like creatures with a long cultural legacy. Nick 

investigates the disappearance of a young man who has been taken by Jägerbars so that they can 

hunt him in a ritual known as a Roh-Hatz: 

MONROE. They use those claws in the Roh-Hatz. 

NICK. Roh-Hatz? 

MONROE. It's like a Bar Mitzvah for bears. You know, a Jägerbar Mitzvah. It's a 

very physical thing. A lot of pounding of chests, and, like, wailing. Who wails 

anymore? Supposed to connect with the primitive beast in all of us. And 

believe me, I do mean all of us. 

NICK. So what do they do? 

MONROE. It's all about the chase. ("Bears Will") 

This creates a complicated intersection between race as biology and race as culture. The 

association of the ritual with a Bar Mitzvah, a cultural practice, would seem to attribute their 

behavior to cultural heritage, and yet it is also specifically designed to "connect with the 

primitive beast in all of us." It is thus a cultural practice designed to enhance biological 

predisposition. Further complications arise when considering the Jägerbars themselves. Three 

teenaged males are responsible for setting up the Roh-Hatz. Diane, the mother of one of these 

young men, firmly believes in the importance of the practice, though her husband, Frank, 

disapproves of it: 
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DIANE. You did nothing wrong. 

FRANK. Yeah, he did, Diane. And now we're all gonna have to pay for it. 

DIANE. You have to respect your ancestors. ("Bears") 

--- 

FRANK. She wanted them to know their heritage. She never understood the danger 

of it. It isn't easy to give up your history. ("Bears") 

For both parents, the Roh-Hatz is a cultural link to their ancestors and their heritage, but they 

have different interpretations of its importance. While Frank acknowledges the difficulty in 

leaving it behind, he does so in recognition of the "danger" it poses in the modern era. It is a relic 

of the past, meant to be left behind (an echo of Monroe's cynical, "Who wails anymore?"). 

Biology is not positioned here as an accurate predictor of behavior, and culture, as we see, is a 

poor predictor as well, as it relies on a voluntary commitment to specific practices and 

ideologies. The episode essentially argues that immanent causality functions poorly, at best, 

when culture is taken into account—contradicted, of course, by the previous example of 

gladiator Lowen. 

The awkward gaps revealed by these discrepancies ultimately signal the limitations of 

such an absolute ideology as immanent causality. Which has the greater impact, nature or 

nurture? If neither can be trusted, is it possible to determine a person's qualities purely by their 

membership in a group? What role does individual choice play in a person's behavior? The series 

does not attempt to answer these questions; if it did, the answers would surely be contradicted 

soon after. Instead of providing answers, the series continues to raise the question in new 

iterations. The constant reconfiguration of the series' rhetorical position further refuses to let the 

audience grow complacent with their assumptions. This subversion of ideology, by revealing it 
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to be unstable, provides the audience with tools of resistance while still seeming to conform to 

the status quo, exemplifying the strengths of the technique of fantasy remix. 

Consider the way in which the series underscores the concept of choice when Wesen 

confront their inherent nature. In the episode "Big Feet," a race of normally peaceful Wesen 

known as Wildermann begin acting violently, then dying. Nick discovers that they have been 

implanted with a device that slowly releases a drug designed to suppress their Wesen traits. The 

drug's designer is another Wildermann, Dr. Brinkerhoff, who specializes in Wesen psychiatry. 

While he has gained fame within the Wesen community for helping them suppress their wilder 

natures through traditional psychoanalytic therapy and support groups, his attempts to design a 

foolproof chemical cure lead to disaster. Monroe, angered by the deaths of his friends, confronts 

Brinkerhoff in an attempt to discover what has gone wrong: 

MONROE. They're all dead because of you. 

BRINKERHOFF. Your friends struggled. I tried to help them. I supplied them with a 

targeted suppression program, one that took it out of their conscious and 

unconscious control. 

MONROE. That's your idea of help? 

BRINKERHOFF. They no longer wanted the ability to choose. That's what was 

making their lives so difficult. 

MONROE. They told me all about your group meetings. 

BRINKERHOFF. Clearly, you have the same issues. Are you... an animal? Or are 

you a man? 

MONROE. Of course, I have those issues, man. We all do. But if you can't choose, 

then you're... you're neither one... you're nothing. 
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BRINKERHOFF. The loss of choice is a small price to pay for freedom. ("Big Feet") 

This exchange highlights the inherent belief in biological determinism, by portraying the 

Wesens' struggle as a choice between humanity and something else. By applying the discussion 

of speculative races to this dilemma, we can read this as the choice between adherence to the 

racial Other, or the performance of white-sanctioned behavior; if the Wesen are stand-ins for the 

racial Other, then humanity is left as the symbol of whiteness. Wesen must choose between their 

natural tendencies and their willingness to fight for their humanity; the supernatural biological 

impulses are merely a metaphor for the belief in biological race. What does it mean when the 

racial Other can choose whiteness? It evokes the concept of "passing," privileging those whose 

Otherness can remain hidden from those who would persecute them for it. 

That Brinkerhoff's cure has the opposite of its intended effect, not only locking the 

Wildermann in their woge form, but provoking their most violent and primal traits, puts 

additional strain on the notion of choice. In effect, the episode punishes those who abdicate their 

responsibility to make this choice. While Monroe often struggles to resist his nature, the series 

rewards him for this struggle, valorizing him as the honorable savage who takes responsibility 

for leaving behind his natural ways in favor of conformity to humanity/whiteness. Further, the 

episode reinforces the concept of a Wesen's inherent nature as an addiction, as seen when 

Monroe discusses Brinkerhoff's therapy with his friend Reynaldo, another Wesen: 

MONROE. So how come you didn't go see Brinkerhoff? 

REYNALDO. Please. Quick fixes aren't my style. Besides, who says I want to be 

cured all the time? 

MONROE. Heh! 

REYNALDO. Just want to be able to control the urges, you know? 
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MONROE. Yeah, don’t we all. 

REYNALDO. Anyway, the way I feel, miracle cures wind up being worse than the 

disease. ("Big Feet") 

Reynaldo specifically refers to a Wesen's nature as something from which he can be "cured," 

though he declines the cure. He seeks control, as Monroe does, which also reveals a lingering 

desire to embrace his Other self on occasion. Wesen like Monroe and Reynaldo seemingly view 

their nature as a positive aspect of their composite identities, while recognizing that embracing it 

all the time will lead to danger, as the fear it provokes in others and the loss of control it 

represents will jeopardize both their safety and their claim to humanity. Despite the power and 

access to Wesen-only communities that they possess, they recognize that the desirable privilege 

lies in their ability to pass for human. 

For contrast, we can read one of the first season's antagonists, Adalind Schade, as an 

example of a Wesen who privileges her Wesen identity over that of her humanity. In the episode 

"Love Sick," Nick uses his blood to strip Adalind of her powers in order to save his partner's life. 

She reacts with horror to this event (although it is deeply complicated through its coding as a 

sexual assault within the episode—a truly disturbing portrayal that deserves intense critical 

scrutiny, but which is ultimately outside the scope of this chapter): 

ADALIND. What have you done? You killed me. 

NICK. You don't look so dead. 

ADALIND. I'm nothing now. I don't have any powers. You've taken everything. I'm 

just like everybody else. I am nothing. ("Love Sick") 

For Adalind, the loss of her powers equates to the death of her Other self. She is trapped as a 

human, unable to use magic, unable to woge, and unable even to identify as a Hexenbiest 
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anymore. Her mother rejects her upon learning of this, and Sean, her supposed ally, says, "You're 

useless now. Just another pretty girl" ("Love Sick). For them, the Wesen component of their 

identities is supremely important; while they still rely on their ability to pass for human, their 

true power lies in their shared heritage as Wesen. Rather than complicate the overall message of 

the series, however, the fact that Adalind, her mother, and Sean all present as evil helps 

underscore their perspective as wrong. Immanent causality is again at work here: their identity as 

Wesen, and especially as Hexenbiests and Zauberbiest (essentially a male Hexenbiest), who 

present as deformed, scarred humans and use magic power akin to witches, codes them as 

inherently evil. Thus, their choices will be evil, such as the choice to embrace their Wesen 

heritage over their human identities. Sean and Adalind both eventually display a more 

complicated relationship to their Wesen natures, and to their coding as good vs evil, but this 

merely aligns them more closely with Monroe, who makes the conscious, if rare, choice to reject 

his fundamental nature. In order to be coded as good, Wesen can simultaneously view their 

nature as Other as both a disease and a cherished quality, so long as humanity (and, I contend, 

cultural whiteness) remains accessible and of at least equal importance to their Wesen identity. 

Those unwilling to accept this, either by prioritizing their Wesen status over their humanity, or 

by refusing to take personal responsibility for the choice between the two, often wind up dead. 

 

Defying Expectations and the Exceptional Grimm 

While this discussion has focused largely on the portrayal of the most visible Other within the 

series, the Wesen, it is important to examine Nick and his status as a Grimm. Repeatedly, Nick is 

referred to as "a Grimm," giving the term nearly the same power to identify and separate as the 

various Wesen labels. He is not just a person, but a Grimm, something beyond the norm, 
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rendered Other without the same visibility as the Wesen. When the Wesen woge, they take on a 

monstrous physical appearance, represented by special effects; though humans are generally 

unable to witness this, Grimms and other Wesen can, as can the audience. Wesen are inescapably 

marked by this. It is not until nearly the end of the third season that Nick, and the audience, 

finally learn that Nick is also marked while talking to Monroe and Rosalee, another Wesen ally: 

MONROE. It's your eyes. 

NICK. My eyes? 

ROSALEE. It's how we know you're a Grimm after we woge. 

MONROE. They turn black. 

ROSALEE. Not exactly black. 

MONROE. No, you're right, actually. Black's too weak a word. It's more like 

infinite darkness. And we see ourselves reflected in that darkness. We see our 

true Wesen nature. 

ROSALEE. Took me a while to get used to that. ("Synchronicity") 

This "infinite darkness" has always been present for the marginalized Other, a terrifying 

reflection of their own nature. Wesen typically react with fear, or at least alarm, when they 

recognize Nick's identity as a Grimm. While this can at least partially be explained by the 

Grimms' reputation, as I will explore below, it also reveals that Grimms are monstrous because 

they reflect the monstrosity of the Wesen. Notably, this visual effect remains hidden from the 

audience, preventing us from identifying with the Wesen by refusing to show us our hero from 

their perspective. Our sympathy for Monroe and Rosalee is the only connection we have to 

understanding Nick as monstrous. In all other ways, the series attempts to position Nick as 

unfairly maligned because of his status as a Grimm and the cultural reputation that carries. 
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When Nick first inherits his legacy as a Grimm, his aunt presents it as "the misfortune of 

our family" ("Pilot," Grimm). It carries the responsibility to protect humanity and "hunt down the 

bad ones" ("Bears"). The conversation is quickly interrupted by the attack of a Reaper, a Wesen 

who specializes in killing Grimms. Critically, this is the third Wesen revealed in the series; the 

first is Adalind, whose horrifying appearance as a Hexenbiest unsettles Nick, and the second is a 

man in handcuffs in the police station, whose detainment and monstrous woge signal to the 

audience that he is bad. This serves to reinforce the concept of a Grimm's heritage as a 

misfortune, as the world is seemingly filled with hidden monsters waiting to do harm. The truth, 

however, is not so simple; the Reapers exist, in a way, to fight back against what the Wesen see 

as the terror of the Grimms. Monroe, as usual, helps provide insight into the Wesen perspective: 

MONROE. You know, I never seen one of you before. I heard about you guys all 

my life. Never thought I'd see one up close. A Grimm. Ha! What do you 

know? 

NICK. You know about me? 

MONROE. Are you kidding? My folks used to tell me stories about you guys. 

Scared the hell out of me when I was a kid. ("Pilot," Grimm) 

--- 

MONROE. You're the monster under the bed. I think some Wesen found out you're 

a Grimm and they're curious. 

NICK. What's a Wesen? 

MONROE. You know, Blutbaden, Fuchsbau, Wildschwein, those of us the Grimms 

have been trying to eradicate for centuries. 

NICK. Yeah, but you know I'm not like that. 
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MONROE. Dude, join the misunderstood. Try telling people I don't eat meat. It's 

like I told you when we first met. None of us have ever seen a Grimm before, 

you know? You're not real, you're a scary story we tell our kids. "Be good or a 

Grimm will come cut your head off." ("Tarantella") 

In the pilot, Monroe quickly establishes the association between Grimms and childhood fears. 

Partway between survival lessons and scary bedtime stories, information about the Grimms 

serves as a fundamental element of Wesen development. Though most Wesen may never expect 

to encounter a Grimm, they know, unambiguously, that Grimms represent a threat to them. This 

is also apparent in the conversation from "Tarantella," when Monroe again emphasizes the role 

Grimms play in the cultural development of adolescent Wesen, while also using the Grimms' 

history of "trying to eradicate" the Wesen as he explains the term. Wesen are, by definition, those 

who the Grimm attempt to kill. Superficially, this should merely serve as another example of 

immanent causality, rendering the Grimm inherently threatening to the Wesen. Under this 

reading, culture would seem to play a stronger role than biology, similar to the example of the 

Jägerbar and their Roh-Hatz. In actuality, the series seems to use the example of Nick in a 

significantly different way. 

Despite the Wesens' initial reaction of fear upon meeting Nick, he proves to be an 

unconventional Grimm. In the conversation above from "Tarantella," he emphasizes this point—

"You know I'm not like that." It's a defensive reaction to Monroe's unflattering definition of the 

Wesen as the victims of the Grimm, a definition that positions Nick as a potential perpetrator of 

genocide. Nick does not attempt to redeem the reputation of his ancestors, but instead positions 

himself as an exception to that rule—a move Monroe immediately echoes, with a casual 

cynicism that at once sympathizes with Nick and simultaneously chastises him for acting as if he 
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is the only one to whom stereotypes are inaccurately applied. If the allegory of Grimm is that 

Wesen are racial minorities, while humans—a group to which Nick does and does not belong—

are read as white, this exchange could be read as a black man describing persecution by whites, 

while his white friend insists on being recognized as not-racist, to which the black man responds 

that he doesn't fit racist stereotypes about African Americans, either. In this light, Nick's position 

is almost callous, showing him to be more concerned with his own reputation than with the idea 

that his ancestors have and supposedly continue to attempt the eradication of the Wesen. As 

discussed above, however, Monroe's argument does not rely on the fact that not all Blutbaden 

actually fit their stereotypes. Again, without Monroe's choice to resist his true nature, and the 

constant effort he exerts toward that end, he would be just like the other Blutbaden, deserving of 

his reputation as a dangerous monster. He is an exception through choice and hard work—

essentially, the exception that proves the rule. The issue that presents itself, then, is whether this 

is also true for Nick. 

This is another example of how the fantasy remix, in its incomplete conformity to the 

status quo, creates spaces in which we can start to deconstruct the assumptions of immanent 

causality. We are encouraged to read Nick, as the hero of the series, in a positive light; he is 

good, just as those he pursues through his work as a detective (and as a Grimm) are evil. As we 

learn through the (limited) perspective of the Wesen, the Grimms, as a group, are not so clearly 

marked; though the Grimms protect humanity, they do so through extreme, perhaps even ruthless 

means. Nick's Wesen library contains the personal stories of his ancestors as they encountered 

Wesen preying on humans. One such description reads, "Geiers are the most vile of all. They 

harvest human organs while the victims are still alive, seeming to take pleasure in the savage 

pain they cause. Carnage on the front lines has provided them with a seemingly endless supply of 
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viscera for their terrible trade" ("Organ Grinder"). The description is meant to discomfort the 

audience, who have already witnessed some of the cruelty of the Geiers earlier in the episode, as 

much as to inform Nick about the enemy he faces. The combined effect is to code the Grimms' 

collective duty as necessary and heroic; without Grimms protecting humanity from monsters like 

the Geiers, we would be lost. 

Despite this seemingly straightforward valorization of the Grimms, the interplay between 

absolute evil, such as the Geiers, and more nuanced exceptions, like Monroe, ultimately work to 

discredit the notion of absolute good. When Monroe helps Nick practice with his specialized 

weaponry, he remarks on one particular device: 

MONROE. You know, these were designed specifically to stop Blutbaden. 

NICK. Mmm. 

MONROE. I suppose I should take that as sort of a backhanded compliment, huh? 

("Leave It") 

The exchange ends abruptly, with no discussion between the two friends that Nick is, rather 

excitedly, learning to use a tool that was designed by his ancestors to kill Monroe's. Nick 

actively resists commenting on it, his "Mmm" a mere acknowledgement of Monroe's statement 

that avoids engagement. Monroe simultaneously points to the awkwardness of the Grimms as 

inventive killers who menace his race and ameliorates the tension by choosing to accept it as a 

compliment, indicative of his race's hardiness and strength. While not pleased—the compliment 

is backhanded, after all—he does not allow these feelings to damage his relationship with Nick, 

nor does he put any expectation on Nick either to take responsibility for his ancestors' actions or 

to take ownership of the reputation they left him. Even as Nick is absolved of culpability, 

however, the series manages to expose the dangers of acting on broad preconceptions. The 
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juxtaposition of old stories of the big, bad wolf with a contemporary awareness of individuality 

and racial sensitivity creates awkward tensions such as this one which, one by one, allow the 

audience to reflect on the fundamental flaws of immanent causality. 

Nick, of course, is justified in his refusal to identify himself with the reputation of the 

Grimms. He is not like them, as he insists so defensively. However, this fact does not change the 

way that others view him—at least at first. Time after time, his identity as a Grimm reveals him 

to Wesen as an utterly terrifying figure. In "The Three Bad Wolves," Monroe's friend Hap and 

Hap's sister Angelina—both Blutbaden—react with alarm and disbelief to Nick's status as a 

Grimm: 

ANGELINA. He's killed more of our ancestors than I can count. How can you know 

him? How can you even talk to him? 

MONROE. Well, it's complicated. 

HAP. What are you talking about? 

ANGELINA. He's a Grimm. 

HAP. What? No, he's a cop. Monroe, tell her she's wrong. 

MONROE. She's not. 

HAP. He's a cop and a Grimm? Is that legal? 

For Angelina, there is no difference between Nick and his ancestors; he is personally responsible 

for their actions. For her, Nick killed her ancestors. Hap, who hadn't previously recognized Nick 

as a Grimm, reacts with disbelief at first, only having known Nick as a conventional officer of 

the law. He sees the two states, cop and Grimm, as fundamentally opposed, even questioning 

their legality (Hap is portrayed as rather dim-witted, and possibly stoned, lending literal intent to 

his question). This echoes an exchange in "Beeware," in which Nick is implored to choose 
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between his duties as a cop and as a Grimm (ultimately choosing the former). For Hap, it seems 

impossible for Nick to be both, while for Angelina Nick's status as a Grimm negates any positive 

aspects of his role as a police detective. These are incontrovertible facts for Hap and Angelina, 

and yet what they know to be true is subverted by Nick's existence. He is not the exception to the 

rule, sanctified by diligent effort and choice; we see no struggle within Nick to resist his inherent 

nature as a Grimm, a killer of Wesen. Instead, we see only the good Nick, the one who, by his 

actual nature, defies association with others of his kind: 

MONROE. He's not that kind. 

ANGELINA. There's only one kind. 

NICK. Just like there's only one kind of Blutbad? ("The Three") 

In his defense of himself, Nick links himself to Monroe and Hap, the reformed Blutbaden who 

went through treatment. This association is incomplete, however, because again, Nick makes no 

effort to earn it. Further, Angelina seems skeptical as to whether or not Monroe is still really a 

Blutbad, given his reformed nature, challenging him to whether he can still run like a "true" 

Blutbad, or whether he has lost himself to his reformation. Angelina's challenge leads Monroe to 

relapse (together they kill a rabbit in the woods, after a night of intimacy), and Hap is murdered 

while they are away. In this light, her perspective seems to lose credibility. 

The series' portrayal of the reformed Wesen, as I have discussed, acknowledges their 

inherent nature as fact, lending strength to the stereotypes surrounding them. Individual Wesen 

must earn their exceptional status, not just in the eyes of others, but within themselves as well, 

learning to master their racial failings. Nick's existence as a naturally occurring exception to his 

group seems to strengthen the completely opposed notion of cultural influence: because Nick 

was not raised with the knowledge of Grimms and Wesen, he never learned the innate prejudices 
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that would lead him to fulfill the stereotypes associated with Grimms. But even this is undercut 

by his aunt Marie's dying words to him: "Remember who you are. Trust your instincts and 

nothing else" ("Bears"). It is Nick's instincts, who he is, that will serve him as a Grimm, thereby 

signaling the importance of an inherent nature he seems to manifest incompletely. This conflict 

between nature and nurture receives little direct attention within the series; instead, we are 

treated to Nick's confusion over the terror he inspires in Wesen, and eventually his frustration. 

Though he occasionally uses his reputation to scare criminal Wesen into compliance or 

confession, he more frequently struggles to earn their trust. In "Danse Macabre," a Wesen 

repairman reacts with terror upon recognizing Nick as a Grimm: "Please, please, don't, don't hurt 

me. Oh, God. Please!" He flees the house, and only returns the next day to reclaim his tools. He 

speaks to Juliette, Nick's girlfriend, who is unaware of Nick's status as a Grimm: "I got three kids 

at home. I don't need this. I never did anything bad. He's got no reason to come after me. Please 

make sure he knows that" ("Danse Macabre"). His terror is real, but he links the actions of 

Grimms in this moment to the notion of desert, insisting that he has not earned Nick's retribution. 

In the same plea, however, he indicates a persistent terror that Grimms don't actually need 

justification to kill Wesen. In the same episode, Nick's confrontation with Roddy, a Reinigen, 

reveals a similar terror: 

NICK. I don't wanna hurt you. 

RODDY. Yeah, you do. You're a Grimm. You wanna kill me. 

NICK. I'm not gonna kill you. ("Danse Macabre") 

Nick's ability to do his job as a cop is hampered by the inherent distrust his identity as a Grimm 

engenders in the Wesen he meets. And this is where the series begins to dismantle the easy 

concepts of the exceptional Other. 
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Monroe, as we have seen, defies expectations. Though he occasionally needs to remind 

Nick of this during the series' early episodes, he rarely has to work to convince others. He tells 

Nick in "Tarantella" that it's difficult to get people to believe him that he doesn't eat meat, but we 

rarely see true mistrust or fear toward him from other Wesen. Humans are the only ones to react 

consistently with alarm, and then only at his monstrous appearance, knowing nothing of the true 

nature of Blutbaden. Because Nick must work to earn the trust of those who fear him, and 

because these efforts hinder his enforcement of the law (which remains, especially through the 

first season, unambiguously aligned with morality), the audience is encouraged to feel frustration 

with inaccurate prejudice. We, through our sympathy with Nick, see how misguided others are in 

their fear of him. Rosalee's surprised, "You're not at all what I expected" is seen as a sort of 

validation of Nick's persistent attempts to clear his reputation, but it comes without any actual 

effort to defy some uncomfortable truth about himself ("Island of Dreams"). Monroe at one point 

introduces him as "sort of a modified Grimm," but the line is delivered humorously and contains 

little literal suggestion that Nick has done any work to modify either his nature or his behavior 

("Tarantella"). We reach what might be considered peak frustration when Wesen refuse to accept 

his status as exceptional: "I don't dislike him, he's just a Grimm" ("Cat and Mouse"). Our 

frustration over Nick's limited ability to find acceptance within a community to which he poses 

no real threat is juxtaposed by our inability to determine whether Nick's exceptional nature is a 

matter of choice, as with Monroe, or a matter of his own inherent nature. This tension, though 

not resolved, makes it increasingly difficult to maintain the ideology of immanent causality, 

gradually and persistently encouraging the audience to accept a new way of thinking about the 

association between a person's moral acts and their identity as people, as well as a legal system 

that, as explored in Chapter 2, occasionally struggles to recognize the difference. 
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Ultimately, Grimm essentially seems to critique essentialist notions of race by showing 

that: 

1) they are not binding, even if they are grounded in commonalities; 

2) these commonalities are frequently reinforced by societal pressure and the burden of 

those expectations; and 

3) a person's inherent "nature" does not actually determine whether they perform good or 

evil actions. 

The series' insistence on clinging to the bedrock of immanent causality–that goodness or evil is 

indeed immanent within an individual–is an example of fantasy remix conforming to the status 

quo as a method of comforting the audience while it slowly subverts expectations, granting the 

audience tools of resistance without risking alienation. While the young hero destined for 

greatness is indeed a common fixture of the fairy tales and legends from which fantasy remix 

draws its material, so is the young hero who is given a choice, and only rises to greatness after 

choosing correctly. His future, rather than being entirely predetermined, is the product of his 

choices and actions as an individual. Our contemporary fixation on causality, not as a factor of 

birth, but of circumstance, collides with our belief in the concept of inherent traits and racial 

nature, disrupting our ability to apply a rigid moral accounting, particularly with regard to the 

law; we must engage in moral flexibility, taking context into consideration, or else we risk 

confining our expectations to the exceptional individual at the expense of the spectacular whole. 
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CHAPTER 4 

TALE AS OLD AS TIME: TEMPORALITY IN THE FANTASY REMIX 
 

 

"Time is precious." 

—Regina Mills, "Snow Falls"  

Among the various components that comprise the technique of fantasy remix, the most 

unstable is undoubtedly the manipulation of temporality—indeed, the frequent reliance on 

atemporality as either a narrative or structural element of the remix. The propensity for the 

fantasy remix to subvert conventions of reality through direct and indirect manipulation of 

temporality appears in many different iterations of the fantasy remix. Fundamentally, the fantasy 

remix, by drawing on well established, historically saturated sources as the texts to be remixed, is 

an inherently atemporal technique: as these source texts interact with the contemporary setting so 

common to fantasy remix, and the contemporary sensibilities and values endemic to all fantasy 

remixes, they create historical ruptures through which new understandings of the moral 

certainties of the source texts can be challenged and resisted. The cultural work performed by 

these ruptures takes on many forms; of central importance to this project is the way in which we 

can rethink causality, morality, and justice more broadly through the fantasy remix. Drawing on 

the conventions of justice and morality laid out in Chapter 2, and the idea of immanent causality 

established in Chapter 3, this chapter will attempt to explore how the structural and narrative 

temporal manipulations of fantasy remix can strengthen the qualities of resistance to the status 

quo that fantasy remixes provide their audiences. 

Whereas before now this dissertation has addressed OUAT and Grimm separately, this 

chapter will examine them together in order to highlight the comparative effects of each text's 

approach to temporality. OUAT is far more deliberate in its approach to temporal manipulation. 
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The series features two diegetic timelines in two separate worlds: the contemporary timeline of 

Storybrooke, and the historical timeline of the Enchanted Forest. Throughout the series, the 

Storybrooke timeline moves forward in a consistently linear fashion; although the series does 

allow for flashbacks within the Storybrooke timeline, each episode moves progressively forward, 

developing the ongoing serial narrative. Conversely, the series' first episode introduces the 

audience to the Enchanted Forest at the end of its established timeline, with the wedding of Snow 

White and Prince Charming, and the enactment of the Evil Queen's curse. This curse rips the 

characters from the Enchanted Forest and transports them to Storybrooke, Maine, at which point 

time is essentially frozen for them for twenty-eight years. In general, each successive episode in 

the first season moves further back along the Enchanted Forest's timeline, providing explanations 

for what occurs in the first episode and building a narrative (mostly) in reverse.
3
 These divergent 

timelines create a unique narrative structure, in which the past literally intrudes on the present 

when historical scenes interrupt the Storybrooke timeline. The Storybrooke timeline can be 

considered the dominant, or primary, timeline, propelling the overall narrative of the series 

forward; the Enchanted Forest timeline is mainly used to provide backstory, context, and often 

justification for how characters behave in Storybrooke. Not only does this help the audience 

understand the motives of antagonists Regina and Mr. Gold, by seeing their relationships with 

the other characters as the Evil Queen and Rumplestiltskin, respectively, but it also reinforces the 

essential nature of each character (e.g., indicating that Mary Margaret is still fundamentally the 

same person as Snow White, despite having no memory of her previous self). Blame, reinforcing 

the legal notion of desert, attaches to characters across timelines, as explored in Chapter 2, while 

                                                
3
 In later seasons, this chronology becomes much more complicated, with Enchanted Forest 

scenes occurring throughout the timeline; the dominant linear storyline even temporarily shifts to 

that world. Time travel also complicates the series' chronology, as I will explore later. 
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a person's immanent morality is shown to be an essentially immutable quality that can best be 

understood through temporal distortion. The series thus inextricably links its temporal structure 

to its symbolic presentations of identity, morality, and justice. 

Grimm, on the other hand, utilizes a conventional narrative structure, in which there is 

only one timeline within the series; it moves progressively forward, allowing the serial narrative 

to build steadily, aided by the episodic adventures that have little bearing on the overarching plot 

of the series. As previously discussed, Grimm's presentation of morality and immanent causality 

conforms more readily to the status quo than other examples of fantasy remix, especially OUAT, 

and yet still displays the underlying elements of which this technique is capable of producing 

through the narrative and symbolic ruptures it creates. The difficulty in reconciling historical 

source texts with a contemporary setting, and a contemporary cultural consciousness, in which 

they are not accepted at face value provides space for critical reflection and the articulation of 

new, more progressive ideas to grow. This same process occurs with regard to temporality and 

its effects on our notions of justice: because the fantasy remix will always contain a certain 

degree of symbolic atemporality through its historical ruptures, it need not rely on structural 

atemporality to subvert cultural conventions. 

Fantasy remix, as a technique, contains no special magic that allows it to reshape culture 

or change our thinking, but it does represent an approach to storytelling that will consistently 

provide opportunities for reflection and rethinking not necessarily granted by other techniques. I 

intend to display how these opportunities are embedded in the technique itself, first by focusing 

on the more deliberate and skillful manipulation of temporality represented in OUAT, as 

essentially the most fully realized example of fantasy remix, and then by examining its inherent 

echoes in Grimm. 
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Temporal Complexity and Cognition 

In order to foreground my exploration of OUAT, I wish to establish an understanding of temporal 

complexity and its effects on our cognitive ability to make sense of the world. The relationship 

between cognitive science, narratology, and temporal theory forms a unique vantage point from 

which to view the potential of the fantasy remix and its use of atemporality; it is from this 

vantage point that my analysis will proceed. 

Psycho-linguistic research has consistently revealed that as our brains seek to make sense 

out of temporal order, we likewise use our understanding of temporal order to determine causal 

relationships between events. Not only do we process information with clear causal links more 

quickly, we are also able to recall causal information more accurately, perhaps owing to the 

greater significance we tend to assign it over information whose causality is murkier (Briner et 

al. 62). We are hard-wired to understand the world through systems of cause and effect that are 

fundamentally mediated by temporal order. Additionally, we make use of "iconicity 

assumption," the tendency to expect events to be related to us in their proper (i.e., real) temporal 

order; this assumption may play a role in our difficulty in processing achronological events, as 

our expectation of correct chronology interferes with our ability to process information that 

violates this expectation, but we still automatically process temporal events in their correct 

chronological order (Briner et al. 63; Claus and Kelter 1041). Establishing a proper temporal 

order to events, even when these events are fictional, is essential to our cognitive process. Our 

brains are so attached to temporal order that we will actually take longer to recall information 

that we believe occurred further into the past, as opposed to more chronologically recent 

information, even when these events are entirely fictional and related to us in reverse 

chronological order (Claus and Kelter 1032). As researchers Berry Claus and Stephanie Kelter 
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explain, "This temporal-distance effect suggests that the participants had constructed a 

temporally analogous representation of the narrated world," and so their minds must seek further 

into their constructed chronology in order to retrieve the desired information (1032, italics in 

original). What we are told about the chronology of events has tangible effects on how our minds 

store and interact with this information. In other words, however events might be presented 

within a narrative, our minds will automatically attempt to rearrange them into their correct 

chronological order; the more jumbled the presentation of events, the more effort is required to 

complete the reorganization and the longer it takes us to process what we are reading. Rather 

than merely viewing non-linear chronologies within a text as creative choices, we must 

understand that they have a measurable effect on our cognition. 

Likewise, we consistently monitor multiple dimensions of temporality as we consume 

texts, even when we are not aware of it. Experiments conducted by David J. Therriault & Gary 

E. Raney reveal a subconscious awareness of temporal incongruities that reduces mental 

processing speeds, even when subjects are not consciously aware of the incongruities (194-95). 

Our attention to these temporal dimensions, even when implicitly marked by the text (as opposed 

to explicitly), is a critical tool in our ability to derive meaning from texts. Furthermore, 

incongruities that incorporate more than just the temporal dimension, such as those that represent 

failed goals, increase our ability to detect temporal abnormalities; in other words, unfortunate 

consequences arising from temporal manipulations are more likely to make us aware of 

temporality and further impede our ability to understand a narrative text (Therriault and Raney 

195). More importantly, when these incongruities include multiple situational dimensions (such 

as temporality and intentionality), they are more likely to lead to reflection—that is, we will 

actively seek ways to make sense of temporal abnormalities when they have tangible effects on 



109 

the narrative world (Therriault and Raney 194). What these experiments tell us about texts like 

OUAT is that the deliberate manipulation of temporality, especially when linked to dramatic 

narrative outcomes, has an empirical effect on our ability to comprehend these texts. Our minds 

are literally more engaged in the process than they might otherwise be, as they automatically 

seek to organize the information presented by the texts; further, these automatic processes will 

more likely result in conscious reflection on how time impacts other situational dimensions, 

marking temporality as an incredibly important modifier of human cognition. 

For a text to embrace atemporality, then, it will necessarily impede comprehension, 

making its meaning more difficult to discern. Were pleasure the only motivation for storytelling, 

this would clearly be a risky decision for an author; however, texts also exist to challenge their 

audiences, providing opportunities for thought and reflection alongside pleasure. There is even 

pleasure to be found in the challenge. As Jason Mittell argues: 

Through the operational aesthetic these complex narratives invite viewers to 

engage at the level of formal analyst, dissecting the techniques used to convey 

spectacular displays of storytelling craft; this mode of formally aware viewing is 

highly encouraged by these programs, as their pleasures are embedded in a level 

of awareness that transcends the traditional focus on diegetic action typical of 

most viewers. (36) 

The very same manipulation that makes temporally complex narratives more difficult to 

understand in turn provides them with a unique pleasure that may "transcend" the narrative itself. 

This is certainly an optimistic approach to such a challenge, though we may at least be safe in 

suggesting that the pleasure is concurrent and complementary, so that a temporally complex 

structure need not diminish the pleasure produced by the text overall. That we might take 
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pleasure in cognitive challenges opens up a new realm of interpretation for considering the 

importance of temporal complexity and its relation to the narrative(s) it contains. 

Mittell is notable for his development of the term "narrative complexity" in television 

studies; he describes this complexity as a blending of serial and episodic narratives in which the 

key defining element is the merging of form and techniques from both types of series in order to 

dismantle or challenge preconceptions of their structure. Thus, an episodic series that also 

contains longer arcs more typical to a serial narrative might qualify as narratively complex, as 

would an episodic series that resists and even dismantles conventions of the genre by resisting 

resolution at the close of each episode. Narrative complexity, he argues, is a strategy that has 

proliferated since the 1990s and that has essentially trained a generation of television audiences 

to derive pleasure in the structure of the narrative, perhaps even at the expense of the narrative 

itself. Common to the narratively complex text is the use of "analepses, or alterations in 

chronology," which have accustomed viewers to see temporal disruptions as innovations in form 

that add to, rather than detract from a narrative (Mittell 36). From this blending of challenge and 

pleasure we begin to understand the role of temporal complexity not just as a mode of 

entertainment, but as one of comprehension; the difficulty it represents to our cognitive 

processes, I argue, has a direct impact on our relationship to the information we take from the 

temporally complex text. 

Building on the work of Mittell, Paul Booth offers a specific look at temporal 

displacement, "the presence of narrative action in different temporal localities within the 

narrative of the show itself" (373). As he argues, "The concentration on temporal displacement 

within a complex narrative coheres an audience to a text, allowing members to piece into a linear 

structure what may be nonlinearly organized in the television text" (Booth 373-74). Narrative 
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becomes a temporal puzzle whose assembly audiences seek as attentively as they do its 

resolution; the more overt the focus on temporal shifts and incongruities, the more meaningful 

they become to the audience and the more pleasure can be derived from their mental 

reconfiguration. This specific temporal pleasure can in fact become the dominant source of 

pleasure within a text: 

In terms of television shows with narrative complexity, nothing can elicit 

spectator attention and emotional attachment more so than a well-executed 

moment of temporal disorientation. Narrative affect can become spectacle in and 

of itself. The audience may experience breaks in the temporal structure of the 

narrative, only to "wow" at their return to the relative "present" of the show with 

their knowledge of the narrative somehow altered. (Booth 374) 

For a television show to fixate fully on temporal complexity, whether narratively or structurally, 

is to maximize the potential of the text to make spectacle meaningful in a medium overly 

saturated with repetition, competition, and increasingly desperate attempts to capture attention. 

Certainly, a temporally complex text with a terrible plot or bad acting will attract few viewers, 

but temporal complexity as a formal element capitalizes on a uniquely postmodern sensibility 

and challenges not just the other text with which it competes, but the fundamental order of time 

itself. 

While a central facet of Booth's argument concerns an understanding of the world as 

saturated with a postmodern form of schizophrenia, in which all time collapses into a series of 

concurrent presents, our ability to take pleasure in temporal manipulation should not be read as 

pure hedonistic desire, just as speculative fiction itself must not be written off as escapist fantasy. 

For Booth, "the play of temporality in a show itself becomes a liberating factor for audiences. To 
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play with time in a television show can be cathartic" (376). Temporal manipulation and its 

attendant difficulties and pleasures can actually act as a panacea to social and cultural problems; 

when present within a text whose very nature represents a challenge to those same problems, 

such as ones employing fantasy remix, temporal complexity gains greater significance and its 

effects become firmly intertwined with our ability to make sense of the world(s) we consume. 

In the case of OUAT, the series' constant disruption of linear time would seem to serve as 

a major obstacle to comprehension—and indeed, like many serial texts, there is difficulty in 

entering the text at any given midpoint. It is designed to be read from the beginning, unlike a 

purely episodic text. Simultaneously, however, the text also makes strategic use of its 

atemporality, allowing for the temporally complex narrative to provide context for the primary 

timeline and thus the dominant narrative of the text. In this fashion, the series consistently 

reinforces its primary messages, allowing the audience to construct meaning through its causal 

relationships. These, in turn, help make sense of the true temporal order of events, inhibiting the 

confusion or lack of comprehension that might otherwise attend atemporal narratives. Causality, 

so firmly linked to temporal order in human cognition, becomes itself a mediator of temporal 

complexity, so that time and causality reinforce each other and render each other intelligible. By 

reinforcing our understanding of cause and effect, OUAT's manipulation of temporality has a 

diminished negative impact on our ability to comprehend the text, but still slows our ability to 

process it. It is in this space that we are literally afforded extra time for reflection, as we are 

forced to do the mental work of rearranging events in order to derive meaning. The importance 

we ascribe to cause and effect is strengthened by the extra effort required to process information 

in this fashion. If causality itself is being challenged, as I explored in Chapter 3, the temporally 

complex structure of a narrative can reinforce its symbolic reasoning. 
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It is important to note that much of narratological theory, which becomes relevant here, is 

predicated on the study of literary texts. The medium of this dissertation's primary texts, 

television, presents significant differences from written media; perhaps the most essential is the 

lack of a literary-mediated narrator. Absent voice-over narration, television has no traditional 

narrator through which to frame and relate the events of the story. I argue that it is possible to 

view the screen itself as the narrator for a television text. Like a traditional literary narrator, the 

screen relates critical information to the audience, including scene and action. The screen 

provides a limited, third-person narration of events, using its fixed perspective (though the scene 

may see into all corners of a room, it does not do so all at once, providing only a fixed point of 

reference in any particular image) to present a specific focal point to the audience. Additionally, 

the ability for the screen to focus on characters' facial expressions, to make use of angle and 

distance to separate the audience from the subject of the action, and to accentuate the diegetic 

world with non-diegetic music allows for a rich narratory experience. 

With regard to temporality, then, the narrator's obligation to provide clear temporal cues 

for the audience remains as essential for the television text as for the literary text. Uri Margolin 

writes of the temporal significance of the narrator, arguing that our ability to make sense of a 

text's temporality is critically shaped by the narrator: 

Since the basic NOW time of utterance cannot be provided by any actual world 

data but only inner-textually, through linguistic features, any fiction writer who 

wants to establish such a basic NOW point must provide sufficient clues in the 

text for its unique identification. Such a clear center of orientation is equally 

essential for both standard temporal orientation and for any disengagement from 

it. (196) 
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The "NOW" time to which Margolin refers can be simplified as the present, but is in fact more 

rightly understood as the moment of immediacy within a temporal frame. The fictional world has 

no true life, existing as it does only within the text and, arguably, within the mind of its audience, 

and so there can be no true time. The events on the page will always occur as they are written 

and can be made to repeat themselves endlessly through rereading. The narrator, then, must 

attach temporal markers to any moment for it to have meaning in the temporal order. As this 

order is key to our understanding of causality, and thus meaning, the narrator's role as timekeeper 

becomes supremely important. 

 

The Narrative Possibilities of Temporal Manipulation 

In OUAT, the screen-as-narrator provides multiple temporal markers. In addition to the visual 

marker of day vs night, the superimposition of text upon the image allows for direct 

communication with the audience. The very first images of the pilot are a black screen on which 

white text appears: "There was an enchanted forest filled with all the classic characters we know. 

Or think we know. One day they found themselves trapped in a place where all their happy 

endings were stolen. Our World. This is how it happened…" ("Pilot," OUAT).
4
 The very first 

words introduce our first temporal marker: there was. The connection to the past established by 

this, in keeping with a rather conventional opening for fairy tales, establishes a sense of history, 

completeness, and therefore fixedness for the audience from the very beginning. These 

characters exist in a past to which we have access, courtesy of the narrator, but one to which we 

are not a part. In the next moments, however, both our distance from the text and our sense of the 

past are challenged: these are the characters "we" know—or think we know. Our knowledge of 

                                                
4 To avoid excessive and unnecessary citations, I will indicate when switching between episodes; 

otherwise, all quoted text can be assumed to come from the most recently cited episode. 
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these characters becomes central to our understanding of them, just as the shift in tense from past 

to present (was and filled to know) becomes a critical marker of the temporal complexity of the 

unfolding text. Uncertainty accompanies our shift from past to present, as we step into the past to 

see "how it happened," again relying on the assumption that this past is fixed. We are not 

introduced into a text of constant time travel and shifting factualities, but rather a text whose 

shifting temporalities will challenge our knowledge. We are also cued to the temporal 

complexity of the text with the concept that a happy ending can be "stolen," thus challenging the 

notion of endings themselves and rendering stability a temporally fluid concept. 

This is, of course, immediately echoed by the opening images of Prince Charming riding 

his horse to the glass coffin of Snow White. He is told, "You're too late," to which he responds, 

"No. No!" Charming vehemently rejects the notion of a fixed temporality—he cannot be too late. 

Certainly, this is traditionally read as denial, as him wanting not to be too late, and his grief leads 

him to open the coffin to give Snow a kiss. The fact that his kiss revives her proves his utterance 

true: he was not too late. The sleeping curse under which Snow had fallen froze her temporally, 

arresting her heartbeat, her breathing, her mind, and even the decay of her body. Charming's 

kiss—true love's kiss, as the text insists—is able to restore Snow to the temporal order, 

reinforcing the episode's opening claim that finality is not so final. 

Interestingly, additional temporal markers abound in the characters' speech: 

SNOW. You found me. 

CHARMING. Did you ever doubt I would? 

SNOW. Truthfully… the glass coffin gave me pause. 

CHARMING. Well, you never have to worry. I will always find you. (emphasis 

added) 
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This habit of marking characters' speech with temporally significant words for emphasis, even 

absent any obvious narrative significance, continues throughout the series, providing a subtle 

reinforcement of time as central to how the characters understand the world around them. The 

narrative's heavy structural fixation on temporality asserts itself relentlessly from this point on. 

Snow immediately follows the above conversation by asking, "Do you promise?" Just as the 

screen would shift back to Charming's face for his response, it switches to Charming in a 

different outfit, in a different location: the church, on their wedding day. His "I do" both answers 

Snow's question in the forest and completes his vows; the temporal distortion enacted by the cut 

between scenes is bridged by the character's language, providing continuity for the audience 

while also signaling that temporality is an unstable, malleable tool, which the screen-as-narrator 

wields to great effect. 

This scene introduces another critical use of temporality: the link between temporality 

and identity. As the Evil Queen interrupts the wedding ceremony, the guests react with alarm: 

DOC. It's the queen! 

SNOW. She's not a queen anymore. (emphasis added) 

Doc, one of the seven dwarves, calls out this information as a warning. His use of the present 

tense signals a sense of urgency and immediacy. Tellingly, however, Snow's first response is not 

to the threat itself, but to correct Doc. The Evil Queen's identity is temporally contextual: 

because she has been deposed (by Snow), she is no longer a queen. However, as we will learn 

later in the series, "the Evil Queen" is a specific identity adopted by Regina long after she was 

crowned queen of the realm. It is a historically situated marker for her, following a chain of 

events in which her reputation for evil solidified into an actual identity. To refer to her as a queen 

qua monarch is clearly incorrect, but Snow's rush to correct Doc (ostensibly to bolster the 
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confidence of her followers, by reducing Regina's symbolic power) sets up a tension between 

temporality and identity. If she is no longer a queen, can she still be referred to as the Evil 

Queen? A specific chain of events led to the voluntary assumption of this identity; before Regina 

embraced it, her followers used it as a slur against her. Can her identity be stripped from her 

without her consent, or does it remain attached to her until she chooses to discard it? As much as 

this is a question of identity politics, it is also, I would argue, a temporal and causal question. 

Cornelia Klecker's discussion of chronology in avant-garde cinema foregrounds the need 

to recognize the artifice of temporality within fictional texts. As she argues, "By means of 

narrative logic, an author creates a chronological illusion. Temporality as such is actually 

nonexistent in narrative" (Klecker 12). There is no past, present, or future within a narrative. 

Everything is experienced as an immediate present (Klecker 15). As discussed above, Margolin 

insists that the narrator's responsibility is to provide temporal markers in order to situate the 

NOW, but Klecker reminds us that these markers need not adhere to real-world chronology: 

"Meaning can be created in various ways and is not tied to a linear step-by-step unfolding of 

events" (Klecker 14). Indeed, the chain of events that transpire within a narrative need not be 

consecutive in order to create meaning; as the discussion of cognitive processing revealed, our 

minds will assemble the correct chronology on their own, leaving the author of a text, and thus 

the narrator, free to present the illusion of chronology in whatever fashion is most appropriate. 

What remains essential, if not chronology, is narrative logic: "The chronological order can be 

disturbed, and the succession of cause and effect can be delayed, as long as the reader or viewer 

can, at all times, follow the plot" (Klecker 12). Time, as it has no true existence within the text, 

serves only as an intermediary between subject an audience, allowing us to make meaning of the 

events within the narrative. Comprehension is the only necessity for narrative success. 
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I should note here that Klecker would likely disagree with my reading of the screen-as-

narrator; her argument about temporality draws heavily on film theory to suggest a different 

interpretation of how the screen functions. She writes, "The 'presentness' of film suggests that the 

decisive difference between temporality in the novel and in film is that whereas in the novel time 

is narrated, film narrative time is presented" (Klecker 15). However, if we consider the role of 

the screen and narrator, rather than their mechanism, I believe it is more useful to focus on their 

similar function as mediator. Margolin becomes useful for parsing through this distinction: 

As for the narrator, each time she engages in this act of shifting the temporal 

perspective on an event, she can be said to be engaging in an act of pretence or 

"as if," assuming pro tempore a simulated temporal position with regard to the 

event in focus. While unshifted temporal perspective can be seen as a two-term, 

purely linguistic relation between utterance time and event time, the shifting of 

temporal perspective inevitably introduces a third term, that of center of 

awareness or focalization. What is more, the narrator-focalizer giving rise to this 

shifted perspective cannot remain a mere source of narrative statements, but must 

acquire some features of an active mediating consciousness. In other words, shifts 

of temporal perspective inevitably contribute to the personalization of the 

narratorial speech position. (Margolin 198, emphasis added) 

While Margolin speaks here specifically of a literary narrator, his analysis unites the concept of 

narrative time as artifice and the role of narrator as artificer. When the "narrator-focalizer" 

becomes an active force in shifting the audience's understanding of temporal frames—which, as I 

have argued, influence comprehension—it is no longer "a mere source of narrative statements." 

What we are left with is an element of the text that is neither truly in the text nor outside it, but a 
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mediating device that exists in the liminal space between narrative and frame. As the narrator 

shapes the focus of the text, it alters the text itself, determining the effectiveness of the 

chronological illusion of narrative time. In this regard, we can look past Margolin's focus on the 

"narratorial speech position," and instead realize that the screen does more than merely present 

narrative time, as Klecker posits. The screen is an active mediator, a focalizer that substitutes 

visual narration for verbal. As seen above, the screen shifting from coffin to church in the space 

between question and answer creates a mediating frame that ignores the discontinuity between 

actual narrative time between the two scenes and allows for the illusion of instant continuity in 

service of the audience's comprehension. To that end, the screen-as-narrator fulfills Klecker's 

axiom that an audience must at all times be able to follow the plot of a text. 

This becomes especially relevant, returning to my analysis of OUAT's pilot, as the 

episode continues; following the exit of the Evil Queen, Charming embraces Snow as they 

contemplate her words. The live action suddenly morphs into an illustration, a digitally rendered 

picture of Charming and Snow that, as the screen slowly reveals to us, exists within a story book 

held by a young boy. This is the first departure from the secondary timeline of the series. With 

no overt explanation provided, the audience is jarred from not only the past events just 

witnessed, and the location, but also from one reality entirely and into another. The screen-as-

narrator is able to make this transition by literally reducing characters we have taken as real into 

illustrations. Furthering the discontinuity, we see the young boy, Henry, is on a bus entering 

Boston. Traveling alone, he transitions from bus to cab, using a credit card to pay his fare. The 

episode firmly orients the audience in a contemporary present, replacing the horses, swords, 

bodices, and magic of the secondary timeline with the technology of the primary timeline. (I 

would note, albeit briefly, that Henry's precocious ability to access technology and finances, as 
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well as to navigate a world into which he has never before ventured beyond his home town, is 

another potential marker of atemporality, as he displays knowledge, confidence, and capabilities 

typically seen as beyond a child of his age. This, I fear, is a topic for another investigation, but its 

presence serves to underscore the multiple ways in which temporal complexity permeates this 

text.) This transition between timelines and realities is fundamentally mediated by the screen-as-

narrator, allowing the audience to grasp the significance of two utterly divergent worlds, in two 

time periods, without the need for exposition or explanation. Although both are eventually 

offered, what is most remarkable about this is that the text deliberately resists the route of 

greatest comprehension in favor of a more challenging and cognitively intense shift. 

There is so much importance connected to these early scenes because they cover a wide 

range of the temporal complexity the series utilizes throughout its run. In particular, the existence 

of two distinct timelines quickly becomes the most obvious and intrusive form of temporal 

manipulation in OUAT. While having two timelines is more than enough to qualify for Booth's 

"temporal displacement," two additional elements serve to solidify temporal complexity as a key 

component of the text's structure. The first, and simpler, is the use of Henry's storybook as a 

narrative frame for the Enchanted Forest timeline; the second is the divergence between the two 

timelines themselves. Both contribute significantly to the text's narrative complexity and provide 

much of the pleasure-through-challenge that is central to its ability to sustain its audience. 

Furthermore, when considering the way these interact with fantasy remix itself, providing both 

context and the mechanics for the remixing of extant stories with the contemporary world, these 

aspects are what allow OUAT to display the full potential of the technique. 

One of Booth's three variants of temporal displacement within a narratively complex text 

is the extended flashback. On its surface, this applies to television shows in which the majority of 
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the narrative is presented as the memory of either a narrator or a character in a minimalized 

framing device, such that the audience reads the text as having already occurred. It is displaced 

into the past. In such texts, Booth argues, "The complexity forms through the viewer’s 

reconciliation that what he or she sees as a narrative is actually another person’s memory of that 

(fictional) narrative. Indeed, not just issues of narrative complexity but also issues of fictionality 

are at stake here" (377). Within OUAT, Henry's book contains the stories of the characters from 

the Enchanted Forest. In the series' fourth season the origins of the book are finally revealed, 

along with a character whose task it is to chronicle its events. Assuming the title of the Author, 

this figure serves not just as witness, but as shaper; his magic quill allows him to alter reality 

through the process of inscription, a glaringly obvious nod to the ability of authors to shape the 

reality of their fictional worlds. But, as Booth points out, it is this very fictionality that is at stake. 

The book exists to most of the residents of Storybrooke as a fictional collection of stories; 

Mary Margaret originally gives it to Henry to comfort him, hoping that he will find hope in its 

pages to help bolster him through his unhappy childhood ("Going Home"). Only Henry takes 

these stories at face value, believing them to be real. The screen-as-narrator supports Henry's 

belief by transitioning back and forth between the two storylines through the book; the live 

action-to-illustration technique described above becomes a staple feature of the series (though 

traditional scene transitions remain more common). The book is not fiction, we are led to 

believe; it is fact. Indeed, acceptance of the book as fact is what leads Emma to accept once and 

for all that magic is real and that she is the savior. In the season 1 finale, "A Land Without 

Magic," as Henry nears death thanks to Regina's sleeping curse, Emma embraces the book and 

through it the reality of the stories it contains. Immediately, the screen cuts to a montage of 

scenes from the Enchanted Forest timeline, depicting critical moments after Emma's birth when 
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her parents expressed their love for her and Charming fought invading soldiers to save her—

events that she should not remember, as they occurred minutes after she was born. At the same 

time, there is a voiceover from Henry, an exceedingly rare device for the series, where his words 

to Emma from the pilot are repeated: "Every story in this book actually happened. You should 

know more than anyone, because you're in this book" ("A Land"). This sequence not only unites 

Emma with her own past, but also unites the divergent timelines as the montage from the 

secondary timeline is overlaid with narration from the primary timeline. Additionally, this 

collision of multiple pasts into one present moment in turn provides her with direction for her 

future, helping propel her forward in her quest to save Henry's life. It is a momentary collapse of 

time and of timelines, centered on a tangible framing device for the series itself. 

In a fantastically fictional story that deliberately calls attention to the fact/fiction 

boundary, such as occurs here, how does the audience begin to rethink reality? This is not the 

first speculative fiction text to rest its premise on the idea that the stories we've shared for 

generations are actually true; after all, this is essentially the premise of Grimm as well. However, 

by combining the premise that our conception of reality might in fact be unstable (Emma was 

positive that the book was pure fiction before this moment, even to the point of questioning her 

son's sanity) with a narrative that undermines our ability to perceive time as a stable, linear 

concept, OUAT more adamantly insists that we cannot trust our own preconceptions of reality. 

After all, the very first scene of the series informs us that what we know about these characters is 

a misconception; we only think we know them and their stories. In this fashion, OUAT raises the 

specter of unreliable narration, not as an element of storytelling, but as a feature of our own 

understanding of reality. We become the unreliable narrators of our own experiences, 

fundamentally incorrect about what we perceive to be real. 
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In general, OUAT makes minimal use of unreliable narrators. Certain characters fill this 

role, by lying or selectively omitting details that shape the plot, making it difficult to determine 

truthfulness. However, the screen-as-narrator presents a consistently truthful depiction of events 

throughout most of the series; what it shows the audience is taken to have occurred just as we see 

it. One notable exception to this occurs in "An Apple as Red as Blood." The episode begins with 

a dream sequence in which Regina is attacked by the people of Storybooke, who have regained 

their memories and are intent on taking revenge. The first scene is glaringly incongruous with the 

end of the previous episode; at the end of "The Stranger," Emma and Henry drive away, intent on 

leaving Storybrooke. The next episode opens with Regina and Henry eating dinner together, until 

the doorbell rings. Despite the temporal rupture created by the incongruity between the end of 

one episode and the beginning of the next, the scene reads normally until Emma threatens 

Regina. At this moment, temporal and spatial distortions common to television dream sequences 

begin to dominate the scene; Regina turns back to the room where she and Henry were just 

eating, but he is gone and the room is dark, a direct contradiction to how we saw it only moments 

before. When Regina turns back, Emma is flanked by six characters from the town; the camera 

angle has also shifted slightly downward, in a manner that emphasizes the characters' faces and 

creates a subtle visual distortion. Regina turns back around once more to see her son carrying a 

hank of rope (tied to resemble a noose) over his shoulder; the camera is now at a sharp upward 

angle, magnifying his stature, as well as the eerie image of a child with a benign expression 

holding a rope that will (presumably) be used to kill his mother. The scene then cuts to a new 

location instantaneously, collapsing space and time for the added sense of disorientation. Regina 

wakes up from her nightmare just as Emma swings a sword to strike her dead. The audience has, 

by now, already determined that this is a dream sequence; the familiarity of contemporary 
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audiences with such unreliable scenes certainly contributes to this, but the way in which the 

screen-as-narrator frames the scene is fundamentally different. The sharp angles, the unexpected 

distortions of space and time, and additionally the horror movie music that plays in the 

background, all combine to signal quite clearly that this is not real. When placed in context with 

the rest of the series, however, it merely reinforces the message that everything else is. 

Ultimately, the use of the story book as framing device and temporal link functions as a 

means of accessibility, and thus control. As Booth explains, 

By demonstrating the collective power of the audience to control and handle the 

temporal displacement of a complex narrative, television shows with temporal 

displacement foster an ability of the audience to tolerate temporal ambiguity. 

Audience members feel in control of temporal distortion because they interact 

with narrative complexity, experience the affective power, and then witness the 

narratively satisfying closure. (385) 

While OUAT may seek to engage the audience in challenge-as-pleasure through its temporal 

complexity, it does not attempt to alienate them or make this especially difficult. Notably, OUAT 

is a product of ABC, the same network that aired Lost (2004-2010), another mainstream 

television series famed for its temporal and narrative complexity. Lost writers created OUAT, 

several actors appear in both series, and OUAT frequently contains subtle references to its 

predecessor. While audiences were exceedingly fond of Lost's complexity, the series was also 

frequently described as confusing and overly complicated. The inclusion of an accessible 

narrative and structural device (Henry's book) helps to ameliorate some of the potential 

difficulties involved in temporal complexity while still allowing audiences to interact with the 

temporal structure, granting them the control over time Booth asserts they lack in the real world. 
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The final element of temporal complexity is the divergence between the primary and 

secondary timelines. As described above, the primary timeline progresses linerarly, representing 

a continuous present that unfolds as we watch. It has no clear future. The opening message of the 

pilot tells us the text will reveal how the characters lost their happy endings and came to be 

trapped in our world, and yet the true narrative drive exists after this. It casts the secondary 

timeline as a narrative within a narrative, one that is already complete, but which we can only 

access sporadically. It provides an excellent example of the difference between discourse time 

and story time. Michael J. Porter et al., in their examination of television narrative structure, 

explain the narrative theory "that each narrative has two parts: a story and a discourse. […] The 

story is the what in the narrative that is presented. […] The discourse is how we are told about 

what happens" (24-25). Discourses often begin at some point past the start of the story, and may 

even disregard the story's chronology (temporal complexity). Some genres of television, such as 

police procedurals, embody a disconnect between discourse and story so routinely that to start 

the discourse at the start of the story would feel wrong and out of place; most begin with the 

commission of a crime, which relies on a complex antecedent that is part of the story, but will 

only be revealed through the discourse as the police investigate. Taking this further, Mary-Laurie 

Ryan understands the disconnect between the two narrative components as stemming from "a 

double temporal order: the order of events in the storyworld, and the order in which these events 

are presented by narrative discourse" (143). As explained above, our minds will resolve the 

disconnect, but to embrace this as a mode of narrative complexity is to play with our conception 

of time itself and its effects on our understanding of causality, and thus morality and justice. 

Take, for instance, the most significant narrative deception in the first season. As we see 

in the pilot, the Blue Fairy brings a message of hope to Snow and Charming: Geppetto can 
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fashion a magic tree into a wardrobe that will save their daughter from the coming curse, so that 

she can safely grow into adulthood and become their savior. The great tragedy of this is that the 

wardrobe can only protect one person, and the pregnant Snow prepares to leave her husband and 

friends behind in order to raise her daughter in safety. She goes into labor early, however, and 

the infant is placed in the wardrobe alone, sent to our world with no protector and no guide to 

help her become the savior. Much later in the season, however, we learn the tale of Pinocchio, 

which was notably absent from Henry's book, literally rendering the past unintelligible to the 

audience through the narrator's ignorance (a significant indication that the book, while a truthful 

record of history, is not complete). Through his story, we learn that the wardrobe has the power 

to save two, but Geppetto refuses to build it unless his son Pinocchio would be one of those 

saved ("The Stranger"). The Blue Fairy agrees to lie to Snow and Charming in order to secure his 

help; even after Snow gives birth, Geppetto manipulates events so that his son will travel with 

the infant Emma. This revelation undermines our faith in the accuracy of what we have seen of 

the past. Our understanding of Geppetto necessarily changes—although the text still portrays 

him as a sympathetic figure (he acts out of love for his son, rather than out of malice), it causes 

us to see him as a contributing factor in Emma's unhappy childhood. We already know to be 

wary of the Blue Fairy, given her history of manipulation and deception; she is even willing to 

sacrifice an individual's happiness if she believes there is a greater good to be served. Now, 

though, we understand that her manipulations are flawed, and that she is fallible. Likewise, we 

understand that the presentation of the secondary timeline, because it is so disjointed, will 

necessarily create gaps in our knowledge of the past. 

Through this process, the series indicates that without a complete picture of history, we 

are left to infer and assume about the present. Indeed, as we are warned at the very beginning, we 
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are only witnessing what we think we know. With this revelation, the screen-as-narrator becomes 

entirely unreliable, at least within the context of the secondary timeline. It still allows us to be 

deceived by characters in the primary timeline, but it is only in the secondary timeline, because 

of its temporal distortions, that we are subject to such inaccuracy and misdirection. 

Even when not deceiving the audience, however, the disjointed use of the secondary 

timeline allows us to alter our understanding of characters gradually. For instance, we are 

introduced to Charming at a significant high point in his character development. The first images 

are of him racing to save Snow, dressed in royal garments, passionate, romantic, and charming. 

He is protective of Snow and of his people, willing to fight the Evil Queen, and concerned with 

the well being of the Enchanted Forest. In the sixth episode, "The Shepherd," we learn of his 

origins: one of two twin boys born to a peasant couple, he was raised as a shepherd, while his 

brother was adopted in secret by King George. Charming is pressed into playing the role of the 

prince upon the untimely death of his twin, and possesses none of the skills necessary for his new 

role. He grows into it over time, driven by circumstance and his innate goodness; in essence, we 

can see that his royal bearing comes from within him, as it is clearly not the result of specific 

conditioning or training. The fact that we are first introduced to him as a developed character, 

manifesting his greatest strengths and having conquered his most significant weaknesses, allows 

us to grant him the benefit of the doubt as we see him stumble through the early stages of his role 

as prince. Notably, it also changes our understanding of his abandonment of Princess Abigail 

when he meets Snow: King George forces him to marry Abigail, upon threat of execution, as a 

political move with King Midas (her father). Before this, however, we see Charming and Abigail 

as an engaged couple, awkward but ready to wed until Snow's arrival wins Charming's 

affections. In the primary timeline, this perfectly parallels the way David (Charming's alter-ego) 
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is manipulated into choosing his "wife" Katherine (Abigail's alter-ego) over Mary Margaret. The 

ability of the text to show us the most historically relevant information about Charming's past in 

order to provide context for his actions in the present identifies the temporal complexity of 

OUAT's narrative structure as an invaluable tool. 

At the same time, however, the manipulation of temporality begins to challenge our 

understanding of cause and effect. In the example of the love triangle between David, Katherine, 

and Mary Margaret, we are conditioned to anticipate the feelings and actions of the characters 

because of what we know of their past selves; though the characters, still cursed, do not 

remember their lives in the Enchanted Forest, the series' valorization of immanent causality tells 

us that David and Mary Margaret's love is unavoidable, even given the numerous obstacles they 

face. However, in the example of Geppetto and Pinocchio, we come to learn that Emma's 

isolation, the difficulties she faced in the foster care system, and even the decisions that led to 

her giving birth to Henry in jail and giving up custody of him were all the result of the actions of 

one of her allies. The causal chain is related to us completely out of order, but ultimately it seems 

solid. What is most notable about this, though, is how the series avoids attaching moral 

culpability to Geppetto for his role in Emma's suffering. Rather, it is Pinocchio (as his alter-ego 

August Booth) who is condemned for abandoning Emma in their first abusive group home. 

Though only a young child at the time, the series chastises him for his actions by revealing his 

magical punishment: he turns back into a wooden puppet because he failed to adhere to the 

conditions of being "brave, truthful, and unselfish" by shirking his duty to the infant Emma 

("The Stranger"). Moral condemnation attaches to Pinocchio/August, but not to Geppetto. It was 

Geppetto's actions that were truly responsible for Emma needing to rely on the protection of a 

young boy, rather than one of her parents, yet the consequences of his actions never manifest. 
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The strict causal link between actions and consequences is broken in his case, and blame is 

shifted to someone else. This is not a dissolution of causality, but rather a complicated 

application of it that starts to challenge how we understand moral culpability. 

In a similar fashion, we are gradually led to a fuller understanding of Regina/the Evil 

Queen throughout the course of the series. Initially presented as a two-dimensional character, 

flatly evil and uninteresting, Regina develops into a tragic figure as we learn how her mother 

killed her true love in order to facilitate Regina's marriage to King Leopold, and how 

Rumplestiltskin manipulated her into using dark magic to further his own purposes ("The Stable 

Boy;" "We Are Both"). Abused by her mother's manipulations, and corrupted by her magic, 

Regina's eventual identity as the Evil Queen takes on a new light, but only after she has 

established herself as an immanently evil figure in the eyes of the audience. In the third season, 

we see Regina as a young woman, an unhappy queen, run away from her (magically identified) 

true love out of fear ("Quite"). Abuse, corruption, and fear all collude to make her evil, but these 

revelations of her past are brought to us in bits and pieces, supplements to the evil we see in the 

present. It is because of the divergence between the primary timeline, in which Regina is a fully 

developed character, and the secondary timeline, in which any given episode or scene may visit a 

past moment in which she is a fundamentally different person, that the series can alter our 

understanding of her character as fits the needs of the narrative at that moment. We are, for 

instance, led to understand cause and effect as they relate to making an evil person, significantly 

undermining the notion of an immanently evil person, while at the same time immanent causality 

is literally inscribed through the visual metaphor of her heart. 

In the season 3 episode "Quite a Common Fairy," Regina rips out her own heart, at which 

point we see it is mostly black, with hardly any red luster. According to the rules of the series, 
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hearts typically glow red, but each act of magical darkness, such as murder, renders a heart 

blacker; when there is no more color left, the person will die. We see then that, whatever the 

cause, Regina's very essence is soiled—but not irredeemable. Despite her corruption, she is still 

capable of true love, which she feels for her son Henry ("A Curious Thing"). The confused 

temporal order of the series suggests to us that cause and effect are not strictly linear; the past, 

while important to understanding the present, is not an absolute determinant of it. Just as Regina 

was corrupted over time, so can she redeem herself through her actions—and also through the 

actions of others, for it was not entirely on her own that she became evil. What seems like an 

inexorable push from innocent to evil can be distorted, even inverted, just as the timeline itself is 

distorted. The narrative structure provides a frame through which we can understand the complex 

morality of the series; it is not so simple that a person is evil or good, though we may be led to 

believe this on a superficial reading. However, as the narrative becomes more and more 

complex, we realize that it is a foil for the causality that contributes to our understanding of the 

characters', and the series', morality. 

Indeed, as Ryan reminds us, "Causality is not part of the world, but part of our efforts to 

understand the world" (154). Causality is the primary tool through which we make meaning; 

while it is mediated by temporal order, they should not be taken to be synonymous. Klecker 

explains the difference as such: "It is important to bear in mind when we speak of a linear plot 

that such a plot can but does not necessarily have to be chronological, but it must have an 

unbroken chain of causal relations" (12). The causal relationships between characters and events 

only serve our comprehension, and so the creator of a text, through the narrator, can reveal 

causal relationships in whichever order is most effective to elicit the desired understanding. 

Furthermore, in a text like OUAT, where reality itself is subverted in favor of the mechanics of 
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fantasy, causality itself becomes a malleable object, not just to be revealed, but to be manipulated 

diegetically. Prophecy and time travel are the two most obvious sources of such manipulation. 

As such topics could fill a dissertation entirely on their own, I will discuss them only briefly. 

Prophecies abound in the series. The most prominent, of course, is the prophecy of Emma 

as the savior; it drives much of Rumplestiltskin's actions as he manipulates Regina into casting 

the curse, and serves as a means of freeing himself from its effects so that he can obtain his 

ultimate desire, a reunion with his long-lost son. The prophecy of the savior likewise motivates 

the Blue Fairy to strike her deal with Geppetto, which in turn leads to Emma's abandonment in 

our world. Ultimately, it is because of the hardship she experiences that she gives up custody of 

Henry, who is then procured by Mr. Gold as an adoptive child for Regina. Henry's search for his 

birth mother brings Emma to Storybrooke at the appointed time for her to break the curse. The 

prophecy is fulfilled and thus asserts a strong sense of inevitability over the procession of 

temporality. Likewise, when Rumplestiltskin is warned by a seer that he will leave his son 

fatherless, he injures his own foot to escape service in the war, believing that he will die in battle; 

his people brand him a coward, and the shame renders him a social pariah, figuratively rendering 

his son fatherless as the prophecy intimated ("Manhattan"). As Ryan describes, "If a vision of the 

future is true, any attempt to prevent this future will actually lead to its realization. This is the 

paradox of oracular vision" (156). In a world where magic can see into a fixed future that cannot 

be altered even through foreknowledge, fate would seem to dominate free will, a powerful 

ideological message supported by many fairy tales. 

By contrast, the ability to travel in time allows for the deliberate subversion of 

chronology and the intentional manipulation of fate. The most critical example of this is Emma's 

journey into the past, where events lead her to interrupt Snow and Charming's first meeting. With 
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events now changed, they can never fall in love, which means that Emma herself will never have 

been born. Not only would this defeat the prophecy that predicts her role as savior, it would also 

create a temporal paradox—specifically, a causal loop. If Emma is never born, then she can 

never travel back in time and interrupt her parents' first meeting—which means that she will be 

born and interrupt them, and so on, ad infinitum. Rather than wander too far into this quagmire, 

the text instead launches Emma on a quest to undo her mistake by arranging for her parents to 

meet again, in similar circumstances. Ultimately, she succeeds, and though the circumstances of 

their meeting are different, the results are the same. Ryan, writing about a similar paradox 

present in The Time-Traveller's Wife, remarks, "The causal loop makes their love so inevitable 

that it becomes inexplicable. It is a magic circle, a ring that unites the lovers beyond the stretch 

of their life that they share with each other" (153). Contrary to the paradox of oracular vision, the 

series is able to use a paradox to show a different kind of inevitability; Emma must exert 

deliberate action and effort to ensure her parents meet, but the conditions have little bearing on 

whether or not they will fall in love. Their love is based in who they are, and the temporal 

complexity of the narrative allows the show to reinforce this notion in a manner not possible 

without time travel. 

What we can conclude from this rather exhaustive discussion of temporal complexity 

within OUAT is that it serves a wide range of functions that can greatly strengthen the cultural 

work performed by the fantasy remix. By giving the audience information from different time 

frames, in which the secondary timeline is beholden to no particular order, the primary timeline 

can contain a coherent narrative that is supplemented by the context the secondary timeline 

provides, mediated by the mechanism of Henry's book. Structural and narrative manipulations of 

temporality serve to challenge our understanding of causality, and with it our ability to trust our 
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own understanding of events. The difficulties attached to our cognitive ability to process such 

complicated information can be mediated by familiar conventions of storytelling, thereby making 

maximum use of the principles of fantasy remix. 

 

Historical Ruptures 

Fantasy remix texts that make less overt use of temporal complexity, such as Grimm, still display 

an inherent degree of complexity through what I term historical ruptures. In the particular case of 

fantasy remix, these ruptures arise from the juxtaposition of traditional stories with a 

contemporary setting. Unlike adaptation, in which a single story is reworked (sometimes 

minimally, sometimes extensively) and presented as a single narrative, the fantasy remix text 

employs a multitude of source texts and fits each of them into a new narrative frame. This 

frame—most commonly, though not exclusively, a contemporary American setting—situates the 

text within a contemporary context, meaning that a contemporary system of values, morality, and 

justice must be applied to the content when examining its power to inculcate its audience. The 

degree to which the remix adapts its source texts, then, has a strong influence on our ability to 

identify with the messages. Fairy tales continue to fascinate contemporary audiences in their 

original (or at least historically popular) forms, despite potential anachronisms largely because of 

the sense of distance employed. Opening lines such as "Once upon a time, in a far-away land" 

literally help situate the stories in the past of some other culture, creating a comfortable space 

through which we can temper any ill-fitting messages (at least ideally; it is still possible to 

embrace anachronistic messages from older stories, leading to problematic rifts between, for 

instance, a culture that values progressive independence for women and a princess culture that 

promotes female victimhood mediated by male saviors). The remix eliminates this distance, 
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thereby placing enormous weight on the degree to which the stories and their messages are 

adapted. 

Regardless of the amount of adaptation, or even updating as we may describe it, the 

remix is still identifiable because it draws from historical sources for a significant part of its 

storyworld, rather than inventing entirely new fantasies. The references to recognizable 

characters are overt, in some cases entirely driving the entertainment value of the remix. In 

Grimm, each episode begins with a brief quote taken from a famous fairy tale or story, whose 

characters, plot, or themes will be remixed within the episode; some of the challenge-as-pleasure 

attendant to this feature is trying to determine which story is being remixed and how it will 

manifest within the episode. Remixes are not merely inspired by their source texts; fantasy remix 

is a technique of recombination, so that historical stories are pulled apart and fitted together in 

new configurations. In this fashion, the remix is thus indelibly marked by the past, while at the 

same time it (most commonly) attempts to situate itself in a contextual present. Technology, 

fashion, vocabulary, cultural attitudes, and even legal systems reflect the contemporary period of 

the remix. In some cases, this is extremely specific, such as OUAT's insistence that Emma be 

referred to as a "bail bondsperson," reflecting a canny awareness of shifting gender norms in the 

early 2010s. When anachronistic elements from the source texts fit poorly within the 

contemporary setting, a historical rupture is formed. 

These ruptures can take on many forms, though the ones most likely to appear are based 

in ideology. As the fantasy remix inevitably challenges ideology, the presence of ideologue 

characters and their attempts to bring about ideologically derived plots will create the same sort 

of awkward gaps as I described in my analysis of immanent causality. It is precisely in the 

moments where the remixed elements don't fit together that we can see the greatest opportunities 
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for challenge and reflection. Thus, historical ruptures, as an inevitable feature of fantasy remix 

texts, create an inherent element of temporal complexity. I will attempt to demonstrate this 

theory as it appears in Grimm. 

One of the more fascinating aspects of Grimm is its tendency toward a self-awareness 

that prompts it to examine its historical ruptures diegetically. We can see this in the episode "The 

Three Bad Wolves." Drawing on the story of the three little pigs, the episode is concerned with 

the attempted murder of Hap, a Blutbad (a wolf-like Wesen), when his house explodes. Hap's 

brother Rolf was killed a month earlier when his house exploded, creating a sense of imminent 

danger that solidifies for the audience how the source text has been remixed; even before Hap is 

shot and killed by a Bauerschwein (a pig-like Wesen), the audience has a strong sense that such 

an outcome is likely. As explored in Chapter 2, the episode features an overt challenge to racial 

bias through the interactions of Nick and the Blutbaden. More interesting from the perspective of 

historical rupture is the justification Lt. Peter Orson, the Bauerschwein, gives for his behavior. 

The murders of Rolf and Hap were revenge for the murder of Orson's brothers. The climax of the 

episode hinges on whether Orson will kill the Blutbaden's sister, Angelina, or whether she will 

kill him. We are told the two species of Wesen have been enemies for centuries, evoking an 

enmity more commonly associated with the past (a story like the Hatfield-McCoy feud is hard to 

imagine in a contemporary setting, given shifts in attitudes toward violence and justice, as well 

as shifts in both law and law enforcement technologies). 

The blood feud between wolves and pigs relies heavily on the historical value attached to 

Wesen throughout the series—there is a pervasive sense of them as old cultures, slow to update, 

maintaining racially segregated traditions throughout generations and rarely interbreeding, 

thereby preserving some sense of continuity with their ancestors through genetic purity. The 
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episode addresses this directly in a few key scenes. In each of these three exchanges, we can see 

clear examples of a sense of justice based firmly in allegiance, whether it be familial, tribal, 

racial, or even professional. In the first, Nick confronts Orson to test his theory of Orson's 

involvement in the murders: 

NICK. Bauerschwein, right? 

ORSON. I don't have a problem with you, Detective. Our families have never been 

enemies. You should know that. Let's not change it now. ("The Three") 

Here, Orson attempts to dissuade Nick from aggression by invoking a historical sense of peace 

between his race and Nick's ancestors, believing that the fact that Grimms did not previously 

view Bauerschwein as a threat should prevent Nick from doing so in the present. Reliant as it is 

on a sense of cultural respect and tradition with which Nick has not been properly inculcated, 

this argument stands out all the more sharply for its utterance in a police station. I will return to 

this shortly. 

Later, Orson ambushes Monroe in his home: 

ORSON. This ends with me and her. 

MONROE. You killed my friend. I'm supposed to be okay with that? 

ORSON. Your friend was part of an old world order. 

MONROE. Hap wasn't like that. 

ORSON. Neither were my brothers! And she killed them. So I killed hers. We're 

not the same Bauerschwein we used to be. You just give her the message, 

"We're even." 

MONROE. I can tell her, but she ain't gonna listen. She's old-fashioned that way. 

ORSON. Change is never easy. But you can't say I didn't try. 
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Tension arises between Orson's stated goals of changing ways and ending old orders and his 

adherence to the same ideology that enabled the Blutbad-Bauerschwein feud in the first place. 

He claims to want to end hostilities and links Hap to "an old world order," condemning the 

outdated attitude of Blutbaden toward Bauerschwein, much like he condemned Hap and Rolf to 

death for (supposedly) adhering to it. At Monroe's insistence that Hap didn't hold to the 

anachronistic ideology, Orson's position changes; he doesn't argue with Monroe over whether or 

not Hap really did embrace those attitudes, but instead says his brothers didn't, either. His 

dialogue here indicates that he killed Rolf and Hap because Angelina killed his brothers, 

embracing the same aggressive form of retributive justice that fuelled the feud. His comments 

about the Bauerschwein changing must be read not as a cultural shift away from retributive 

justice, but from passivity and victimhood to murderous aggression. Monroe's response, calling 

Angelina "old-fashioned," again invokes the past; it's an attempt to indicate that she does ascribe 

to the now-anachronistic ideology (which the audience has seen firsthand). Orson's parting words 

about change are rendered ambiguous; it's unclear whether he means for the Blutbaden to assume 

a passive role in response to the Bauerschwein's newfound aggression, or if he means for them to 

let go of the mentality of retribution (a mentality that, again, he has just evinced himself) 

Just before the climax of the episode, Nick confronts Orson in his home: 

ORSON. This is the first time one of us has gone after one of them. The huff-and-

puff days are over. Now, Burkhardt, whatever else we are, we are both cops, 

and we ought to be working together. 

NICK. I'm not working with you. I'm putting you under arrest. 

ORSON. This is not about the law. Do you understand? This is never gonna be 

about the law. 
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Here we see Orson once more attempting to assert the strength of old alliances over a 

contemporary sense of right and wrong. Ironically, he draws on his and Nick's shared roles as 

police officers to elicit his cooperation, then insists that it has nothing to do with the law. For 

Orson, being a cop is not merely about enforcing the law; based on his attitude and behaviors, we 

can infer that what matters for him is the sense of tribal unity that comes from serving together 

under the same banner. As indicated above, this attitude comes across as anachronistic (certainly 

with the addition of such temporally significant phrases as "old world order" and "old-

fashioned"); though some might place such allegiances above the law, the episode does little to 

support Orson's appeal. (Paradoxically, Nick frequently subverts, obfuscates, and outright breaks 

the law in order to assist his Wesen friends and carry out his duties as a Grimm. As these 

instances are all coded as personal and highly contextual, as opposed to familial/tribal, however, 

we have no trouble separating them from the kind of loyalty Orson seeks to exploit.) 

At the climax of the episode, Angelina attacks Orson. Nick fights her, preventing either 

Wesen from killing each other, though both are wounded. Nick arrests Orson for murder, while 

Angelina escapes. The resultant message is that law-based justice triumphs over the form of 

retributive justice that drove the feud. The tribal allegiances endorsed by Orson and Angelina 

end with the loss of the tribe and Monroe, though not happy with how things turn out, is left to 

forge a new path ahead with Nick, while they leave behind the ways of the past (reinforcing the 

oddity of their Wesen-Grimm friendship). When the historical rupture is so central to the plot, it 

is easy to parse out its effects, and to view the episode as temporally complex. Even when the 

rupture is less overt, however, we can still see its effects. 

In "Happily Ever Aftermath," Grimm inverts expectations of the typical Cinderella story 

by rendering the supposed victim as a literal and figurative monster. The episode begins after the 
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Cinderella stand-in, Lucinda, has found her "prince," a time in which the newlyweds should be 

enjoying their marriage and the results of their financial excess. With their fortune threatened by 

a Ponzi scheme, the stepmother and stepsisters are brought into the action, as the stepmother 

controls Lucinda's father's wealth and has severed financial ties with her stepdaughter. After the 

stepmother and one of the stepdaughters are murdered, Nick discovers that Lucinda, a bat-like 

Wesen, is the murderer and attempts to stop her before she kills her remaining stepsister. She is 

instead killed by her godfather, also a Wesen, who knows the extent of her malevolence and 

wishes to bring it to an end. Overall, it is a straightforward episode that relies on simple 

inversions of its source text to drive the episodic plot; it mostly serves as a bridge to advance the 

serial plot forward—not uncommon for a narratively complex series, as Mittell would find. What 

is of interest here is the way in which anachronistic gender norms clash with the series' 

established presentation of female agency and characterization. 

Lest I be misunderstood, I should make it clear that Grimm has a serious and sustained 

problem with women. They represent the bulk of the victims in the series and are routinely 

susceptible to sexual as well as physical violence. The series includes multiple instances in 

which women are subjected to metaphorical rape on screen, their bodies violated by men in 

extremely disturbing ways. Nothing about their characterization justifies or excuses this; 

however, given the significance of the text's overall portrayal of women, a sustained analysis of 

these issues is best left for another project. Given this egregious and systemic problem, however, 

it is still possible to note that a majority of the women who appear in the series have at least 

some superficial sign of agency, intelligence, and independence. In this episode, Juliette, a 

veterinarian, researches a cold case involving the death of Nick's parents; Mavis, the stepmother, 

capitalized on her deceased husband's estate and became an independent businesswoman, 
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responsible for growing her wealth substantially. Tiffany and Taylor, the stepdaughters, work for 

their mother; while they receive little character development, the dominant image they project is 

of competent professionals (albeit ones stricken with grief and terror over the murder of their 

mother). The depiction of these women is entirely in keeping with the standard portrayal of 

women in the series; though often treated poorly and rarely developed, their representation 

suggests a vision of modern woman in line with a contemporary set of values that privileges such 

qualities. Notably, this does not apply to Lucinda. 

Lucinda is a young, attractive blonde woman obsessed with material objects and luxury. 

We are told she has a dark side and that she is prone to cruelty unless she gets her way. As her 

godfather tells us, the men in her life assume that as long as she has material wealth and luxury 

she will remain a pleasant, peaceful woman. She is presented rather one-dimensionally by the 

episode, driven only by a shallow desire for designer dresses and other luxury goods. Given the 

stark contrast she represents to so many other women in the series, and especially to the other 

women in this episode, there is a strong indication that her odd characterization is the result of a 

historical rupture. In most, if not all, of the Cinderella stories, the titular character seeks an end to 

her life of impoverished servitude. She is given beautiful dresses that allow her to attend a party 

where she meets a prince; he rescues her and takes her as his bride, thus ensuring her happy 

ending. Rarely is there any consideration given to the character's personality, or to any sense of 

happiness beyond material comfort. The popular rags-to-riches story is predicated entirely on the 

assumption that such wealth and comfort is inherently desirable, and that this alone is enough to 

identify a man as an adequate suitor. Such an outlook sits uncomfortably with contemporary 

attitudes toward love and romance, as well as toward what women can and should expect from 

their lives. Contemporary narratives are far more likely to focus on the infinite possibilities to 
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which women can aspire; certainly, Grimm tends to focus on women with more complex goals 

than the pampered life Lucinda acquires (and then murders to maintain). By adhering to a notion 

of achievement that has become largely anachronistic, the episode's portrayal of Lucinda creates 

a gap between its presentation of Lucinda's life as desirable and its awareness of a more nuanced 

and multi-faceted markers of achievement for women. Offering such a classical model of a 

young woman's happy ending does not fit. In the resulting awkwardness, we are afforded an 

opportunity to reflect on the anachronistic and contemporary portrayals of womanhood within 

the episode, within the series as a whole, and within our culture. The fantasy remix need not 

intentionally fixate on the ruptures it creates in order for their temporal complexity to influence 

the narrative pleasure we may derive through their consumption. 

Ultimately, the way in which the remix pushes back against this awkwardness and 

attempts to "seal" the rupture typically requires a remediation of the source material so that it 

conforms to our expectations. In the case of "Happily Ever Aftermath," Lucinda is killed for her 

behavior, and thus for her desires; the inversion of the happy ending allows the text to condemn 

this antiquated version of female success without ever openly addressing it as such. In "The 

Three Bad Wolves," the law asserts itself over Orson, likewise indicating that his outdated view 

of allegiance and justice has no place in our contemporary society. By changing the stories, the 

remix can demonstrate an evolution of cultural norms, which further provides an opportunity to 

reflect on how our own communal morals have changed, and with them our collective sense of 

justice. 

The more we rupture our traditional notions of history, the more profound our ability to 

critique the awkward elements that form these ruptures. We become less beholden to the story as 

didactic guide and more prone to see it as confirmation of a contemporary conscience. The 
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fantasy remix therefore resists duplicating the morally instructive purpose of its source material 

and instead allows for the critical dismantling of it.  

 

The Temporal Dimensions of Memory as Identity 

I'd like to end this chapter by focusing on a point of commonality between the two television 

series under consideration here. Both series make significant use of memory and its relation to 

identity as plot devices. OUAT's use of this is more pervasive: while under the effects of the 

curse, the citizens of Storybrooke do not remember their lives in the Enchanted Forest, nor do 

they remember who they are. Nearly everyone (save Regina and David) gets new names in 

Storybrooke, and all get new identities. Breaking the curse restores their memories, but as the 

title of the second season episode "We Are One" suggests, it does not magically erase their new 

identities and replace them with their former ones. Memories of their time in Storybrooke have 

endowed the characters with a second identity, which now exist alongside their original 

identities. As the series continues and plot contrivances lurch events forward in time, additional 

curses repeatedly strip away characters' memories. Amnesia is invoked as a powerful tool of 

erasure in this fashion. 

Likewise, at the end of the first season of Grimm, Juliette falls into a coma after being 

scratched by Adalind's cat. Adalind's potion, transferred to Juliette through the cat scratch, strips 

her of her memories of Nick. Incredibly, only her memories of Nick are affected; she remembers 

her identity, her life, and everyone in it, including people she met through Nick. The potion 

erases Nick as Adalind's revenge on him for taking away her powers, but from a narrative 

perspective this can actually be seen as the start of Juliette's identity as a fully realized character, 

in direct contravention to how the loss of memory strips identity from characters in OUAT. 
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Sadly, Grimm gives Juliette little opportunity for development before this plotline emerges. The 

vast majority of her appearances throughout the first season seem to be to show that Nick is 

romantically unavailable to any new characters and has a personal life he's neglecting in order to 

cope with his duties as a Grimm. At one point, she is even kidnapped by a dragon-like Wesen in 

order to goad Nick into an archetypical quest—Juliette, the damsel in distress, gives Nick, the 

gallant knight, reason to slay the dragon, thus providing a respectable death to a once-proud man 

slowly dying in squalor ("Plumed Serpent"). A few brief scenes in various episodes show her 

actually working as a veterinarian, but these are minor and unimportant to either the plot or her 

character; there is no growth achieved, nor any interiority explored through these scenes. Her 

only significant non-romantic plot in the first season involves her investigation of mysterious 

animal hairs found at the scene of a crime—an episode in which she uses a set of never-before 

mentioned skills more strongly associated with geneticists and research scientists, rather than 

domestic animal veterinarian; the effect is unfortunately parodic ("Big Feet"). 

Regardless of her treatment by the series' writers in the first season, the loss of her 

memory in the second season propels her on a quest not only to recover her memory, but also to 

claim agency as a character for the first time. Unsatisfied with Nick's stories about their 

relationship, she seeks answers of her own, questioning the people who know them both and 

most of all trying to reconcile the broken pieces of her memory with the man who supposedly 

fits into their gaps. As time passes, her memories begin to manifest themselves as hallucinations: 

we see Nick, as Juliette sees him, acting out scenes from their shared past, even overlapping with 

himself in areas rich with memory (such as their kitchen). Her forgotten past begins to intrude on 

her present, collapsing the temporality of her existence into one confusing, terrifying present that 

threatens to strip her sanity from her in exchange for her memory. She seeks assistance from 
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Pilar, a woman she meets while helping Nick with a case, and one who seems to have an 

uncanny insight into Juliette's current condition. Pilar eventually explains the solution to 

Juliette's problem in expressly temporal terms: 

PILAR. Focus on one moment, one memory, and try to be there with it. You must 

step into your past to reconnect with it. You can't just remember it, you have 

to become part of it. Now, you must go home and do this. 

JULIETTE. I can't. 

PILAR. You have no choice. You must enter your past to fix your present. If you 

don't… you will have no future. ("Volcanalis;" emphasis added)
5
 

Pilar's presentation of memory as past seems to go beyond conceiving of it as a mere recording 

of the past. Because Juliette's memories are now inhabiting her present, it is as if her own 

timeline has folded in on itself, subjecting her to a repetition of what has already occurred. 

Rather than fight this, Pilar encourages her to embrace this, to "step into your past," as if it 

occupies a spatial dimension as well as a temporal one. Tellingly, she must "enter" her past "to 

fix [her] present" in order to secure her future. The chain of causality is invoked here; memory is 

not just a dimension of the past, but a means to navigate the present and thus enter the future. 

Juliette, by confronting her memories and inhabiting them, must restore temporal order to her 

life. From this perspective, it doesn't matter that the (partial) loss of her memory has not stripped 

her of her identity; the collapse of temporality that constitutes her subjective experience is just 

another route to the loss of self. 

In both series, memory functions as a link to the past. When human memory is not 

sufficient, physical chronicles are created to supplement it. Henry's book in OUAT contains the 

                                                
5 In the episode, both characters are speaking Spanish; the English translation appears in 

subtitles. 
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stories forgotten by the characters of Storybrooke, but also serves as a magical trigger to restore 

them. The extensive library Nick inherits from his aunt contains the collected knowledge of his 

ancestors, forging links to them in a way not otherwise possible. Who Nick is as a Grimm is 

shaped as much by these chronicles as Emma's role as her people's savior is shaped by Henry's 

book. The loss of memory is used as a weapon in both series when killing the target would be so 

much simpler; we can read this as a statement on the profound sense of loss experienced by a 

character whose memory, and thus identity, is stolen. Again, even though Juliette's identity 

becomes more fully developed because of her selective amnesia, the temporal manipulation it 

represents will eventually drive her insane, obliterating identity more gruesomely than OUAT's 

curse. 

When read in concert with the historical ruptures inherent to fantasy remix, we can see a 

clever message delivered through the medium of memory: we cannot escape our past without 

losing who we are. We need a connection to our history in order to function in the present; 

without a clear and dynamic relationship with our own pasts (a temporal state we can enter, 

perhaps not literally, but at least conceptually), we lose critical context for considering our most 

deeply ingrained ideologies. The implications for how our past influences our understanding of 

causality, and thereby our ability to conceive of justice that is actually just, are immense. 

Temporal complexity grants greater significance to the fantasy remix as a critical link in our own 

cultural evolution, as a remediator of antiquated moralities, and as a tool through which we can 

question our way forward. 
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CHAPTER 5 

TO BE CONTINUED: A CONCLUSION? 
 

 

"A rock pile ceases to be a rock pile the moment a single man contemplates it, 

bearing within him the image of a cathedral." 

— Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince 

The aim of this dissertation was to establish a set of rules that might be used first to 

identify and then to analyze a distinct generic technique. By focusing on the ways in which this 

technique alters the cultural engagement of broader generic conventions and examining the 

possibilities opened by its approach to shaping narrative structure and content, I believe I have 

demonstrated the need to approach fantasy remix texts from a different perspective than we 

might use to view more traditional speculative fiction texts. Furthermore, in charting the ways in 

which fantasy remix can destabilize ideological concepts like justice, immanent causality, and 

even temporal order, I have hopefully made clear how critical it is to interrogate these texts not 

just for their content, but for the way in which that content is presented, as the discursive process 

itself necessarily shapes our understanding and our relation to the text, and to the culture it 

represents. The concepts I interrogated in the previous chapters are connected to multiple fields 

of study, as my research has hopefully demonstrated; I believe that an interdisciplinary approach 

is necessary for future study, so as to reflect the intricate and interconnected nature of the 

cultural work performed by the fantasy remix. This should only be taken as a beginning, 

however; my selection of texts was extremely limited, in order to allow for a more in-depth 

exploration of the complex nature of fantasy remix. By devoting further attention to other 

examples of fantasy remix, in particular examples that appear in other media, I believe it will be 

possible to establish a firmer understanding of how the remix process alters not just the viability 

of the textual message, but the power structures involved in textual production and reception. 
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In particular, I believe there is more work to be done with regard to serial narratives. Both 

texts I studied fall into this category, as does the comic book series Fables. While other examples 

of fantasy remix texts exist, as I describe in Chapter 1, I believe the serial narrative has a special 

relationship to the fantasy remix. As an ongoing text especially beholden to market forces, the 

serial narrative is concerned with maintaining audience engagement in a way that distinctly 

differs from finite narratives (such as novels or films). As Michael Z. Newman explains, each 

episode, each season, each issue requires the text to build on the work that came before; it 

promises the audience to reward them for their continued attention by delivering a rich narrative 

experience that pushes past boundaries and eventually delivers on that which is forestalled (23). 

It allows the text to establish a suspense that can linger for years as stories develop piece by 

piece. Additionally, the text will necessarily grow in response to its audience; no serial text is 

produced whose creators are not aware of the way each installment is received by the public. 

Ratings and sales numbers provide an indication of the popularity of the text, but the digital age 

has given audiences a chance to connect with each other and with the textual producers. Reviews 

are not the purview of the academic or the elite; message boards abound with commentary that 

provides a near-endless supply of evaluative data. Creators have the ability to change future 

installments of their narrative in response to audience reception, just as these discussions have 

the ability to alter audience interpretations of the text. There is a dialectical relationship between 

producer and consumer, mediated by both the serial nature of television and our technological 

capabilities; whether formally or informally, audiences have the power to shape, at least in part, 

the texts they consume (Lang). Certainly, market trends and data mining play a factor in the 

production of other forms of texts, but the serial narrative thrives on its longevity. In a way, it 

exists in a natural state of temporal complexity, similar to the fantasy remix. 
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The covenant of the serial narrative is that the story will continue. While new characters 

are introduced and familiar ones killed or written out of existence, there is a core sense of 

stability that defines a serial narrative—whether a location, a cast of characters, or a mode of 

storytelling, this core continues through each installment. Serial television, and shows that 

display narrative complexity, build on this core by developing a story that resists resolution. 

Indeed, Sean O'Sullivan describes these texts as "broken on purpose," arguing that the serial 

narrative "calls attention to itself as an array of parts; it is the art of fracture, of separation, and it 

is the art of the energy required to stitch together those pieces" (59). He reminds us that the gap 

between episodes is not negative space to be ignored, but a critical component of both the 

production and consumption of television; just as with verse, the blank space has meaning 

(O'Sullivan 62). Narrative arcs may span weeks, seasons, or even years; resolution of the 

compelling core is denied to the audience in order to lure them forward. Each installment, in 

addition to representing a narrative present, is thus a promise of a narrative future. Resolution is 

an eventual reward—series that continue "too long" are criticized for a decline in creativity and a 

lack of foresight of the creators to bring the narrative to a close at the height of its popularity and 

cultural power—but the perpetual displacement of resolution creates a temporally complex 

structure that I believe is uniquely suited to contain the fantasy remix (Harrington). 

In addition to these effects on the plot, Michael Porter et al. help explain how the serial 

narrative provides for a deeper understanding of character, allowing serial media forms to 

compete with more singular texts in a way sometimes lacking. They write: 

The story arc has an important function in a television narrative. It resists closure 

and maintains continuity, thus shifting attention from plot to character. […] 

Continuing storylines work to resist closure, which de-emphasizes the plot and 
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brings the characters to the forefront of the narrative. As a result, the reader 

recognizes the emphasis and importance placed on character as story. (Porter et al. 

24) 

If we are to make meaning from fantasy remix, it cannot simply concern the plot. The television 

art of the now is invested in character; who performs an action matters just as much, if not more, 

than which action is performed. While the fairy tales appropriated by fantasy remix often feature 

archetypical characters with no interiority, dimensionality, or in some cases even names, our 

requirements as readers have increased over time. We demand our fairy tales be populated with 

characters whose motives and desires we understand, and even identify with—how else to 

explain Disney's recent attempts to inject their bowdlerized fairy tales with an inner richness 

noticeably lacking from their earliest productions? Serial narratives allow the fantasy remix to 

juggle the complicated and necessary relationships between plot, setting, and character. 

As discussed earlier in this project, the fantasy remix represents a union of the past and 

the present: the source material only has the power to capture our attention because of its 

historical familiarity. Even when a remix makes use of a character, plot, or story with which the 

audience is not immediately familiar, it typically does so within the context of general familiarity 

(e.g., an unrecognizable story in Grimm might be assumed to be a remixed version of a story 

from the Brothers Grimm). And whether or not the remix takes place in a contemporary setting, 

it will necessarily collide with a set of contemporary values not endemic to the source material. 

(While it is theoretically possible, I cannot envision a fantasy remix that takes place in a 

historical setting and successfully avoids an infusion of contemporary values; I believe the 

cultural context of the author has an inevitable effect on the text.) Fantasy remix should perhaps 

be understood at its most basic level as a dialectical technique, one in which the past and present 
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collide to make a text unlike a contemporary fantasy employing more traditional methods of 

creation. Similarly, the serial narrative is engaged in multiple dialectics, between producer and 

consumer, episode and series, and even plot and character. Thus, the temporal and narrative 

dialectics of the fantasy remix serial television series (say that five times fast) call for an 

engagement with form, content, and style that is not stable. While the commercial success of this 

technique may be short-lived (I suspect we will see more examples, given the trend toward 

reboots, revivals, and remixes currently sweeping through our entertainment landscape), the 

methods of study I've proposed here enable a comprehensive way of thinking about the 

intersection of speculative fiction and contemporary culture that I hope will help enrich the 

growing field of speculative fiction studies. 
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