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ABSTRACT 

 

 
Literary Violence in the Age of Depression explores violence in contemporary literature 

and popular culture by evaluating the decline of social bonds in American society and the 

heightening of Mertonian strain that developed in the wake of consumer culture. The influence 

of consumerism has given rise to what many scholars deem an age of narcissism and depression. 

The ideology of the American Dream incites intense feelings of externality and individualism, 

and the demands of work and consumerism ultimately erode social bonds leading to greater rates 

of isolation and dejection. Accordingly, much of the violence in American society can be 

attributed to increasing rates of social strain and the decline of social bonding—i.e. social strain 

exacerbates feelings of shame while the decrease of the social bond diminishes feelings of 

connection and love. This is evinced through contemporary literature and popular culture. Rather 

than simply serving as a dismal depiction of America’s underground drug culture, for example, 

Selby employs heroin addiction throughout Requiem for a Dream as a symbol for a capitalist 

ethos that incites social strain and dismantles social bonds. In the epilogue of Prozac Nation, 

Wurtzel demonstrates that her controversial book is not simply the narcissistic rantings of a 

young woman battling depression but, more significantly, provides an indictment concerning the 

current structure of feeling in an American society that has left so many of its citizens cynical, 

anxious, and miserable. Recent romantic comedies delineate an ambivalent view of love, often 

reflecting the emergence of a hookup culture, and depict traditional relationships as potentially 

threatening to the individual; while many remain hopeful of love American’s despondently 

navigate the hookup culture which typically leads to higher rates of depression. Gillian Flynn’s 

Gone Girl elucidates the effects patriarchal violence extolled by the consumer culture has on the 

female psyche, and, presents Amy’s deviant actions as a response to a social structure that 
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reinforces gendered illusions of self-actualization and allows male entitlement to remain 

unchallenged. By focusing the plot of Breaking Bad on Walter’s impeded pursuit of financial 

security, Vince Gilligan presents his decision to cook methamphetamine as the product of social 

strain. Socialized to strive for the symbols that equate wealth and status in American society but 

unable to achieve them through conventional channels, Walter turns to crime as an avenue for 

obtaining the financial stability he so greatly desires. Strain theory likewise aids in interpreting 

the Hobbesian dystopia Rockstar Games’ presents as American life in GTA IV, and provides a 

method for explicating Bellic’s motivations for criminal innovation: GTA IV justifies Bellic’s 

unlawful actions by advocating the necessity of material goods within the game’s plot and 

hypermediated interface by romanticizing lawlessness rather than encouraging the player’s 

conformity to societal norms. The American rampage violence narrative, popularized following 

the aftermath of Columbine, focuses on the shooter’s internalization of social strain due to his 

inability to form social bonds within their schools and communities by presenting the killer as a 

psychopath in the vein of Eric Harris or a misunderstood outcast much like Dylan Klebold. 

Finally, the writers of Glee argue that social boding allows socially strained adolescents to feel 

connected to society and find a positive outlet for overcoming social strain in a negative school 

environment. Such literature demonstrates that the elevation of strain and shame produced by the 

current age of depression, criminological speaking, is an impetuous for violent behavior that 

America unfortunately observes on a consistent basis.   
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INTRODUCTION  

 The following dissertation examines numerous social issues that are currently affecting 

the United States that ultimately lead to higher rates of depression and violent behavior: the 

population’s addiction to consumer culture, the increasing rates of depression among the 

American population, the burgeoning hook-up culture and the dissolution of traditional 

marriages that have seemingly developed in its wake, the effects of violent media, and the 

perceived epidemic of rampage violence that emerged following the horrific tragedy at 

Columbine High School on April 20, 1999. However, first and foremost, Literary Violence in the 

Age of Depression, is an exploration of love and shame. James Gilligan’s study, Violence: 

Reflections on a National Epidemic, argues that violence in America stems from these two 

emotions: He suggests that feelings of shame are the primary cause of violence in America, as 

violent individuals attempt to replace the pains of their experienced inadequacy with pride via 

aggressive behavior. In addition, many violent individuals have become accustomed to a death of 

the soul due to a lack of love they feel from their communities (110; 41). He notes, that to 

“simply say that we need more love, and less shame and guilt, is vacuous. What we really need is 

to be able to grow without being inhibited by either shame or guilt” (236). Yet, America’s social 

structure fosters feelings of shame due the aspirational references of status while diminishing 

feelings of strong ties with community. Jaqueline Olds and Richard S. Swartz claim that, 

American culture perceives isolating behaviors as a positive quality due to a cult of busyness that 

suggests steadfast dedication to work equates success:  

As a culture, we all romanticize standing apart and long to have destiny in our own hands. 

But as individuals, each of us hate feeling left out. In the interplay between these 

conflicting goals, our society has fallen into a trap, one that has been made even more 
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inescapable by an abundance of technologies that provide better tools for connection. (10-

11) 

Accordingly, much of the violence in American society can be attributed to increasing rates of 

social strain that promotes isolation and the decline of social bonding amongst communities—i.e. 

social strain exacerbates feelings of shame while the decrease of social bonding diminishes 

feelings of connection and love.  

Literary Violence in the Age of Depression explores violence in contemporary American 

literature and popular culture using a two-fold process: First, I examine the growth of social 

strain and decrease of social bonding in American society. The influence of consumer culture has 

given rise to what many scholars deem an age of narcissism and depression. Redefinitions of the 

American Dream that promotes greater feelings of externality from neoliberal discourses 

increase social strain, while the demands of work and consumerism erode social bonds leading to 

greater rates of cynicism and mental illness. This, from a criminological standpoint, is a catalyst 

for violence. Subsequently, I examine literary representations of mass shootings and criminal 

activity to delineate the motivational factors behind such behaviors. To illustrate the 

predilections some Americans have towards to criminality, I employ an interdisciplinary 

approach that blends criminology and literary studies. The field of criminology provides an 

excellent framework for exploring violent acts in contemporary fiction, and, for the most part, 

has been absent in analyses concerning violent characters in American literature. This is 

unfortunate, as American writers offer many important insights into behaviors deemed 

transgressive by our society, and that literature has the power to inform various discourses 

concerning deviant behavior. 
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  I postulate that an increase of social strain and a decrease in social bonding incites 

violent behavior, and will employ contemporary literature and criminological theory to 

demonstrate such claims. Writing in the early years of the Great Depression, James Truslow 

Adams coined the term, “American Dream,” in his 1931 work, The Epic of America, to elucidate 

his vision of an American economy in which upward mobility is accessible to all citizens: An 

optimistic “dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for every man” 

(xvi). Strangely enough, during a period witnessing great financial hardship, Adams’s hope for 

America’s future was well-received and subsequently constituted an ideology concerning both 

the material comforts and respective opportunities of a middle-class lifestyle that could be reaped 

through an individual’s dedication to hard work. In fact, perhaps “no other idea or mythology—

even religion, [Lawrence R. Samuel suggests]—has as much influence on our individual and 

collective lives, with the Dream [being] one of the precious few things in this country that we all 

share” (2). Until the mid-50s, Adam’s desire for America served as the driving force of the U.S. 

economy and was strongly rooted in Max Weber’s notion of the Protestant work ethic: A 

theological concept that coalesced secular and religious life through Calvin’s revision of Luther’s 

notion of “the calling.” Kemper Fullerton explains that,  

Calvinism worked more and more away from the idea of assurance based upon inward 

experience, in which there was an important point of contact with the Lutheran conception 

of the mystical union and came to rest for the assurance of election upon the outward 

sensible signs of a pious life. (20) 

For this reason, material success became the primary method for demonstrating individual self-

worth, validating God’s election and, in turn, the acquisition of salvation through Earthly works.  

 Since the inception of Adams’s vision, Americans have been inculcated with the 
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aspirational reference of an American Dream which provides hope for the future through the 

acquisition of wealth and financial stability; a desire which correspondingly compels steadfast 

dedication to the labor force to achieve such aims. The American Dream socializes Americans to 

accept the desirability of pursuing material success via institutionalized channels, and, for this 

reason, openly encourages the population to believe the ability to achieve such a goal is 

relatively high in order to compel adherence to its economic principles. Yet, in this enduring 

belief lies a major problem and paradox: While the notion of the American Dream promotes an 

inherent universalism for the achievement of monetary success, the social structure often fails to 

provide proper avenues for obtaining such aims to a large sum of the population and therefore 

fosters social strain. The ideology of the American Dream, therefore, often promotes frustration 

for many individuals and inadvertently encourages transgression by creating the pressure to 

succeed by any means necessary. Wilber W. Caldwell notes that as early as the 1950s, 

“buzzwords began to fly about as Americans were warned about ‘alienation,’ ‘identity crises,’ 

‘the age of anxiety,’ ‘uprootedness,’ and the ‘mass society’” produced by ceaseless and often 

unattainable aspirations (108). Such feelings of strain were heightened as the Protestant work 

ethic was essentially swallowed by the abundantly material side of the American Dream 

following the development of consumer culture.  

As an alienating social construct, the American Dream establishes two major pieces of a 

rigid social structure individuals must negotiate in an attempt to find prosperity. First, the 

symbols that equate wealth and status in the United States instill an aspirational reference within 

the population at large—i.e. its ideology socially constructs common goals, interests, and 

purposes for all Americans. As a result, the mythos of the American Dream often constructs lofty 

aspirations within the populace that are economically unattainable to most Americans. In order to 
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acquire these symbols of success, individuals must negotiate the second element of the social 

structure: the permissible means for acquiring wealth and success within a particular society. 

Because the aspirational references perpetuated by the mythos of the American Dream are by 

definition inaccessible to many, the regulatory norms that dictate their realization (e.g. adequate 

paying jobs) ostracize a large segment of the population and ultimately perpetuate social strain. 

An imbalance between the desire for wealth and economic equality fosters negative feelings 

within many individuals and forces them to cope with an anomic condition that Emile Durkheim 

delineates in his sociological study on Suicide.  

In his seminal criminological essay, “Social Structure and Anomie,” Robert K. Merton 

argues that when capitalistic ideologies extol the pursuit of material success virtually above 

anything else while maintaining institutionalized channels that impede such a pursuit for a large 

sum of the population, antisocial behavior occurs on a considerable scale, as thwarted aspirations 

lead to illicit desires to alleviate culturally induced intolerable situations:  

It is only when a system of cultural values extols, virtually above all else, certain common 

symbols of success for the population at large while its social structure rigorously restricts 

or completely eliminates access to approved modes of acquiring these symbols for a 

considerable part of the same population, that antisocial behavior ensues on a considerable 

scale . . . [because] frustration and thwarted aspiration lead to the search for avenues of 

escape from a culturally induced intolerable situation. (680, Merton’s emphasis) 

 Unable to successfully navigate the social structure and achieve their desires, many individuals 

are forced to adapt and cope with their anomic condition via several different avenues. Merton 

labels such adaptive modes: conformity, innovation, ritualism, rebellion, and retreatism (680). 

Conformity, the most widely and diffused class, occurs when an individual accepts the 
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aspirational reference of material success, and works hard to achieve this aim. As mentioned, the 

social structure limits conformity for many individuals therefore other modes of adaptation are 

necessary for a large sum of the population. Innovation occurs when an individual accepts the 

aspirational reference, but ultimately rejects the institutionalized channels: An innovator desires 

monetary success, however commits crimes as a means to achieve their goals. Ritualists typically 

do not have the proper channels to achieve the American Dream, yet conform to normalized 

avenues working diligently in dead-end jobs all the while knowing they will never achieve the 

hegemonic notions of success they desire. Rebels reject both the aspirational reference and the 

institutionalized standards and, in turn, implement new ones in their place. The Amish 

community that abjures the dream for a more simplistic bucolic lifestyle, for example, is acting 

as a rebel in a Mertonian sense. Lastly, retreatists reject both the aspirational reference and the 

social structure entirely by dropping out of society: this class represents vagrants, drug addicts, 

and includes those with mental illness whom are unable to function normally in society. 

Accordingly, the thought of being pressured into crime/violence lies at the heart of 

anomie theory. Theorized in 1938, Merton’s explications of criminal behavior began to wane by 

the 1980s, however over the past decade there has been a reemergence of strain theory as 

numerous criminologists felt they should not reject a theory that had much to offer in 

understanding criminal behaviors (Agnew and Passas 1). Robert Agnew, advancing Mertonian 

Strain Theory, suggests that “people engage in crime because they experience strains or 

stressors . . . they become upset, experiencing a range of negative emotions, including anger, 

frustration, and depression” (Pressured 2, italics in original). This advancement allows stains to 

not simply become a response to impediments to the American Dream, but rather a repose to 

various noxious stimuli or the impediment of various desires: e.g. bullying, spousal abuse, the 
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inability to achieve love, a desired job opportunity, a patriarchal social structure, etc. All of these 

stimuli are explored in Literary Violence in the Age of Depression.   

Richard Rosenfeld and Steven F. Messner have likewise advanced the ideas of strain 

theory by constructing an institutional-anomie theory of crime. They suggest that the economy 

dominates all sectors of power in the United States. Accordingly, the pursuit of wealth and 

purchasing power becomes the sole purpose of life. Such beliefs dominate American culture in 

three important ways:  

First, non-economic functions and roles tend to be devalued in comparison with economic 

ones. Social success is defined and measured primarily in terms of market achievements. 

Second, noneconomic roles typically must be accommodated to the requirements of 

economic roles when conflicts emerge. For example, the schedules, routines, and demands 

of the workplace take precedent over those of the home, school, church, and the larger 

community. Finally, economic standards and norms penetrate into noneconomic realms. 

The economy reproduces itself within other institutions in the sense that its calculating, 

utilitarian logic informs discourses and thinking about noneconomic aspects of life. 

(“Markets” 213).  

In this sense, social strain is omnipresent as the American population is forced into conspicuous 

acts of consumption in an effort to demonstrate such market achievements. Such demands create 

a catalyst for both depression and violence. Those in control of economic power seemingly 

benefit from the strains of the middle and lower classes. As Edward S. Herman and Noam 

Chomsky argue, many people desire to understand “why they are working harder for stagnant or 

declining incomes, have inadequate medical care at high costs, and what is being done in their 

name all over the world, (xix), and their propaganda model of the media suggests that the 
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“sovereigns who control the media choose not to offer such material” (xix). The media and 

government aim to increase steadfast dedication to consumption, and therefore foster social 

strain and dislocation from communal bonds. Those feeling the isolation produced by such 

forces, purchase products as a means to assuage their feelings of loneliness, depression, and 

shame; therefore, benefiting those in power.  

 Exploring the reasons people avoid criminality, Travis Hirschi’s social bonding theory 

perceives an individual’s socialization as the foremost factor in predicting and preventing deviant 

behavior. It assumes that conventional institutions (e.g. families, peer groups, and schools) can 

curb delinquency, as such positive agents of socialization inculcate normative behavior and tie 

the individual to society. He suggests, “according to control or bond theories, a person is free to 

commit delinquent acts because his ties to the conventional order have somehow been broken” 

(3, italics in original). An individual is less likely to engage in risky or deviant behavior if they 

form strong bonds to society, because such actions threaten the social relationships and values 

that they develop within conventional institutions. A socially strained individual will be less 

likely to commit suicide or violently lash out if he/she truly believes that their life will improve. 

Furthermore, a strong attachment to a particular class or hobby can prevent socially strained 

students from dropping out of high school, and a single friendship can greatly influence a 

person’s self-worth curbing delinquent behavior. Individuals that cope with social strain through 

maladaptive channels typically have low conventional social support (Hay and Meldrum 447). 

For this reason, developing strong social bonds is vital for producing a positive social climate 

and decreasing violent behavior. However, as argued, America elevates feelings of shame while 

decreasing a sense of connection among others. As Peter Block suggests, “our isolation occurs 

because western culture, our individualistic narrative, the inward attention to institutions and our 
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professions, and the messages from our media all fragment us. We are broken into pieces” (x).  

Using strain and bonding theories, the following dissertation will examine literary violence as a 

reaction to the rise of strain and disintegration of the social bond in American society. 

 The dissertation will be composed of a two-fold argument. The first examines the decline 

of the social bond (i.e. love) in American society, and subsequently evaluate the rise of shame 

that has led to a recent outbreak of violent behavior. Each part will strive to delineate the causes, 

symptoms, responses and potential solutions to an age of depression that incites violent behavior. 

Chapter one, “‘Just a Little Taste Aint Gonna Hurt Nothin’: Addiction and the American 

Dream,” will develop the theoretical foundations of the dissertation by employing strain theory 

to Hubert Selby Jr’s Requiem for a Dream. I delineate the rise of consumerism in American 

society and argue that consumer culture heightens negative feelings associated with social strain. 

Steven F. Messner and Richard Rosenfeld argue that,  

what sets the United states apart from other modern, industrial nations, according to 

Merton, is the cultural ethos of the American Dream . . . the American dream is a powerful 

force in our society because it embodies the basic value commitments of the culture: 

achievement orientation, individualism, universalism, and a peculiar from of materialism 

that has been described as the “fetishism of money.” (Crime 69) 

Requiem for a Dream is an excellent work for this particular study as it delineates the negative 

consequences of society’s complete adherence to the American Dream through a comparison of 

consumerism and drug addiction. Few literary critics have examined Selby’s Requiem for a 

Dream (the majority of criticism focusing on its cinematic adaptation), and only one book-length 

study has been composed concerning his body of work. This is unfortunate because Selby has 

often been hailed as a significant author, and his literature consistently explores the nature of 
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strain in the American culture. In Requiem for a Dream, Selby delineates the shifting notions of 

the American Dream that resulted from the emergence of consumer culture and the advertising 

industry and suggests that these socializing agents lead to a loss of true happiness. Selby’s novel 

will therefore serve to lay out both the historical and theoretical background of the dissertation 

that the subsequent sections will build upon. Published in 1978, Requiem for a Dream served as 

a warning concerning the development of an age of depression that ultimately went unheard by 

the American population. As Selby suspected, “there never will be a requiem for the dream, 

simply because it will destroy us before we have the opportunity to mourn its passing” (Requiem 

vii).  

After delineating the amplification of social strain due to America’s consumer culture, 

chapter two will strive to characterize the current structure of feeling that emerged as a result of 

America’s adherence to the American Dream. In “‘In This America, Happiness is Hard”: 

Pursuing Love in the Prozac Nation,” I argue that America currently resides in what scholars 

deem an “age of depression.” This age developed in part due to the decay of attachments in an 

increasingly competitive society in which success is solely defined through monetary gain and a 

new pursuit of self-fulfillment that unapologetically focuses on individualism. Elizabeth 

Wurtzel’s Prozac Nation: Young and Depressed in America will serve to define the structure of 

feeling resulting from such aims: an anomic condition she suggests was produced by the loss of 

social bonds and the heightening of social strain in American society. While social bonding 

theory focuses on four primary ties, my focus will be on attachment which refers to a connection 

to parents, significant others, and conventional peers. Because of America’s reverence of 

individualism and the increasing demands of education and the workforce, the current generation 

has witnessed a gradual decline in social attachments and group cohesion. One consequence of 
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the disintegration of social bonds is higher rates of externality and cynicism concerning 

interpersonal relationships. In Prozac Nation, Wurtzel suggests her depressive symptoms are not 

alarming but rather a “Census Bureau statistic or some case study on the changing nature of the 

American family in the late twentieth century” (33). Accordingly, Wurtzel’s memoir illustrates 

the way the current generation’s focus on the self and the loss of attachments negatively affects 

the individual by inciting depression.  

Chapter Three, “You Gotta Update Your Fairy Tale, Baby”: Reinventing the Romantic 

Comedy for the Hookup Culture in No Strings Attached and Friends with Benefits” examines the 

ambivalent relationships current media produces. Rather than seeking fulfillment in our social 

bonds, such movies promote a post-feminist ideology that promotes hesitant feelings towards 

emotion that create depression in both females and males—the hookup culture implies an 

individual should not “catch feelings.” Ivan Rietman’s No Strings Attached and Will Gluck’s 

Friends with Benefits are representative of the media’s aggrandizement of the hookup culture. 

Each film delineates a couple’s endeavor to successfully navigate a relationship based solely on 

sexual gratification without becoming emotionally involved. The films begin by derogating an 

idealized notion of love in an effort to reinvent the romantic comedy for an emerging hookup 

culture that both devalues and fears emotional ties. Hooking up is presented throughout the films 

as an appropriate substitute for the dating culture by alleviating the negative feelings associated 

with failed relationships. The films romanticize the hookup culture for by endorsing 

commitment-free sex as a successful avenue for finding true love. This representation of 

nonrelational sex is problematic given that hooking up typically fails to lead to the formulation 

of lasting relationships, and, for this reason, often fosters negative emotional responses for those 

involved. The films construct an illusion of power by granting their female characters agency 
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within the hookup culture that privileges men and suggest that women can obtain idealized love 

within a social system that discredits the ideal altogether. Such a postfeminist discourse incites 

social strain by suggesting raunch culture equates female empowerment compelling women to 

enter a disadvantageous system because it has become the only game in town.   

Chapter Four examines Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl. While Flynn’s texts can have been 

viewed as feminist critiques of a patriarchal society, they have been heavily criticized for 

promoting misogynistic portrayals of villainous women. Her texts are indeed ambivalent at times 

in their portrayal of feminist ideologies, however, I read her work as a satirical response to 

violence against women. Her goal throughout her three novels is to provide an outlet for female 

violence and, in doing so, typically presents it as a response to a patriarchal society that impedes 

female happiness and success. Angela McRobbie argues that, “rather than stressing collectivity 

or the concerns of women per se, [postfeminist discourse] replaces feminism with competition, 

ambition, meritocracy, self-help, and the rise of the ‘alpha girl’” (181). Amy Dunne is a heroic 

criminal that rejects the post-feminist simulation, “cool girl,” and employs violence as a means to 

gain agency in a relationship controlled by patriarchal violence. By the conclusion of the novel, 

Amy successfully usurps the patriarchal role as the head of her household, and, because of this, 

is deemed a “psycho bitch” by the men in her life. Consequently, Gone Girl delineates 

patriarchal violence as a response to female liberation and, by attributing criminal behavior to 

her female character, Flynn satirically demonstrates the manner in which females have no outlet 

for violence, being deemed “doubly deviant,” while it remains completely normative for white 

men.  

Chapters Five and Six explore the effects of social strain on popular characters in 

contemporary popular culture. Chapter Five, “Becoming the One Who Knocks: Innovations as a 
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Response to Social Strains in AMC’s Breaking Bad,” assesses Walter White’s decision to cook 

methamphetamine as a response to a social structure that limits his ability to achieve financial 

stability and hegemonic masculinity he desperately desires. By focusing the plot of Breaking Bad 

on Walter’s impeded pursuit of financial security, Vince Gilligan presents his decision to cook 

methamphetamine as the product of social strain. Socialized to strive for the symbols that equate 

wealth and status in American society but unable to achieve them through conventional channels, 

Walter turns to crime as an avenue for obtaining the financial stability he so greatly desires. The 

show delineates the failures of the American health care system and the various strains that occur 

if an individual becomes chronically ill in the United States. Breaking Bad depicts the difficulties 

of living in America and cynically presents criminality as the only avenue to escape the pressures 

of the American Dream. In a similar manner, Chapter Six, “Evaluating the Presence of Social 

Strain in Rockstar Games’ Grand Theft Auto IV,” employs Strain Theory to interpret the 

Hobbesian dystopia Rockstar Games’ presents as American life in GTA IV, and provides a 

method for explicating Niko Bellic’s motivations for criminal innovation: GTA IV justifies 

Bellic’s unlawful actions by advocating the necessity of material goods within the game’s plot 

and hypermediated interface by romanticizing lawlessness rather than encouraging the player’s 

conformity to societal norms. Challenging previous understandings of media violence, the 

chapter aims to examine how narratives of video games elucidate the reasoning behind criminal 

behavior and perhaps justifies such behaviors due to an imbalanced social structure.  

Chapter Seven, “Making Sense of the ‘Monsters Next Door’: General Strain and the 

Rampage Violence Narrative,” examines the epidemic of rampage violence that seemingly has 

overwhelmed the American population following the Columbine Massacre in 1999. The 

American rampage violence narrative, popularized following the aftermath of Columbine, 
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focuses on the shooter’s internalization of social strain due to his inability to form social bonds 

within their schools and communities by presenting the killer as a psychopath in the vein of Eric 

Harris or a misunderstood outcast much like Dylan Klebold. Focusing on Lionel Shriver’s We 

Need to Talk About Kevin and Jodi Picoult’s Nineteen Minutes, the chapter explores the 

motivations for the fictional shootings and aligns them with the reality that occurred at 

Columbine: Kevin Khatchadourian represent Harris while Picoult presents Peter Houghton as a 

depressed pariah seeking love in the context to Klebold’s journals. Shriver argues, that American 

culture promotes a narcissistic personality that many real-life shooters possess (e.g. Harris), and 

compels rampage violence as a response to aggrieved entitlement and social strain. Eva struggles 

to balance her professional life with mothering, leading her to believe her choice to put her work 

first ultimately influenced Kevin’s violent behavior. The novel also critiques the use of popular 

culture as a scapegoat for the assessing the motivations of school shooters (e.g. violent video 

games and Marilyn Manson), and makes an argument that the “celebrification” of the mass 

murder contributes to an increase in school violence by promising infamy. School shooters are 

often deemed heroic figures by young individuals that relate to feelings of thwarted entitlement 

and social strain and, for this reason, it has been argued that the media’s coverage of shootings 

promote copycat behavior. In contrast, Picoult presents bullying as the primary source of school 

violence within her novel, Nineteen Minutes, that closely parallels the Columbine Massacre. 

Picoult compels compassion for her fictional shooter, Peter Houghton, and ultimately constructs 

an argument that his violent actions are a product of PTSD from being bullied. She employs the 

concept of battered woman syndrome in an attempt to understand the social roots of school 

violence, and, in doing so, presents the high school environment as rigid caste system that is 
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hostile to a happy life. Accordingly, bullying serves as a form of general strain that compels 

violence.  

Finally, Chapter Eight, “Finding Glee in a High School Hell: Social Boding as Salvation 

for the Adolescent Pariah,” employs Hirschi’s social bonding theory to optimistically illustrate 

how alienated high school students can avoid the decisions Harris and Klebold chose. First, I will 

delineate the anomic condition each character is forced to navigate as an unpopular student at 

William McKinely High School. Every character the show develops is a socially strained 

stereotype. The show’s characters are bullied, threatened, and consistently doused in ice-cold 

slushies by the popular football players. The oppression each character faces stems from typical 

dilemmas produced by high school cliques. The issue of school bullying, which is currently 

receiving significant media attention, will be the focus of my argument. In response to the 

problem of school bullying, Glee provides a solution: Music and social bonds.  

Following an analysis of the bullying the characters of Glee face on a daily basis, I will 

subsequently illustrate how they positively overcome social strain using the glee club. 

Employing Social Bonding Theory, I argue that the glee club allows the students to find a form 

of social connection in their high school dystopia. Rather than solving their problems through 

unconventional channels as many students do (i.e. dropping out of school, fighting back, suicide, 

homicide, etc.), the social outcasts of Glee find salvation through the power of the social bond. 

Glee argues that extracurricular activities allow adolescents to feel connected to society, and that 

school art programs help students find redemption when navigating the struggles of high school.  

The writers of Glee argue that social boding allows socially strained adolescents to feel 

connected to society and find a positive outlet for overcoming social strain in a negative school 

environment. These eight texts demonstrate that the elevation of strain and shame produced by 
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the current age of depression, criminological speaking, is an impetuous for violent behavior that 

America unfortunately observes on a consistent basis.   

After a long battle with anger and addiction, Selby, whose work opens this dissertation, 

eventually found a sense of peace in his life and penned The Willow Tree. Unfortunately, Selby 

died before writing his final project, Seeds of Pain, Seeds of Love: A novel that would continue 

excessing the disease of a deprivation of love in American society (Giles 6). Yet, The Willow 

Tree offers insight into his future ambitions. The novel closely parallels The Room, a novel 

Selby, himself, found to be the most disturbing book he ever read and could not read for twelve 

years after its publication (Giles 48). Yet, while the unnamed narrator of the room ultimately 

succumbs to strain and despair, the young protagonist of The Willow Tree, Bobby, overcomes his 

social strain via social bonding and forgiveness. After bonding with a Jewish neighbor, Bobby 

overcomes his desire for revenge by listening to the holocaust survivor’s struggles with despair 

and his search for meaning in it. Viktor E. Frankl “saw three possible sources of meaning: in 

work (doing something significant), in love (caring for another person), and in courage during 

difficult times. Suffering in and of itself is meaningless; we give suffering meaning by the way 

we respond to it” (Kushner x). In The Room, the unnamed protagonist responds to strain with 

violence. His suffering provides justification for antisocial behavior, as in many of the 

protagonists examined throughout my dissertation. In contrast, Bobby and Moishe respond to 

their strain by forming ties with another individual and finding meaning through love. In this 

sense, the novel demonstrates the importance of attachments to counteract a violent code of the 

street that demands vengeance in response to disrespect. Bobby finds peace in forgiveness, and 

“research now suggests that those who take a forgiving attitude toward others not only make 

better friends, neighbors, and coworkers—anyone would guess that—but are themselves happier, 
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healthier people who live longer than others and know more success in life” (Easterbrook 229). 

By the novel’s conclusion, Bobby discovers a method for surviving despair which derives 

internally rather than from any external source. Much like “The Song of Silent Snow,” a short 

story by Selby, this inner peace “is a song that arises out of happiness of life with family. It has 

slowly been forcing its way to the surface of his consciousness for some time” (Giles 121). 

Literary Violence in the Age of Depression strives to uncover such happiness in the wake of an 

American social structure that promotes social strain and devalues the social bond. If we can 

destroy the seeds of pain, we may perhaps discover the seeds of love. This, however, cannot be 

achieved it the social structure continues to promote feelings of dislocation, that not allows the 

population to find meaning in our own suffering. To alleviate America’s epidemic of violence 

and depression, we must promote communal ties to assuage feelings of loneliness and anomie.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 “JUST A LITTLE TASE AINT GONNA HURT NOTHIN”: 

ADDICTION AND CONSUMER CULTURE IN HUBERT SELBY’S 

REQUIEM FOR A DREAM 

 

At the time Hubert Selby wrote Requiem for a Dream (1978), American society was 

witnessing a gradual redefinition of the American Dream in which a new cultural ethos emerged 

via global consumerism and third wave capitalism.1 Unlike Weber’s Protestant work ethic which 

promoted delayed gratification and dedication to hard work as a means of financial success, the 

new consumerist agenda produced an infantilist ethos that demanded instant gratification, a 

preference to easy over hard work, and, by stripping the pursuit of wealth from its religious and 

ethical meaning, ultimately constructed a “postmodern consumer-capitalist gospel” in which 

“being rich is defined by spending heartily, and conspicuous consumption is no longer a vice but 

a virtue” (Barber 47). Many cultural critics, beginning with Tom Wolfe in 1976, define the 

cultural shift towards consumerism as the emergence of the “Me Generation.” Wolfe suggests, 

that “the old alchemical dream was changing base metals into gold. The new alchemical dream is 

changing one’s personality—remaking, remodeling, evaluating, and polishing one’s very self . . . 

and observing, studying, and doting on it. (Me!)”  (143, italics and ellipses in original). The 

transformation of the American Dream from a production based economy into one dependent on 

consumer driven demands ultimately incites a narcissistic desire to revise the self through 

conspicuous consumption, as the symbols of success (e.g. fitness indicators) are readily available 

for purchase: “The trouble is not that marketing promotes materialism. Quite the opposite. It 

                                                           
1 John Ehrenreich suggests that “since the 1970s, American capitalism has evolved into a distinctive third phase” 

defined by a Corporate Capitalist period via the growth of globalization (17).   
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promotes a narcissistic pseudospiritualism based on subjective pleasure, social status, romance, 

and lifestyle, as a product’s mental associations become more important than its actual physical 

qualities” (Miller 43).2 Accordingly, consumer capitalism not only profits when “it can address 

those whose essential needs have already been satisfied but who have the means to assuage 

‘new” invented needs—Marx’s ‘imaginary needs’” produced by the hyperrealities of the media 

that inculcate its pseudo-spiritual message (Barber 9). The redefined American Dream within the 

consumer culture must therefore become elusive, i.e. an illusion, repackaged as an ever-changing 

product that must be constantly sought by an individual who anxiously measures him/herself 

against the accomplishments of his/her peers. As Paul Stiles argues, “the externalization of the 

individual thus creates an outward pressure that spreads throughout society, triggering a market 

vortex, an upward spiral of production and consumption in which everyone is trapped, at all 

levels” (114, italics in original).  

Consumer culture and third wave capitalism—in this sense—incites, promotes and 

intensifies feelings of social strain:  

The spread of consumerist culture, especially when coupled with increasing social 

inequality and exclusion, involved a heightening of Mertonian “anomie.” At the same time 

the egoistic culture of a “market society”, its zero-sum, “winner-loser”, survival of the 

fittest ethos, eroded conceptions of ethical means of success being preferable, or of the 

concerns for others limiting ruthlessness, and ushered in a new barbarism.  

(Hall, Winlow and Ancrum 6).  

                                                           
2 Evolutionary psychologist, Geoffrey Miller, suggests that individuals purchase consumer goods to demonstrate 

various biological traits like good genes, health and social intelligence. He deems such practices fitness indicators 

(13).  
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This acute sense of cultural anomie within the United States, produced as a byproduct of the 

American Dream, has been well illustrated throughout the nation’s long literary history. 

Katherine Hume notes that, “between approximately 1960 and 1990, we find an odd 

disagreement in American cultural attitudes. Novelists . . . frequently respond with anger or 

disillusion to the gap between the America they experience or see and the ideal enshrined in 

founding documents and the American Dream” (266). Selby’s terrifying and brutal novel, 

Requiem for a Dream, partaking in this tradition, violently lashes out against America’s selfish 

nature that developed in the wake of third wave capitalism and the various socializing agents that 

inculcate its consumerist agenda—primarily, the advertising industry. Alternatively, he presents 

unconditional love as a prerequisite for existential salvation which can only be obtained by 

rejecting the illusion of success generated by the hyperrealities of mass media and embracing 

faith in a spiritual higher power.3   

The Caged Self: Conditioned to America’s Skinner Box 

The consumer culture, as argued, creates a never-ending cycle of social strain and thrives 

by promoting discomfort that can only be alleviated through the act of conspicuous consumption. 

The media and advertising industries encourage these aims by separating the individual from 

his/her family and peers (redefining the concept of love via “lovemarks”) in an effort to prey on 

anxieties that stem from the alienation and separation of the individual from community via 

external forces.4 Advertising achieves this aim by constructing parasocial and pseudopersonal 

relationships that present the acquisition of products as a requirement for affection which, in 

                                                           
3 I use the term spiritual higher power in reference to the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous. Step 2 states: “Came 

to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity” (59). Selby was a member of AA and 

regularly spoke at meetings about his spiritual transformation.  
4 The term Lovemarks refers to Kevin Roberts notion that brands need to infuse the concept of love into their 

products creating a myth that taps into a customer’s dreams.   
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turn, perverts a spiritual vision of unconditional love by implying “love is a con, love is a trick, 

love is a whore, love is for sale” (Barber 197). For this reason, consumers are “driven to 

purchase so they can avoid feelings of anxiety, and often try to obtain other’s approval” in a 

manner consistent with “pressure[s] akin to addiction” to decrease feelings of separation from 

love (Kasser 85). The parallel between consumerism and addiction has been well documented. 

John De Graff, David Wann, and Thomash H. Naylor humorously suggests many Americans 

have contracted the disease of Affluenza: an epidemic rooted in an almost religious quest for the 

pursuit of material goods. They argue that “similarities among addictions [and shopping to fill a 

void] are alarming. . . Psychologists tell us that pathological buying is typically related to a quest 

for greater recognition and acceptance, an expression of anger, or an escape through fantasy” 

(26). Such addictive behaviors are detrimental to an individual’s mental and perhaps even 

physical health.  

Since consumerism relies on promoting feelings inadequacy to present the product as a 

need, it incites feelings of shame and a desire to alleviate such feelings by shopping to feel 

whole. Helga Dittmar argues,  

once people have internalised its material ‘good life’ and ‘body perfect’ ideals as their 

 own personal goals, the end up with a negative identity and negative emotions (because 

 they almost invariably fall short of these ideals), and with behaviours that damage well-

 being, such as overspending, overshopping, or extreme body-shaping . . . In this way, 

 these ideals then function as the bars of an internal cage, constantly reinforced by 

 consumer culture, which prevent people from considering and pursuing alternative goals 

 more likely to lead to happiness, fulfilling relationships, and a meaningful life. (215) 
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In fact, this notion of the caged-self is extremely helpful in elucidating the concept of addiction. 

What exactly constitutes an addiction has many varying theorizations. Bill W of Alcoholics 

Anonymous perceived addiction as a spiritual malady that could only be alleviated through a 

deep and effective spiritual experience. The disease model of addiction posits that chemical 

dependence reshapes the cortex, destroys cells and corrupts synapses. It further suggests the 

brain’s neuroplasticity can rectify such damage via continued sobriety. Interestingly, such 

changes begin occurring around 90 days of sobriety: a concept popularized by earlier 

understandings of addiction. Rejecting the disease model, Marc Lewis suggests, addiction 

“simply describes the repeated pursuit of highly attractive goals when other goals lose their 

appeal, plus the brain changes that condense this cycle of thought and behavior into a well-

learned habit” (164).  

 Others, however, perceive addiction as a by-product of an individual’s dislocation from 

society that creates a void that must be mitigated by a chemical substance. This is evinced by the 

seminal rat park experiments. In the early 1970s, Bruce Alexander examined the process of 

heroin addiction in rats. Previous studies involved placing a lab rat within a Skinner Box to 

examine the function of operant conditioning on the brain. Such boxes allowed the rat to inject 

themselves with drugs by pressing a lever. By the end of the 1970s, hundreds of studies 

demonstrated that rats would continuously inject themselves with heroin, cocaine, amphetamines 

and numerous other drugs thus perpetuating the demon-drug myth (Alexander 193). Alexander 

changed the hypotheses of the experiment by questioning the Skinner Box, itself. What if it was 

not the drug that created the compulsion but the boredom that stemmed from the rat’s 

confinement? He thus created an experiment named Rat Park. In the experiment, two water 

bottles were placed within a cage: one containing water and the other morphine. In lieu of a 
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traditional Skinner Box, Alexander built a paradise for rats. Rat Park contained wheels, toys, the 

best food, and other rats to play/mate with. The findings were shocking and completely 

discredited previous studies of addiction. When placed in Rat Park, the rats rarely used morphine 

(less than five milligrams) while rats in traditional Skinner Boxes consumed up to 25 milligrams 

daily (Hari 172). Thus, Alexander posited that the increasing number of addicts in society was 

less about chemical dependence and more about a hyper-individualistic society that makes most 

people feel socially isolated which, in turn, causes individuals to seek relief and a feeling of 

wholeness through consumption of a drug: addiction is the disease of loneliness (Hari 175).  This 

dislocation theory of addiction, suggests that “to the degree that Western civilisation 

approximates a free-market society, dislocation is not the pathological state of a few but the 

general condition. Because the expanding reach of the free-market economics engulfs ever more 

aspects of life, dislocation is increasing” (Alexander 61). In this sense, consumerism not only 

parallels addictive behaviors but, by promoting expressive individualism and shame, American 

culture serves as a catalyst for illicit drug use. As Philip Slater notes, “people who take drugs 

regularly to alter their consciousness in some way are behaving like good American consumers” 

(88).  

  The harmful socializing process of consumer culture, which ultimately promotes self-

deception, promotes drug use, and corrupts the soul via egotistical pride lies at the core of 

Selby’s body of work (Vorda, 288; 295). In the preface to the new edition of Requiem for a 

Dream, Selby suggests that “to pursue the American Dream is not only futile but self-destructive 

because it destroys everything and everyone involved with it. By definition it must, because it 

nurtures everything except those things that are important: integrity, ethics, truth, our very heart 

and soul. Why? The reason is simple: because Life/life is giving, not getting” (v). Rather than 
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simply serving as a dismal depiction of America’s underground drug culture, Selby employs 

heroin addiction throughout Requiem for a Dream as a symbol for a capitalist ethos that incites 

social strain and dismantles social bonds by corrupting the concept of unconditional and/or 

spiritual love in American society through narcissistic desires for self-actualization via products.  

A Pastor of Human Suffering: Selby’s Literary Moralism  

Selby’s transgressive fiction is often characterized by protagonists that feel confined by 

their society, and, for this reason, violate norms in deviant and/or criminal ways to 

circumnavigate various social institutions that impede their desires for love, financial security, 

and ultimately existential salvation. At the heart of such feelings of confinement, often stems an 

excruciating sense of alienation derivative of an anomic division of labor and the ever-increasing 

commodification of society within a consumer culture. Accordingly, Selby’s novels explore the 

manner in which capitalistic ideologies negatively affect his protagonists, and evaluate the illicit 

coping mechanisms they adopt in an effort alleviate feelings of Mertonian strain that occur from 

living in a society in which success is solely determined by financial gain. Because of this 

narrative structure, it may be tempting to label Selby’s work an exemplar of literary naturalism—

e.g. a “behavioral sink.”5 However, he consistently resisted such classifications in interviews; 

claiming instead to be a frustrated preacher surveying the decay of love as a malady of the 

human condition produced by the gluttony of American society (Vorda 290). Indeed, Selby is 

emphatically a literary moralist, or what Tyrone R. Simpson II deems “unaturalism,” in that he 

examines and critiques the destructive influences of society on the human spirit rather than 

                                                           
5 Selby claim, “I don't think in those terms . . . My intent, however, is to put the reader through an emotional 

experience and not have him just read stories. I have to write from the inside out. Now, if in doing that, it ends up 

these people fall into what this guy categorizes as a ‘behavioral sink," then maybe it is true, but it was never my 

intent” (Vorda 290).  
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simply illustrating the alienation and rage that stems from economic inequality and the 

detrimental effects it has on the physical body (87; 94). Employing the transgressive tradition, 

his is novels aggressively satirize American culture by reflecting mankind’s desire for existential 

salvation in a world that has ultimately become devoid of all meaning following the emergence 

of third world capitalism and consumer culture.  

Many literary works deemed transgressive by reviewers and critics derive from a long 

history of satirical writers that aim to exaggerate perceived obscenities within their culture as a 

means to stimulate repulsion, and, in consequence, a desire for social change. Robin Mookerjee 

argues that the roots of transgressive fiction can be found in Greek antiquity and that many 

writers within the genre can be read as contemporary reiterations of the Menippean School of 

satirists: Such writers aim to undermine the social systems and ideologies of their time by 

promoting an extremely regressive worldview that opposes the cultural and political 

establishments deemed progressive by their society, and, in doing so, aggressively attack the 

audience’s sense of morality and views concerning civilization (18). Many transgressive authors, 

in this sense, strive to visually render Sodom and Gomorrah for their audiences in an effort to 

compel them to turn away from the lewd and appallingly deviant aspects of their narratives. 

Selby’s work achieves such an aim. His novels, Charles D. Peavy notes, derive their primary 

influence from moral satirists like Swift and Pope; working in a similar manner, for example, to 

the Juvenalian satire “A Modest Proposal” (36). Such works overemphasize the negative 

influences of their culture by grossly delineating the potential threats various socializing agents 

may cause, and through their hyperbole provide a fuller understanding of cultural institutions and 

numerous agents of socialization deemed harmful by the author. Selby’s work, in this sense, 

“transforms a tough Brooklyn into a place of his own creation—recognizable, but filtered 
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through experimental prose and through a species of unforgiving surrealism” that ultimately 

offers little hope for America’s future by brazenly highlighting the destructive power of the 

American Dream (Hughes 237). His transgressive fiction evaluates the disease of the human 

condition and, as Michael Silverblatt argues, Selby was “writing the equivalent in fiction of 

spiritual guidebooks for the sick” by elucidating America’s cultural malaise and offering faith 

and love as a solution to humanity’s moral decay (It/ll Be Better Tomorrow).  

 Because of the explicit vulgarity of Selby’s work, its religiosity has often been 

overlooked by literary critics and reviewers. In 1964, Time magazine deemed Last Exit to 

Brooklyn both “scatological trash” and “borderline psychotic” and “a British jury declared it to 

be obscene after reading the complex 311-page book for ninety minutes” (Lane 302). In fact, 

Selby’s early work exposes his extreme hatred for God due to the alienation and pain he felt 

from being born in an unjust world. Last Exit to Brooklyn, for example, illustrates a sacrilegious 

inversion of Golgotha in which Harry Black is crucified for his sins and curses God in his final 

breath, and The Room includes a blasphemous bastardization of the Lord’s Prayer that blends 

sadistic pornography with Biblical scripture. Selby had much reason to be angry with God, or 

what he often called the “big weasel in the sky.” As a teenager, while working as a merchant 

marine, he contracted bovine tuberculosis from infected cattle that were aboard his ship. Doctors 

initially gave him a year to live, and, to prolong his life, gave him experimental drug treatments 

of Streptomycin which Selby later claimed fried his brain and made thinking difficult even in his 

old age (It/ll be Better Tomorrow). As a result, he spent nearly two months in a sanitarium and 

four years in a marine hospital while recovering from his illness. His condition ultimately forced 

the doctors to perform surgery on his lungs and remove several of Selby’s ribs that made him 

extremely feeble throughout the remainder of his life. In an effort to alleviate the pain that 
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resulted from the surgery, Selby was given morphine to which he would later become dependent 

and, for this reason, he struggled with heroin addiction for several decades. 

While Selby’s early novels expose his blatant animosity towards God, the entirety of his 

body of work delineates a spiritual conversion he underwent throughout the course of his life 

(likely a product of A.A.’s solution for addiction) and thus serves as a testimony of a man that 

ultimately found peace through a higher power and the death of his ego. Selby claims that,  

by the time I started THE ROOM I was in love with God . . . I have to believe a few 

 things about what I thought was my hatred for God. Its [sic] simply the old love/hate 

 relationship. I loved this thing called God so much, hungered for it more than anything in 

 the world, yet felt I was underserving of Its Love, so I rage at it. Ive [sic] also come to 

 believe that hatred helped keep me alive. It literally energized me. The Latin word from 

 which we get our word, violent, means, Life Force, and I guess that was the only way I 

 could animate that Life Force at the time; i.e, prior to accepting the fact that I Loved this 

 thing called God. (qtd. in Giles 2; italics in original).  

Following his Manichaeistic novel, The Demon, that delineates Satan ultimately overpowering 

the its protagonist, Requiem for a Dream marks a significant turning point in Selby’s career in 

that it presents an underlying vision of an author yearning for God. As Giles suggests, Requiem 

for a Dream depicts an “American society [that] has become entrapped in the pervasive 

materialism of ubiquitous capitalism, and that such a world is closed to any healing or saving 

Grace” (112). Published in 1978, Requiem for a Dream serves as a warning concerning the 

development of an age of depression that ultimately went unheard by the American population, 

and, as Selby suspected, “there never will be a requiem for the dream, simply because it will 

destroy us before we have the opportunity to mourn its passing” (Requiem vii; italics in original).   
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The Downfall of Four Individuals: Chasing Illusions in Requiem for a Dream  

 Selby delineates society’s dependence on consumerism in Requiem for a Dream as the 

source of America’s illness via the destruction of four individuals that “did not know the 

difference between the Vision in their hearts and the illusion of the American Dream” (Requiem 

vi). The four individuals in Requiem for a Dream become addicted to the aspirational references 

produced by consumer culture’s hyperreality which Selby, in turn, parallels with their actual 

dependence on amphetamine and heroin. Accordingly, Requiem for a Dream demonstrates the 

potential threat consumer culture poses on the novel’s characters through the alienation and 

dislocation it bestows via social strain: “Selby details television, food, surreal images, and empty 

relationships throughout his novel, indicating that the absolute excess offered by consumer 

culture in postwar America signifies the ever-increasing turn toward emptiness” (Bowers 247). 

In Selby’s Requiem for a Dream, consumer culture is presented as a wholly negative socializing 

agent that inculcates normative values (e.g. a standard of beauty and an illusion of love) that 

compels four individuals on impossible quests for goal achievement as a means to fulfill their 

spiritual void and discover self-actualization. He argues that self-delusion and society’s addiction 

to the American Dream forces individuals in the United States to embrace self-destructive 

behaviors to cope with their insatiable desires. This is evinced through his vicious depiction of 

destruction that arises from Sara’s over-conformity to societal norms and the three drug addicts’ 

retreatism.  

 In response to this malady of the soul, Selby posits that “the only pound of pure” that can 

truly be found with America’s toxic culture is “Faith in a Loving God” (Selby, Requiem ii). 

Highlighting America’s need for repentance, Requiem for a Dream opens with two epigraphs 

that illustrate the necessity for a reliance on a higher power for success rather than the acquisition 
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of material possessions as a source of happiness: Psalm 127:1 states that, “except the LORD 

build the house, / they labor in vain that build it” and Proverbs 3:5-6 demands “trust in the 

LORD with all thine / heart and lean not unto thine / own understanding. / In all thy ways 

acknowledge him, / and he shall direct your paths” (2). Selby’s inclusion of the verses is, of 

course, ironic as his characters fail to heed these principles and experience a spiritual death as 

their addictions ultimately overpower their agency throughout the course of the novel. Moreover, 

he suggests, with these verses, that America has transitioned into a state of uncertainty and 

suffering by continually “eating the bread of anxious toil” (Psalm 127:2). In fact, it is the desire 

for such “bread” generated by the aspirational references of the American Dream that motivate 

the characters’ deviant actions, encourage their dependence of drugs, and incite their ultimate 

downfall. As Tyrone and Harry suggest,  

We/d be cool and take care a business and in no time we/d get a pound of pure and just sit 

back and count the bread. No hustlin the fuckin streets. You goddamn right mutha fucka. 

We get it right from the eyetalians and cut it ourselves and get us some runy nosed dope 

fiens to hustle it for us an we jus sit back countin them bucks and drivin a big ass pink 

mutha fuckin El Dorado” (9, italics in original).6  

Tyrone and Harry seek a “pound of pure,” i.e. uncut heroin, that they believe will ultimately 

absolve their feelings of alienation by providing them material comforts. This hope derives from 

America’s cult of busyness which is fueled by current norms which rest on three ideological 

pillars: Calvinism, capitalism and a competitive spirit that presents the cultivation of the body 

                                                           
6 Selby writes with little consideration of conventional grammar. He uses slashes instead on apostrophes because it 

was closer on his typewriter aiding in his stream of consciousness style. He was a proponent of street vernacular as it 

provided his narrative musicality: Bach was a major influence on his writing. All quotations have been transcribed 

as written in the text and will not use [sic].   



30 
 

through the acquisition of wealth as being among God’s Elect (Olds and Schwartz 29). 

According to Cristopher Lasch, the desire for self-actualization through an individual’s 

purchasing power denotes the emergence of a secularized religion produced by a culture of 

narcissism and consumerism. He argues that, “the contemporary climate is therapeutic, not 

religious. People today hunger not for personal salvation, let alone the restoration of an earlier 

golden age, but for feeling, the momentary illusion, of personal well-being, health and psychic 

security” (7). Theologian, James K. A. Smith, deems this re-construction of religious principles 

via consumerism as cultural liturgies. He suggests, “the mall is a religious institution because it 

is a liturgical institution, and that it is a pedagogical institution because it is a formative 

institution . . . If the mall is a ‘parachurch’ extensions in television and advertising offer a daily 

liturgy for formation of the heart” (23-24). These liturgies shape desire and construct various 

goals, whether secular or religious, by defining who we are by what we love (Smith 25).  

 Selby delineates this motivation through the externalization of desires in American 

society that inculcate a predisposition for addiction through illusory hyperrealities and cultural 

liturgies. While the emphasis of the word, “eye,” in the previous passage, likely serves as a 

stylistic choice to illustrate street vernacular, it also denotes a corruption of the addicts’ vision 

that has been directed outward rather than inward. Selby perceived the eye as a fountain, not an 

organ that receives, but rather as a projector; an organ that externally creates world around an 

individual (Hubert Sebly Jr Interviewed by Ellen Burstyn Part 2). Selby’s Requiem for a Dream 

aims to delineate this loss of internality as a source of anxiety and pain in American culture, as 

the American Dream controls an individual’s vision. In the preface to Requiem for a Dream, 

Selby asks  
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what happens when I turn my back on my Vision and spend my time and energy getting 

stuff of the American Dream? I become agitated, uncomfortable in my own skin, because 

the guilt of abandoning my ‘Self/self,” of deserting my Vision, forces me to apologize for 

my existence, to need to prove myself by approaching life as if it’s a competition. I have to 

keep getting stuff in an attempt to appease and satisfy that vague sense of discontent that 

worms its way through me. (Requiem vi)   

Accordingly, Selby’s novel illustrates an insatiable “desire for wholeness, as well as the search 

for identity and a meaningful life, through the mass consumption of ‘junk,’ including chemical 

means and other addictive compulsions” (Bowers 241). His characters seek salvation through the 

secularized religion of consumerism and, in turn, suffer from various vain attempts to cleanse 

their existential anxieties through the illusion of the American Dream that trades the Eucharist 

for the “bread of anxious toil.”  

 Throughout Requiem for a Dream, Selby juxtaposes the urban decay and violence of the 

New York streets with stainless imagery produced by the advertising industry. The novel opens 

with a direct comparison between television consumption, dependence, and self-denial: Harry 

viciously locks his mother in a closet so that he can steal and subsequently pawn her television 

set to support his growing heroin addiction. Amidst the horror and chaos of the situation, Sara 

ultimately dismisses the severity of her son’s addictive behaviors believing solely in the illusions 

of the perfect life inculcated by the culture industry’s construction of hyperreality: “This is like a 

commercial break. Soon the program will be back on and youll see, theyll make it nice Seymour. 

Itll all work out. Youll see already. In the end its all nice” (Requiem 4).  Jean Baudrillard, in 

Simulacra and Simulation, defines such simulations as “the generation by models of a real 

without origins in reality: a hyperreal.” It constructs a situation in which the “real” implodes; the 
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“real” and the imaginary continually collapse into each other, and, at times, the simulation can be 

perceived as better than the real thing (1). Furthermore, simulations are presented as more real 

than the real itself so that the simulation creates a perceived social reality. In this sense, a 

representation does not just stand slightly removed from reality but can actually become reality 

itself. Sara’s self-deception derives from her unyielding faith in simulations and the fantasies of 

perfection that materialize from her television screen. In Proctor and Gamble commercials and 

soap operas, she witnesses a world devoid of contamination: a pure society were people “never 

have cavities . . . [and] boxes of detergent explo[d] into dazzling white clothes and bottles of 

household cleaner explo[d] into exotic fag characters who wip[e] all evidence of humanity of 

walls and floors” (13). For Sara, advertising promises salvation in potentially cleansing her son’s 

impurities and ultimately offers her hope for the future by providing her feelings of love.  

This hyperreality of perfection becomes a focal point of the novel when Sara receives an 

invitation to appear as a game show contestant on one of her favorite channels. The invitation 

grants her a new will to live by creating a dream for self-actualization that can be achieved 

through fame. This belief is, of course, is a delusion of grandeur that fosters her addiction by 

offering an illusion of love that the conception of fame often entails (Halpern 73). Accordingly, 

Selby delineates her acceptance of this secularized salvation by both alluding to and adulterating 

his epigraphs as Sara bows to the liturgical idol. Lyle Russel, of the McDick Corporation, 

informs Sara that “God has a special place in his heart for [her]” and, in doing so, “visions of 

heavenly angels passed before Harrys mother as the psalmist sang soothingly to her, before the 

buzzing of the phone in her hand, and the exploding bottle of cleaner into a white tornado, 

dispersed them” (26-27). McDick, an obvious amalgam of McDonalds (a powerful corporation) 

and derogatory slang for a penis, therefore becomes Sara’s god offering her salvation through 
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conditional election and presents a false promise of cleanliness/purity through this recognition. 

Jean Kilbourne argues that “consumerism has become the religion of our time (with advertising 

its holy text)” by producing a belief in transcendence that deems the elect those with the means 

to purchase goods and transform the body (68).  

The media’s portrayal of gender serves as a powerful simulation that inculcates men and 

women with normative modes of behavior pertaining to their sex. Naomi Wolf agues, that while 

women have been granted more equality in terms labor and marriage they have been 

simultaneously been stripped of their freedom concerning their bodies via the “Beauty Myth”: 

The Beauty Myth creates a ritual of  

constant surveillance [which] is a vivid example of the real motivation behind the myth: 

 Female thinness and youth are not in themselves next to godliness in our culture. Society 

 doesn’t care about women’s appearance per se. What genuinely matters is that women 

 remain willing to let others tell them what they can and cannot have. Women are 

 watched, in other words, not to make sure that they will ‘be good,’ but to make sure that 

 they will know they are being watched. (Wolf 99)   

 Because Sara is inculcated into accepting such a myth concerning female beauty by the 

television programs she consumes, she ultimately over-conforms to the simulation desiring to 

lose weight before appearing on the game show; hoping that the ability to wear her favorite red 

dress will resurrect a happier period in her life and gain her love from her peers by being viewed 

as zophtic. The myth, Wolf argues, promotes a religious cycle of purification in which “beauty is 

heaven or a state of grace; the skin or fat cell count is the soul; and ugliness is hell” (98). In 

reference to America, Baudrillard likewise suggest hyperreality promotes an “Anorexic culture: a 

culture of disgust, of expulsion, of anthropoemia, of rejection” (America 40). The desire for the 
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ideal body thus becomes a cultural liturgy that directs Sara’s vision towards an illusion of bodily 

purity and consequently leads to her damnation.  

 As a result, Sara overconforms to the hyperreality and subjects herself to the watchful eye 

of the refrigerator:  

 She almost cried as she remembered how she fought so hard to make the box of 

 chocolates last two days, something that never happened before, twice as long as before, 

 and she was going to save the last for morning so she could say it was three days and now 

 it was gone and she didnt even remember eating it. That was a bleak day in the life of 

 Sara Goldfarb. (Requiem 45)  

The refrigerator becomes Sara’s enemy that she must constantly battle, yet she is regularly 

defeated by it succumbing to her need for sustenance: “She suddenly remembered the 

refrigerator, If he tries to grab me I/ll him, and not in the tuchis. She finished the water—thin, 

th—, zophtic, zophtic, zophtic” (86, italics in original). Unable to suffice on a diet of boiled eggs 

and grapefruit alone, Sara visits a doctor recommended by her friend and is unwittingly 

prescribed amphetamine to aid in the reduction of her weight.  

 Sara’s drug use and eventually addiction is a product of her ceaseless dislocation. The 

opening sentence of the novel states “Harry locked his mother in the closet” (3). The old widow 

is literally trapped within her apartment like a rat inside a Skinner Box. While she loves her son, 

he does not come around often and blames her for his drug addict behaviors. Through Sara’s 

characterization and addiction, Selby demonstrates the damaging effects of loneliness in 

American culture. As Hari suggest, “addiction . . . is a disease of loneliness” (175). America 

prides itself on expressive individualism and a cult of busyness that disrupts social bonds. As 
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early as 1835, Alexis De Tocqueville feared for the future of American society noting the tension 

between individualism and a lack of community (106-107). His predictions were indeed 

appropriate, as contemporary America is a lonely society. Jaqueline Olds and Richard S. Swartz 

note that, “the number of one-person households has been increasing steadily since 1940” and by 

2000 the stats suggest one in four households consist of a single occupant (2). While surveys 

suggest that Americans view love and social affiliation as more important than wealth, nearly all 

forms of family togetherness declined over the last quarter of the twentieth century (Putnam 

101). The effects of loneliness are detrimental by contributing to higher rates of social strain, 

greater externality, increased consumption, and television viewership. Robert Putnam argues, 

“heavy viewing is associated with lots of free time, loneliness, emotional difficulties” (239). 

Sara’s loneliness feeds her addiction to television and thus her illusory desire for the perfect 

family and body that is consistently presented on her screen: “Sara’s use of the television, for 

example, indicates a period before the 1980s when mass media first encroached on people’s lives 

through advertisements and shows displaying the ‘perfect’ family, something Sara desperately 

longs for and never gets” (Bowers 247).  

 The thought of being on television and the dexies she unwittingly takes give her a new 

purpose in life and aids in alleviating her loneliness: They fill her existential void, and make her 

life “no longer something to endure, but to live. [Through the illusion of the dream,] Sara 

Golfarb had been given a future” (Requiem 66). While Sara clearly perceives something is 

terribly wrong as her addiction to amphetamine progresses, she remains in denial because of her 

desire to become loved through her appearance on television. When Harry directly confronts his 

mother concerning her use of dexies she sorrowfully claims: “Im a somebody now Harry . . . Its 

like a reason to get up in the morning . . . It’s a reason to smile already . . . It makes tomorrow 
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alright” (142-143). The drugs, “and the mental stimulation produced,” Abigail Bower’s argues, 

“are Sara’s attempt at feeling whole” (245). This feeling is constructed from the illusory 

hyperrealities that produce her dreams, which quickly turn into nightmares as the novel 

transitions into winter. Indeed, addiction, as Gabor Maté suggests, “is passion’s dark simulacrum 

and, to the naïve observer, its perfect mimic. It resembles passion in its urgency and in the 

promise of fulfillment, but its gifts are illusory” (117). Because of her addition, Sara’s dreams 

begin to haunt her. The refrigerator that had been her enemy demands she “LOOK OUT” and the 

perfect families displayed on her television begin refusing to stay on their side of the screen 

(153; 169). Bower’s suggest, “Sara’s confusion blurs the line between reality and fiction to the 

point where she mourns the loss of joy she used to feel in watching TV, but at the same time, she 

fears being watched by others” (246). The surveillance of her over conformity untimely destroys 

her mind and her story concludes with her development of schizophrenia and horrifying 

hospitalization. In the end, “the drugs and shock treatment would not have allowed her to 

recognize the word God” as she succumbs to the liturgical idol (248).  

 While Sara overconforms to the hyperreality produced by America’s consumer culture, 

the three heroin addicts maintain a cynical and bitter attitude towards conventional avenues 

prescribed by the American Dream. Harry, Tyrone and Marion’s addictions stem from intense 

feelings of inadequacy and a desire to circumnavigate the institutionalized means of acquiring 

success and therefore innovate to get rich quick. They desire a “pound of pure” (uncut heroin) to 

sell and acquire the illusory dreams they so greatly desire: Harry and Marion wish to move to 

Paris and own a small business, while Tyrone simply wants a life free from the hassles of the 

ghetto.  Ultimately, these dreams fail to come into fruition and the three are consumed by the 
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retreatist spirit of drug addiction. While Sara views the world created by television as prefect and 

pure, Harry and Tyrone perceive the lies it spews forth:  

 You start to feel the apathy of the day start to seep away as the lames and squares all 

 make it home from the 9 to 5 and sit down to a dinner with the wife and kids, the wife 

 looking the same beat up broad with hair in her face and her ass saggin, dumpin the same 

 old slop on the table and the goddamn house apes yelling and fightin about whose piece 

 of meat is bigger and who got the most butter and whats for dessert and after dinner he 

 grabs a beer and sits in front of the tube and grunts and farts and picks his teeth thinkin he 

 oughtta go out and get a good piece of ass but too tired (15). 

Harry and Tyrone perceive the world as inherently boring and therefore consume drugs to create 

a sense of excitement. Ross Channing Reed argues that, “addiction is the attempted suppression 

of the nausea of being through self-derealization, focusing on the imaginary (hypnagogic) object 

. . . because being ‘appears’ meaningless, superfluous. Addiction, then, is an attempt to avoid the 

experience of the meaningless of existence” (n. pag.)  

 Harry, Tyrone and Marion each lack meaning in their lives and therefore construct 

illusory dreams to alleviate their angst. Harry claims “a guy needs something to give his life a 

reason or whats the point of living” (68)? Because of his lack of purpose, he refuses to 

participate in life and rejects participating in the banality of the everyday seeking freedom 

through intoxication. Bowers argues, “addiction acts as a way for the junkies to achieve a sense 

of fullness, though inevitably, the addicts mistake this feeling as one of wholeness. Wholeness is 

never attained because the characters in Selby’s novel can only articulate the feeling they desire 

through the rhetoric of fullness” (242). In this sense, the heroin addicts pursue and idea of 

happiness rather than well-being. Erich Fromm argues that post-industrial consumer culture has 
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lead society to pursue a having mode of life as opposed to a being mode. The having mode 

suggests that an individual is essentially what they own. The marketing character of 

consumerism promotes a cybernetic religion in which a person’s value lies in their salability and 

possessions rather than human qualities such as love and reason. Thus, being is unimaginable in 

a consumer culture. Being constitutes a mode in which an individual sees reality in its naked 

form stripped off all illusion and pursues altruistic love and selflessness (To Have or to Be 5; 25; 

35; 126). Selby articulates these modes in his preface to Requiem for a Dream when he writes 

“Life/life is giving, not getting” (Requiem v).  

 Because the heroin addicts lack material possessions, they feel shame and, much like 

Sara, feel unclean and therefore seek cleanliness in the form of materialism. They desire a 

“pound of pure” that they hope will wash them of their impurities and thus grant them a form of 

salvation in a brutal urban environment and escape the world of “runy nose dope fiens” 

(Requiem 9). Much like Sara, the heroin addicts are badgered by the marketing strategies of 

advertising and, while Sara sees a world of perfection in their hyperreality, the ads foster 

negative feelings in Harry, Marion, and Tyrone. The function of a typical ad is twofold: First, it 

aims to construct a feeling of shame by establishing a sense that something is lacking in its 

viewer. Secondly, in response to this promotion of strain, it provides a solution via purchasing 

power; feelings of inadequacy can be assuaged by buying the product. The ads the heroin addicts 

see on the streets of Brooklyn all remind them of their contamination: “Harry deepened his 

voice: Dont be half safe, put Arried under both your arms . . . Does she or doesnt she? Only her 

gynecologist knows for sure” (17). Albeit a crass image, the douche is a conspicuous image 

throughout the novel. Regarding Marion, Harry comments that “it smells like the Fulton Fish 

market in here” and jokes the “I dindt think [she] knew how” to take a bath (38). The image 
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returns when the heroin addicts partake in drugs with their friend Tony and his anger towards 

advertisements comes to an apex. While watching television, Tony begins yelling at the 

television set in an obvious drug induced rage:  

 You scum bag muthafuckas I got ya fuckin strawberry douche ya douche bag pricks, and 

 he raised his right hand and aimed the old .22 target pistol he was holding at the set, you 

 aint fuckin with me any more ya rottin pricks, cockteasin me along with ya goddamn 

 shows an then shove it up my ass wit that fuckin bullshit . . . Ya been fuckin wit me long 

 enough with ya fuckin dog food, and douche bags, and under fuckin arms and no smell 

 shit paper . . . YA HEAR ME? (39-40).   

Desiring to escape the world of advertising and the constant reminder of impurity it bestows, 

Tony raises the .22 and shoots the television screen. His rage stems from being “cock teased”; he 

desires to watch his show but it the advertisements consistently emphasizes the things he is needs 

to wash away his filthiness. The drug addicts live a masturbatory experience in which they can 

see cleanliness but cannot touch it. Thus, to escape this intolerable situation they innovate and 

sell drugs which ultimately leads to their increasing addiction as they believe “just a little tase 

aint gonna hurt nothin” (Requiem 115).  

 What the addicts truly seek, much like Sara, is love. Sara cannot obtain love because she 

lives alone and therefore has no one to care about. Harry, in contrast, feels unworthy of love and 

only understands the emotion in the realm of having. Fromm, in The Art of Loving, suggests that 

“most people see the problem of love primarily as that of being loved, rather than that of loving, 

one’s capacity to love. Hence the problem to them is how to be loved, how to be lovable” (1, 

italics in original). Being lovable constitutes making oneself more attractive (in the case of Sara) 

or more successful as Harry understands the concept. Bowers argues that, “the only way Sara 
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and Harry are able to communicate is through the medium of commodities . . . Harry does not 

really love his mother, though he does want her to be happy; some part of him understands that 

she is lonely” (244). In an effort to make up for his past transgressions, Harry buys his mom a 

color television set following his success as a drug dealer. Yet, it is only following his success 

that he feels worthy of his mother’s love: “I/ll come visit ma. Now that Im straight, my business 

is going good, I/ll come” (143). After giving his mother the television and seeing the surprise and 

happiness on her face, Harry experiences an unfamiliar feeling: “He looked at his mothers 

smiling, beaming face and the feeling increased, flowing through him with an unexplained power 

and making him sort of . . . yeah, I guess thats . . . sort of whole” (138, ellipses in original). The 

feeling Harry experiences is, of course, selfless love, and in that feeling he momentarily gains a 

being mode of life. However, this awareness is fleeting and only leaves him confused and 

bewildered. As a response to the feelings produced, he needs a fix to alleviate his confusion: 

“Yeah, a little taste and everything will be just fine” (146).  

 Harry and Marion also claim to be in love, however the emotions they experience for 

each other are not necessarily about caring for another individual but rather acquiring a sense of 

purpose through the other individual. Harry tells Marion that “someone like you could really 

make it alright for me. With you with me I could really do something” (68). Marion views love 

in a similar manner: “O Harry, I love you. You make me feel like Im a person, like Im me and 

Im beautiful” (149). While Harry and Marion clearly believe they love each other, their love 

takes the form of addiction. Like the heroin the inject, the feeling they gain from the other is just 

a vain attempt to escape the nausea that is freedom and the meaninglessness of their lives. Harry 

claims, “love man. Shes feeding me love. Ive finally found the diet Ive been looking for all my 

life” (83). Love, viewed in this manner, is just like the heroin feeding their veins. Stanton Peele 
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and Archie Brodsky argue that, “love is an ideal vehicle for addiction because it can so 

exclusively claim a person’s consciousness. If, to serve as an addiction, something must be both 

reassuring and consuming, then a sexual or love relationship is suited for the task” and that 

“someone who is dissatisfied with himself or his situation can discover in such a relationship the 

most encompassing substitute self-contentment and the effort required to attain it” (87). Harry 

and Marion seek self-actualization in each other and their fragile relationship crumbles as heroin 

overpowers their addiction to each other. In winter, their romance literally becomes impotent 

(Requiem 208), and they simply view the other a just another vein to feed eventually desiring 

independence from the other (255). Marion’s story ends with her leaving Little John’s 

prostitution ring, going home, and caressing the bags of dope she received for her sex work as 

she once previously held Harry; she replaces her addiction to love with a new-found addiction to 

heroin.  

 Darren Aronofsky, director of the acclaimed film version of Requiem for a Dream, states 

that the novel “is about a lot of thing. Mostly it’s about love. More specifically it’s about what 

happens when love goes wrong” (Forward I). Indeed, Requiem for a Dream serves as a warning 

to a society that has grown increasingly dependent of consumption for its pursuit of happiness; 

replacing selflessness with an idol constructed by advertising’s cultural liturgies. In writing 

Requiem for a Dream, Selby paints a horrific picture of the American culture he saw developing 

from the age of consumerism burgeoning in the late 1970s. If there is any hope in the dark and 

brutal novel, it lies in the brief depictions of unconditional love that Selby presents to the reader. 

It resides in a mother protecting a son from the cold and offering him a warm bowl of soup, or a 

mother singing day and night reminding her kids that heaven is just around the corner: selfless 

acts that make an induvial feel safe in a harsh world (Requiem 154). Yet, by ignoring such a 
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mode of being the four individuals delineated in Requiem for a Dream fall victim to the illusions 

of the American Dream. Sara becomes a madwoman and is ultimately locked into a mental 

institution. A previously feminist Marion, sells her body to acquire the drugs she desperately 

craves and Harry loses his arm due to vascular infection caused by shooting too much heroin. 

Selby writes, “it seems to me that we all have a dream of our own, our own personal vision, our 

own individual way of giving, but for many reasons we are afraid to pursue it, or even recognize 

its existence. But to deny our vision is to sell our soul” (Preface vi). Just as the novel opens with 

the word of God, it concludes with a vivid depiction of Hell.  

 Appropriately, the novel concludes with Tyrone C. Love’s fate: A man that claims, “a 

loves nobody but Tyrone C.” (4). A black man imprisoned and withdrawing in a racist Georgia 

jail cell, Tyrone fears he is going to die any minute. Yet, between convulsions stemming from 

his withdrawal he dreams of his mother: “a little boy back with his moms, an he was sick with a 

tummy ache an the moms was holding him so nice he could feel her warm breath on his face, an 

it felt so good an sof an it kinda tickle his nose jus a little bit an almost make him forgit his 

tummy ache, an she give him a spoon of some nasty tastin medicine” (278). If there in any hope 

in Requiem for a Dream, it resides in Tyrone’s potential future. When he is released from jail, 

will he quit heroin and learn the importance of the selfless love his mother demonstrated to him 

as a child? Unfortunately, this question is unanswerable as the novel ends with him working in a 

chain gang thinking of his mother’s breath. However, in this concluding scene Selby presents a 

small semblance of hope for America’s future. America, as a consumer culture, lives and dies by 

the spoon of excessive consumption much like a bent spoon the addict uses to cook heroin. In 

order to kick this addiction, America must be given some nasty tasting medicine: A brutal and 

caustic novel promoting the spirit of giving rather than getting.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

“IN THIS AMERICA, HAPPINESS IS HARD”: PURSUING LOVE IN THE 

PROZAC NATION 

  

Elizabeth Wurtzel begins the epilogue of her best-selling memoir, Prozac Nation: Young 

and Depressed in America, with a humorous anecdote concerning her friend, Olivia’s, visit to a 

veterinarian. Because Olivia’s cat could not stop excessively grooming itself, the veterinarian 

diagnosed the animal with Obsessive Compulsive Disorder and prescribed Prozac to alleviate the 

affliction. While the gravity of a cat’s mental health should not be discounted, the, almost 

farcical, idea of prescribing SSRI’s to animals met the two women with trepidation: “‘Maybe 

that’s what my cat needs,’ [Wurtzel] joked. ‘I mean, he’s been under the weather lately.’ There 

was a nervous edge to our giggling. ‘I think this Prozac thing has gone too far,’ Olivia said. 

‘Yes,’ I sighed. ‘Yes, I think it has.’” (334).  Over the last few decades, individuals experiencing 

symptoms of depression in America has greatly risen with the percentage of the population 

seeking treatment increasing exponentially. When Wurtzel deemed America a Prozac Nation in 

1994, over six million citizens had been prescribed Fluoxetine making journalists question if 

there was now a legal drug culture in the United States creating 1.3 billion dollars of revenue 

annually for pharmaceutical companies (Wurtzel 334). More than a decade later, America’s 

dependence on SSRIs has skyrocketed and many scholars perceive that W.H. Auden’s “age of 

anxiety” has become the contemporary “age of depression” (Horwitz and Wakefield 3).  

Alan Horwitz and Jerome C. Wakefield report that patients seeking treatment for 

depression in outpatient settings  
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increased 300% between 1987 and 1997. By 1997, fully 40% of all psychotherapy 

patients, double the percentage a decade before, had diagnoses of a mood disorder, the 

larger category that comprises depression. The overall percentage of the population in 

treatment for depression in particular grew from 2.1% in the early 1980s to 3.7% in the 

early 2000s, an increase of 76% in just 20 years. (4).  

Because of these vast increases, America has become one of the most heavily medicated nations 

in the world; many of these SSRIs are even prescribed to children.  In 2003, behavioral disorder 

medications for children rose 77%, and, between the years of 2000 and 2003, 65% of children 

taking such medications were on at least on antidepressant: SSRIs, for the first time, were 

prescribed to children more than antibiotics and asthma medications (Greg Critser 145).

 Reflecting on the explosion of depression diagnoses in the United States, Wurtzel asks 

“how is it possible that so many people are so miserable?” (Prozac 338). There are numerous 

answers to the cause of the SRRI boom. First, many Americans are becoming increasingly 

unhappier. Indeed, happiness in America is a rare but largely sought-after commodity. While 

Americans invest more time, money, and effort into the pursuit of happiness than any other 

nation on Earth, Americans rank only twenty-fifth in the world in terms of overall happiness 

(Whippman 10). Contemporary America lives during a time in which technological 

advancements provide a life of material comfort but such progress has created a paradox 

according to Gregg Easterbrook. He argues, “what were one luxuries are now necessities, and 

polls show that most people think they do not have enough. Typically, regardless of how much 

money an American today earns, he or she estimates that twice as much is required to ‘live 

well’” (84). In addition, America has witnessed a decline of the middle class in which many see 

citizens find themselves on the path of downward mobility. Coupled together, the desire for more 
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and having less creates more pressure, stress, and depression. As a result, contemporary 

Americans shockingly find themselves more despondent than those living during the Great 

Depression. Secondly, there has been, as Wurtzel suggests, a “mainstreaming of mental illness” 

in American culture (Prozac 335). The free market has permitted pharmaceutical companies to 

advertise their brands thus bringing greater awareness to the symptoms of depression. Because 

depression is a mental malady, symptoms cannot be determined as you would a broken leg or a 

blood clot. Thus, those perceiving they have the condition are often prescribed medication even 

if they do not meet the criteria for Major Depressive Disorder (MDD). Horwitz and Wakefield 

suggest this has led to a “loss of sadness” in contemporary society. They claim, the depictions of 

depression in both popular media and psychiatric texts “do not distinguish depressive disorder 

from normal sadness”: a non-disordered response to loss that is context specific and roughly 

proportionate to the loss (14; 27). Lastly, over the last fifty years, the United States has witnessed 

a gradual redefinition of the American Dream in which a new cultural ethos emerged via global 

consumerism leading to higher rates of depression. The heightened sense of anomie produced by 

expressive individualism and the demand for self-actualization via purchasing power, is often 

overlooked by standard mental health treatments.  

 Wurtzel’s memoir presents America’s consumer culture as a catalyst for depression and 

social strain. Throughout the memoir, she bemoans the disintegration of the American family 

and the loss of social bonds that results when people are replaced by things; her relationships 

mimic a consumer infantilist ethos as she seeks love as potential salvation for her condition. The 

concerns Wurtzel raises in Prozac Nation are indeed warranted. As Robert Putnam notes, by the 

conclusion of the twentieth century, “Americans shared a sense of civic malaise” in which the 

population constructed “communities of limited liability” (25; 184). America has witnessed a 



46 
 

drastic decay of the social bond, as more and more people are forced to negate relationships and 

family in lieu of work to maintain the demands of consumer culture. Twenge suggests that, as a 

result, the current generation “often lacks other basic human requirements: stable close 

relationships, a sense of community, a feeling of safety, a simple path to adulthood and the 

workplace” (136). Accordingly, the consumer culture feeds off the lack of bonds in society 

between people by structuring the product as a replacement for an overall lack of love and 

likewise ridicule true forms of social ties to reinforce this attachment to products. As Bruce E. 

Levine argues, “healthy families, intimacy, and friendships are not good things for an extremist 

consumer. In an extremist consumer economy, the goal is producing and buying as much as 

possible . . . If Americans all had happy intact families, they’d be buying far fewer [products] . . . 

Lots of lonely people means selling more DVDs and cable television” (Surviving 157). This 

“manufacturing of consent” produces a lifestyle solely based on goods and their obtainment. As 

a result, the ideologies of consumerism weaken any sense of community helpful to civic life 

(Herman and Chomsky xiv).   

In the epilogue of Prozac Nation, Wurtzel demonstrates that her controversial book is not 

simply the narcissistic rantings of a young woman battling depression (a criticism often heaved 

upon the work) but more significantly provides an indictment concerning the current structure of 

feeling in an American society that has left so many of its citizens cynical, anxious, and 

miserable.7 She argues, “the cry of the depressive is a demand for more and better than what this 

country has to offer at the apex of privilege . . . After all, what is depression if it isn’t the most 

striking, poignant, psychic challenge to the American Dream?” (358). Wurtzel’s memoir is 

                                                           
7 Joanne Muzak notes many reviews of Prozac Nation attack her personally and effectively illustrate “the distrustful 

and hostile culture women face when they attempt to relate and examine their experience with depression” (101).  
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essentially a story of a young girl’s search for love and happiness in a society that she perceives 

as not conducive to such social bonds. She presents herself in the opening chapters as a child full 

of promise, to ironically nullify her potential for success in a world of exceedingly impossible 

expectations. She ultimately bemoans the phrase, “full of promise, those unbearable words, [for 

being] lying, cheating words that no one can live up to” (324). She is not alone in this sentiment. 

Over the last few decades, there has been a vast increase in external control beliefs in American 

youth leading to higher rates of depression and cynicism. Fierce competition for jobs and 

education, an ever-increasing divorce rate, the perception of government corruption, a culture of 

fear, and the constant demand for consumption in the wake of downward mobility all contribute 

to a pessimistic view that future success is beyond reach. Twenge suggests that such beliefs 

“increased about 50% between 1960s and the 2000s” resulting in a “rising wave of apathy and 

cynicism” (140). Expressing such cynicism, Wurtzel suggests her depressive symptoms are not 

alarming but rather a “Census Bureau statistic or some case study on the changing nature of the 

American family in the late twentieth century” (33). Wurtzel’s memoir thus aims to illustrate a 

structure of feeling for America’s contemporary age of depression. She argues excessive 

individualism and the resulting loss of attachments that derive from the self-expressive era (i.e. 

Me Generation) negatively affect the individual by inciting symptoms of depression. 

“A Low-Grade Terminal Anomie”: Depression and America’s Crisis of Confidence   

In the epilogue of Prozac Nation, Wurtzel constructs a comparison between her own 

experiences with depression and America’s “low-grade terminal anomie, a sense of alienation or 

disgust and detachment, the collective horror at a world that seems to have gone so very wrong 

[;]” a society that Hillary Clinton once referred to as suffering from “a sleeping sickness of the 

soul” (341). Using the term “anomie,” Wurtzel delineates a society rich with Mertonian strain 
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and devoid of social bonds. This heightening of anomie in American culture began in the 70s and 

has been well documented by America’s politicians over the last 50 years. Clinton’s “sleeping 

sickness of the soul” alludes to Jimmy Carter’s “Crisis of Confidence” speech in which he 

diagnosed the Me decade and the cult of individualism as a cancer on America’s soul. Carter 

claims, “in a nation that was proud of hard work, strong families, close-knit communities, and 

our faith in God, too many of us now tend to worship self-indulgence and consumption. Human 

identity is no longer defined by what one does, but by what one owns . . . material goods cannot 

fill the emptiness of lives which have no confidence or purpose” (The Carter Center). Kevin 

Mattson claims that  

worries about American culture could be gleaned not just in Carter’s speech but in the 

books he read to help write it. There were many works of important, self-scrutinizing 

social criticism that came out of the late 1970s, as the me decade produced both 

participants and critics. Books about America’s “culture of narcissism” sold like hotcakes 

during 1979. Religious leaders especially worried about American’s losing sight of what 

bonded them together and ditching the language of covenant for self-interest. (10-11) 

Nearly fifty years have passed since Carter gave his famous malaise speech. Yet, America still 

resides in a crisis of confidence which has only become progressively worse.  

American politicians campaign of the notion of hope and the politics of virtue, however 

the average American citizen has becoming increasingly cynical seeing only the impossibilities 

of change; they are becoming both apathetic and angry as a result. Looking at the potential the 

non-elite population of the United States has in initiating changes in policy, researchers at 

Princeton and Northwestern found that individuals having power in large corporations have a 

60% chance of passing the laws they desire while the typical middle-class citizen has literally 
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0% chance of instituting change within public policy (Saving Capitalism). With such findings, it 

is no wonder so many Americans depressed and are experiencing learned helplessness (a primary 

source of depression). The current generation find themselves believing there is no point in 

trying, because achieving a successful job has become a product of luck rather than hard work 

(Twenge 195). Americans desire the American Dream, but feel that its acquisition is hopeless. 

Levine suggests that to elucidate the depression many people are feeling at the current moment 

scholars can simply examine contemporary politician’s political platforms (Get Up 14).  

Barack Obama’s presidential campaign, for example, was so successful that the was 

deemed “marketer of the year” by Advertising Age (Levine, Get Up 15). His message of “Hope” 

and “Change” clearly resonated with an American population that found themselves feeling 

hopeless. Indeed, the election of Barack Obama as the 44th President of the United States in 2008 

engendered a significant transitionary period in American history. Captivating a nation 

overwrought with economic recession, war, and a failing infrastructure, Obama successfully 

presented himself as a transformative leader that could reclaim the American Dream and forge a 

more egalitarian United States. As the first U.S. President to self-identify as African American, 

Obama literally embodies the change he endeavors to accomplish, and, for many, serves as a 

symbolic representation of a post-racial nation. A nation that once enslaved African Americans 

until 1865 and instituted racial segregation a hundred years after seemingly redeemed itself in a 

single day by embracing the racial progress Obama’s presidency signified. Although Obama 

clearly advises the American population to discredit notions of America as a post-racial nation, 

his political strategies require an evasion of discourses concerning racial inequality in the United 

States that ultimately encourage the myth of post-racialism. As David Ikard and Martell Lee 

Teasley argue, “while it’s undeniable that Obama identifies with Black America and its plight for 
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equality, he is, at bottom, wedded to a post-racial discourse that forecloses the possibility of 

openly endorsing policies that attack structural inequalities . . . that plague Black American 

progress across class lines” (19). Because of the inability of the government to eliminate 

corporate interests change cannot occur.  

It is difficult not to notice, Wurtzel points out, that Hilary Clinton’s campaign concerning 

the “Politics of Virtue” that “references to a ‘sleeping sickness of the soul,’ and ‘a crisis of 

meaning,’ and to a ‘spiritual vacuum’ likewise suggest that the country’s problems have less to 

do with taxes and unemployment than with the simple fact that we were in one big collective bad 

mood” (Prozac 336). During the 2016 campaign, Donald Trump addressed the anger and 

resentment American’s had concerning the lie of the American Dream and capitalized on 

America’s terminal anomie. Yet, rather than inciting change, America champions the free market 

and the inequalities in bestows. The post-9/11 recession witnessed vast increases of competition 

in the workplace and among potential students evaluated in college admissions which further 

incites social strains within a culture of conformity and high expectations. Yet, even during such 

economic hardships, American culture remains steadfast to the rising demands produced by a 

consumer-driven economy. Following the attacks on the World Trade Center, President George 

W. Bush striving to “find a metaphor for normalcy . . . seized on shopping—imploring 

Americans to show Al Qaeda its patriotic backbone by going to the mall and getting on with the 

business of consuming” (Barber 41). Americans, as Jean Twenge suggests, have therefore “been 

taught to expect more out of life at the very time when jobs and nice houses are increasingly 

difficult to obtain. All too often, the result is crippling anxiety and crushing depression” (109). In 

response to such feelings, Wurtzel argues that America’s anomic condition and disgust 

concerning the social structure is “not a job for antidepressants.” (341). Instead, alleviating such 
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negative emotions in dependent on a revision of the social structure. She further suggests, in a 

country that lacks order and where randomness rules, that perhaps this new explosion of 

depression is simply a “guardedness, a nervousness, a suspicion of intimacy, any of many 

perfectly natural reactions to a world that seems to be perilously lacking in the basic guarantees 

that our parents expected: a marriage that would last, employment that was secure, sex that 

wasn’t deadly.” (Prozac 340). 

“Full of Promise” in an Increasingly Difficult World: Cosmetic Pharmacology in the Age of 

Depression 

 In the opening chapter of Prozac Nation, Wurtzel presents herself as an auspicious young 

woman to ironically nullify her ability to succeed in a world of proliferating demands and 

expectations. She claims, the term, “full of promise,” mocked her as an adolescent as she knew 

“how false that appearance of promise is . . . I was an astronaut who was going to fly so high, so 

far beyond the moon, so far beyond the whole wide world. But then I never had to worry about a 

crash landing because I never even took off” (41). It’s safe to say that Wurtzel achieved her 

promise as she is a Harvard graduate, a successful journalist, and a best-selling author. However, 

throughout Prozac Nation she presents herself as floundering through life striving to find both 

meaning and direction. For this reason, Kenneth Millard deems the memoir a bildungsroman that 

serves as a cultural critique that strongly contributes to the reading of Wurtzel’s culture; 

particularly, individuals growing up during Generation X (178). Generation X, Neil Howe and 

Bill Strauss, suggest “finds itself playing not Monopoly, but a real-life game of Chute and (No) 

Ladders. Facing the economic future, each 13er finds himself essentially alone, to an extent that 

most elders would have difficulty comprehending. Between his own relative poverty and the 

affluence he desires, he sees no intermediary sign post . . . [only] an enormous chasm” (119-
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120). Indeed, those individuals growing up during Generation X and current Millennials find 

themselves in a difficult era that fosters both stress and depression. This generations of children 

are the first since the Great Depression to expect a lower standard of living than their parents 

regardless of whether they obtain more education and receive a better job (Newman, Declining 

3; 11). To acquire a job, an individual growing up during these difficult years must obtain a 

bachelor’s’ degree, and, albeit slightly hyperbolic, the Master’s has become the new high school 

diploma.  

Today’s college students find themselves continuing their education well through their 

twenties and thirties, because they recognize continued education as the only pathway to a 

lucrative career: the days of achieving success with a technical degree or simply a high school 

diploma are long gone. The increasingly longer avenue towards the labor force and financial 

stability has constructed a new period of growth deemed emerging adulthood. Emerging 

adulthood is an age of instability and limbo that leads to higher rates of anxiety and depression 

(Arnett 9). In addition to feelings of being in-between, competition for college admissions has 

grown exponentially over the last few decades. Twenge suggests, that even “perfection is not 

good enough these days: each year, Harvard rejects 50% of applicants who have perfect SAT 

scores. Many Ivy League schools admit only 10% of applicants overall” (157). She further 

suggests that the difficulty in being accepted into college extends well beyond the Ivy League. 

For example, “Notre Dame rejected 39% of high school valedictorians who applied” and “the 

majority of freshman at University of Wisconsin graduated in the top 10% of the high school 

class” (157). Such competitiveness in college admissions forces today’s generations of 

adolescents to work harder thus increasing stress and anxiety. Being “full of promise,” as 
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Wurtzel suggests, is a false promise as being good is literally not good enough. Such strains are 

only sequentially amplified for those lucky enough to achieve a seat in the college classroom.  

Over the last few years, there has been an explosion of mental health issues among 

college students. Richard Kadison and Theresa Foy DiGeronimo report that, the chances of a 

college student becoming depressed to the point of not being able to function is one in two; that 

they regularly engage in binge drinking to cope with stress is also one in two; and that the 

chances a student contemplates suicide is horrifically one in ten (1). These statistics are a product 

of academic pressures, the emergence of a burgeoning hookup culture, leaving the safety of 

home, and increasing financial hardships. The parents of Generation X and the millennials spent 

usually less than $2,000 dollars a year for tuition at a public university (Kaddison and 

DiGeronimo 65), while today’s students are graduating with an average of $31,050 student loan 

debt. Given the difficult economic times America currently witnesses, students often find their 

degrees useless and thus become anxious, frustrated, and depressed. Arthur Levine and Diane R. 

Dean posit that today’s students are a “generation on a tightrope” as they struggle to “maintain 

their balance as they attempt to cross the gulf between their dreams and the diminished realities 

of the world in which they live.” (VIIII). Once out of college, the lives of the current generations 

do not become less stressful.  

Over the last few decades, America has observed a drastic increase in the time spent at 

work. Surveys conducted by Juliet B. Schor suggest that they typical American has only sixteen 

and a half hours of leisure time and that paid time off for workers has decreased by three and a 

half fewer days since the 1980s (1; 32). Thus, individuals working in the United States today are 

laboring much harder and willingly giving up leisure to achieve increasingly higher expectations. 

Levine claims that forgoing leisure in order to work is a recent phenomenon: “Businessmen in 
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the late 1800s and early 1900s were frustrated that many people chose additional leisure time 

over luxuries. The business community searched desperately for ways to alter this psychology. 

The goal was to spread . . . the ‘new economic gospel of consumption’” (Commonsense 131). 

This gospel promoted feelings of dissatisfaction and compelled hard work in order to assuage 

feelings of strain. America’s current generation of youth are thus working much harder to 

compete in difficult economic times, are achieving less than they feel entitled to, and, for this 

reason, are crumbling to the pressures of the American Dream.  

Wurtzel suggests that during her time at Harvard she became “a teen machine for a few 

years, stuck in a zombielike commitment to getting straight A’s and appearing absolutely 

faultless on paper. Instead of thinking that there was no future, all I did was plan for the future, 

threating the present tense and all its tension like a lengthy, labored preamble to a real life” (97). 

The demand to be productive, however, creates further strain on Wurtzel’s life. Following a play 

that her friends are acting in, Wurtzel confesses her desire to complete suicide to an acquaintance 

named Timothy. When he worries for her life, Wurtzel claims she is fine and must leave to 

complete a paper on Space, Time, and Motion. As she walks away, she suggests: “Arbiet macht 

frie” (199, italics in original).8  Wurtzel’s use of the phrase is, of course, ironic in that it 

references the gates which enclosed the prisoners of Auschwitz. While a very grim image, 

Wurtzel employs gallows humor to indicate that the pressure and demands of life are killing her; 

in America an individual must work increasingly harder or die. So, how to we cope?  

Peter D. Kramer, an American psychiatrist specializing in the field of depression, was an 

early advocate for the use of Prozac. In his groundbreaking work, Listening to Prozac: The 

                                                           
8 Translated from German: “Work Sets You Free”   
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Landmark Book About Antidepressants and the Remaking the Self, he explores the SSRI’s ability 

to alter personality. He finds in numerous case studies that previously anxious individuals 

became social butterflies following their use of Prozac. As a result, he began wondering if the 

world was ready for what he deemed “cosmetic pharmacology”: “Psychic steroids for mental 

gymnastics, medicinal attacks on the humors, antiwallflower compound . . . Since you only live 

once, why not do it as a blonde? Why not a peppy blonde” (15).  In today’s society of 

increasingly strenuous demands and expectations, cosmetic pharmacology does not just become 

an option but rather the option for staying focused in an extremely stressful environment. Greg 

Crister notes that “almost all chronic-disease drugs are sold because they increase performance, 

sustain productivity, lessen pain, or increase longevity. They are all, in a sense, drugs for a work-

based culture” (137). Seen in this manner, the explosion of American’s dependence on 

antidepressants is simply a product of a fast paced and stressful social structure and the 

obligation to keep up. The psychopharmocologist, Wurtzel claims, thus becomes the 

“pusherman, and it’s in his interest to see that [we] stay loaded” (5). An institutionalized society 

demands productivity, and, when this productivity cannot be met, SSRIs become a viable option 

as evinced by America becoming a Prozac Nation.  

“I Know It’s Around Me Somewhere, but I Just Can’t Feel It”: Withdrawing from Love 

and the Disintegration of the American Family  

 In the opening chapter of Prozac Nation, Wurtzel suggest that much of her depression 

stems from the dissolution of the traditional family that resulted from ideologies of the radical 

sixties. She writes, that “by the time the radical sixties hit their home base, we, the kids, were 

already born, and our parents found themselves stuck between an entrenched belief that children 

needed to be raised in a traditional household, and a new sense that anything was possible, that 
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the alternative lifestyle was out there for the asking” (24-25). As a result, “our parents got 

divorced, instead of becoming feminists, our mothers were left to become displaced 

homemakers. . . And their discontent, their stuck-ness, was played out on their children” 

(Wurtzel 25). Wurtzel suggests that her depression is a product of the Me Decade, an era that 

Carter criticized in his speech concerning America’s “Crisis of Confidence.” Wolfe defined this 

period of American culture as a response to a shrinking middle class in which the term 

“proletariat” was no longer useful. Following the postwar economic boom, United States citizens 

found themselves with a new sense of self determination that was perpetuated by the ideology of 

expressive individualism advocated by consumer culture. He claims, the “homo novus, the new 

man, the liberated man, the first common man in the history of the world with the much-

dreamed-of combination of money, freedom, and free time” sought self-actualization via the 

remodeling of their identity and luxury (167). The new man, Wolfe argues, lived as if they only 

had a single life to live and therefore strived for happiness rather than preconceived traditional 

values. As a result, America’s “divorce rate doubled between 1965 and 1975, just as Atari-wave 

13ers passed through middle childhood. At every age, a 13er born in 1968 faced three times the 

risk of parental break-up faced by a Boomer child born in 1948” (Howe and Strauss 59). During 

this period children were not seen as a source of happiness but rather an anchor that prohibited 

an individual from achieving his/her aspirations. Howe and Strauss suggest the during the “70s-

era Kinderfeindlichkeit reached across all adult generations, deep into daily life” (68).9 Cult 

classic films such as Rosemary’s Baby (1968), The Exorcist (1973) and The Omen (1976) all 

expose a structure of feeling concerning children and the negative consequences that stem from 

birthing a child.  

                                                           
9 Translated from German: “Hostility toward children”  
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 Wurtzel claims that much of her depressive symptoms derive from divorce and the 

manner in which she became a puppet used by her parents to win arguments. Indubitably, 

divorce has negative effects on children. Paul R. Amato and Juliana M. Sobolewski note that 

children of divorce have an increased risk of experiencing psychological problems (900), 

experience a decrease in their standard of living (903), and, for these reasons, divorce can be a 

catalyst for addiction, depression, violence (908). Neil Kalter likewise suggests that children of 

divorce constitute a population at risk for developing aggressive and antisocial behaviors, 

depression, and a decline of self-esteem (588). For those who are fortunate to not be a product of 

divorce, the dissolution of the American family still remains a factor for possible depression as 

children are not as connected to the home as in previous generations. Levine reports, the 

“average American adult spends twice as much time behind the wheel everyday than the average 

American parent spends interacting with his or her children” (Surviving 150). Only 34% of 

American families eat in a communal setting, only 38% take family vacations, and between 1976 

and 1997 families that simply talk together fell from 53% to 43% (Levine, Surviving 150).  The 

demands of work have left American families broken, empty, and, as a result, increasingly more 

depressed. 

 In 1882, Friedrich Nietzsche declared that “God is dead.” Following this death of God, 

humanity inaugurated Love as the new messiah promising hope of salvation. If Nietzsche lived 

in contemporary America, he may deem that “love is dead.” bell Hooks reads Wurtzel as a 

spokeswoman for a disillusioned generation concerning the transcendent power of love: such 

children, looking at their parents’ failures as their future, have left them cynical and unfaithful 

concerning love’s ability to heal (All About Love xix). Wurtzel desires such love throughout her 

memoir, but can only find it in one-night stands and “accidental blowjobs” (276), yet, because 
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such relationships are unsustainable, much like her parents’ divorce, she perceives love as 

elusive. Hooks suggests, this notion of love is a product of consumerism:  

When greedy consumption is the order of the day, dehumanization becomes acceptable. 

Then, treating people like objects is not only acceptable but is a required behavior. It’s the 

culture of exchange, the tyranny of the marketplace. Those values inform attitudes about 

love. Cynicism about love leads young adults to believe there is no love to be found and 

that relationships are needed only to the extent that they satisfy desires. (115-116) 

Because of the excruciating demand of such external forces, Wurtzel claims that America Dream 

fails to deliver on its promise of the pursuit of happiness and love: “happiness is about 

community, intimacy, relationships, rootedness, closeness, family, stability, a sense of place, a 

feeling of love” and that “in our vast repository of pop culture, of consumer goods, of cotton 

candy for all—in this America, happiness is hard” (359). In an extremist consumer society, the 

notion of love becomes a product to obtain rather than to give, and, for this reason, happiness 

must be constantly sought after. Thomas Merton, for this reason, suggests, “we come to consider 

ourselves and others not as persons but as products . . . We appraise each other commercially” 

(29, italics in original).  

As a product of an extremist consumer culture, Wurtzel claims she “feel[s] like a 

defective model, like [she] came off the assembly line flat-out-fucked and [her] parents should 

have taken [her] back for repairs before the warranty ran out” (1). Of course, such feelings 

strengthen the illness of depression. While the cry of the depressive speaks to the emptiness of 

life, the disease is not without meaning. Depression, Nassir Ghaemi claims, “leads to an 

enhanced contact with reality” (25). In this sense, the depressed person perceives reality for what 

it truly is rather than the illusions propagated by American myths. Accordingly, Prozac Nation 
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serves as a barometer for America’s structure of feeling during the contemporary age of 

depression. For Wurtzel, this truth is that consumerism has constructed a world in which people 

have become commodities; a world in which love is for sell but always fleeting. Wurtzel’s motto 

in life: “Everything’s plastic, we’re all going to die sooner or later, so what does it matter.” 

(Prozac Nation 12, italics in original). Indeed, consumerism has made everything plastic and that 

is America’s “sleeping sickness of the soul.” It America’s heart does not change its spirit will 

burn out.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

“YOU GOTTA UPDATE YOUR FAIRY TALE, BABY”: REINVENTING 

THE ROMANTIC COMEDY FOR THE HOOKUP CULTURE IN NO 

STRINGS ATTACHED AND FRIENDS WITH BENEFITS  

 

From its inception in classical antiquity to its perpetual revisions in contemporary 

Hollywood cinema, the romantic comedy has endured as an indispensable linchpin for the 

dramatic arts that enthralls audiences around the world by exploring emotions essential to the 

human condition. The genre has been influential in solidifying the legacy of canonical 

playwrights like William Shakespeare and continues to breed success for modern screenwriters 

by providing a narrative structure that, despite its familiarity, draws emphatic viewership and 

often exceeds expectations at the box office. From 1995 to 2014, romantic comedies earned over 

10 billion dollars in revenue and became the seventh highest grossing film category in the United 

States (Nash, “The Numbers”). Yet, in spite of their prevalence and popularity, few romantic 

comedies have garnered appreciation by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences likely 

being deemed formulaic narratives that adhere to standardized conventions.  

Indeed, throughout the course of its history, the romantic comedy has maintained an 

essentially stagnant narrative structure. The romantic comedy’s overarching premise, derivative 

of the Greek New Comedies produced by Plautus and Terence (Grindon 9), has remained—for 

the most part—simplistic and straightforward: A beautiful woman falls in love with a handsome 

man. Subsequently, an argument or any given number of societal pressures impedes the 

progression of the relationship and the two lovers part ways. In response to this agonizing 

separation, the leading man ultimately proves his devotion in film’s concluding moments 
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through a romantic profession of his love, and, as a result, the couple marries and lives happily 

ever after in an ending indicative of any respectable fairy tale romance. This conventional format 

will likely remain consistent in the years to come, as it has proven to be both a successful and 

enduring narrative that audiences consume and have progressively grown to expect. In fact, 

much of the success the romantic comedy has achieved throughout its long history stems from 

these well-established conventions that allow audiences to recognize the familiar narrative 

structure and, in turn, anticipate the conclusive union of the representative couple (Grindon 2).  

While the overarching narrative of the romantic comedy has remained consistent 

throughout its history, the attitudes and beliefs that delineate society’s views concerning love and 

relationships reside in a continual state of flux due to ever changing social conditions. For this 

reason, screenwriters must seemingly alter the genre’s conventional format by addressing current 

trends that regulate romantic behavior while simultaneously adhering to the audience’s 

expectations for a happy coupling of two lovers. Subtle revisions of the romantic comedy’s 

internal structure thus reflect the drastic, external and historical developments that influence the 

normative behaviors surrounding dating, marriage and sex. They, as Amanda Ann Klein 

suggests, offer “a cross-section of one specific moment in time, accurately revealing the state of 

contemporary politics, prevalent social ideologies, aesthetic trends, and popular desires and 

anxieties” (9). The romantic comedy, in this sense, acts as a cultural barometer in which the 

genre’s dominant conventions can be understood in relation to various historical factors that 

stimulate social change.   

Second wave feminism greatly challenged the romantic ideals previously extolled by 

romantic comedies by opposing the patriarchal ideologies that established traditional marriage. 

The sexual revolution likewise provided new norms from sexual relationships that were 
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inconsistent with the “generic machinery which had been standardized through the screwball 

films [and therefore] became increasingly less applicable” (Krutnik, “The Faint Aroma” 61). 

Leger Grindon notes that, as a result, “between 1967 and 1972 the Hollywood film industry 

experienced a crisis that was part of the more widespread social turmoil initiated in the 1960s 

and extending into the 1970s” (50-51). This was especially true for the romantic comedy in 

which more explicit depictions of sexual relationships in film lead scholars to expect the death of 

the genre:  

Romantic comedies posited that men and women willing to meet on common ground and 

engage all their faculties and capacities in sexual dialectic . . . What we begin to see now in 

films is a withdrawal of men and women from this ground (or of it from them). Or we see—

in effect the same thing—false presence in the sexual dialectic or divided ones (one realizes 

at the end that one did not want to play the game at all) or commitments for trivial sakes 

only. It seems that the new self pulls itself together, it is away from this ground of full 

sexual dialectic. To argue this is to argue the death of the romantic comedy (Henderson 19).  

As a result, there was a loss faith in the acquisition of “true love” leading to the depiction of 

“nervous” romances in Hollywood cinema that incorporated both the anxieties/ideologies 

brought about by the women’s movement and a nostalgic longing for past ideals. 

The predictions concerning the death of the romantic comedy, however, were belied by a 

resurgence of the romantic comedy in the 1990s. As Frank Kruntik notes, “1998 saw a 50 

percent increase over the previous year in the number of romantic comedy scripts bought by 

studios . . . a resurgence [that] had been under way since 1984” (“Conforming Passions?” 131). 

These new romantic comedies maintain an ironic distance from earlier romantic ideals yet 

contradictorily reinforce the values of tradition marriage. As Roberta Garrett argues,  
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one of the most broadly appealing aspects of the new cycle may be then that it revives a 

particularly dizzy brand of romance, but tempers it with postmodern irony, allowing the 

clued-up contemporary ‘post’-feminist viewer to have it all: to indulge in the derided 

pleasures associated with the romance fantasy or weepie woman’s film while maintaining a 

degree of critical distance (103).   

Such films construct a more “careful” approach to romance as the mythic notion of “true love” 

became increasingly discredited yet audiences both yearned and expected for love to triumph by 

the films’ conclusions. In achieving the aim, the films simultaneously speak to traditional values 

but ultimately reinvent the genre by rejecting the clichés of previous conventions.   

Grindon argues that from the late 1990s to the present, the internal structure of the romantic 

comedy began reflecting a state of grotesque ambivalence: Such films undermine the genre’s 

traditional narrative structure by allowing the audience to dismiss the notion of true love; 

ultimately reflecting an inability to sincerely delineate a union of lovers in the wake of shifting 

gender norms and the comedy’s “unwillingness to acknowledge love as uniting the couple with a 

redemptive spiritual grace” (61). This is likely a response to an increasing lack of faith in the 

transcendent power of love. As Bell Hooks suggests, “youth culture today is cynical about love. 

And that cynicism has come from their pervasive feeling that love cannot be found . . . 

Ultimately, this cynicism is the great mask of disappointment and betrayed heart” (xviii). In 

addition, contemporary media has begun simultaneously dramatizing the decline of social rules 

while emphasizing the rise of the individual in a consumer culture. Over the last few decades, a 

self-centered view of relationships has become much more prominent and the media’s cultural 

messages produce both a fear of compromising personal desire and becoming hurt because of 

emotional attachments. Jean M. Twenge suggests that many GenXers and Millennials feel 
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entitled to relationships that are built off instant gratification and do not involve much personal 

sacrifice via commitment. For this reason, sexual relationships devoid of feelings are often 

presented as a way in which the individual can “do what feels good for you” without the threat of 

feelings and emotional effort (22; 168). Greater progression in gender equality has likewise 

influenced this transition by allowing women to rely less on finding suitable partners as means of 

obtaining financial stability, and, for this reason, the necessity of love and romance has 

seemingly faded in contemporary society.  

Over the last few decades, both men and women in the United States have been postponing 

marriage to earn a college education and enter the workforce. Kathleen A. Bogle states that, as a 

result, “age at first marriage is at an all-time high; the typical groom is 27; the typical bride is 25. 

Although today’s men and women may be delaying marriage, they are often sexually active from 

adolescence” (2). Consequently, much of the dating and monogamous relationships portrayed in 

earlier romantic comedies have become anachronistic for the genre’s target audience. In fact, 

many adolescents and emerging adults have renounced dating altogether in lieu of nonrelational 

sexual encounters commonly referred to as hooking up, a rather ambiguous term typically 

incorporating three primary elements:  

The three central themes that make up the definitional script, or agreed-on blueprint, for a 

hookup are that the two parties are not involved in a committed relationship, that the 

encounter is short-term and occurs outside of a committed relationship, and that there are a 

variety of sexual behaviors that can be classified as hooking up. (Epstien et al. 414; italics 

in original)  
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This hookup culture has become increasingly pervasive in American society, and has become 

synonymous, for many, with a sexually driven MTV generation that believes “‘home plate’ 

mean[s] learning each other’s names” (Wolfe 7).  

Albeit many scholars perceive media concerns surrounding the hookup culture as a 

product of deviance amplification and moral panic, the sexual practices it esteems are indeed 

prevalent in American high schools and universities. Jennifer Stevens Aubrey and Siobhan E. 

Smith suggest that, “recent research has estimated that between 60% and 85% of college men 

and 50% and 85% of college women have experienced hookups” (435). Jesse Owen and Frank 

D. Fincham likewise note that hooking up is “a common experience for young adults with 

prevalence rates ranging from 50 to 75%” (321), and an increasing number of studies corroborate 

such findings (e.g. Eisenberg et. al.; Lovejoy; Lewis et. al.; and Vrangalova). While previous 

generations have likewise engaged in casual sex, most notably the “free love” movements of the 

60s and 70s, the hookup culture in contrast has transitioned from a means of sexual liberation 

into what many scholars deem a system of repression. As Donna Freitas suggests, “the hookup 

has become normative, and hookup culture a monolithic culture from which students find little 

chance of escape” (5, italics in text). Yet, while young people may navigate the hookup culture, 

many maintain a curious view of love that incorporates both a critical distance and hope for 

obtaining a more traditional romantic ideal: As Lia Macko and Kerry Rubin suggest, “the term 

‘soul mate’ comes up a lot when you talk about love with Gen-X/Y women . . . most of the 

women [they] interviewed insisted they were not looking for a Prince Charming—then, without 

missing a beat, they described an equally unattainable ideal” (89-90).  

While many emerging adults maintain hope for romance and traditional relationships, 

they feel a definitive pressure to engage in nonrelational sex to feel more like their peers and 
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ultimately subject themselves to the hookup culture believing it to be the only option for 

acquiring romantic love. Freitas found many students “felt that hookup culture dictated for them 

that there would be no dating, and that they simply had to endure this reality. They concluded 

that they had to let go of any desire they may have harbored to date their way into a relationship 

in a more traditional manner” (159).  Michael Kimmel similarly argues that men feel a definitive 

pressure to frequently hookup and that their success within the culture serves as a defining 

characteristic of masculinity on many college campuses. He notes that, because of this, many 

men maintain a distorted view of the peers’ sex lives, believing that four out of five guys have 

sex on a given weekend thus drastically increasing the prevalence of the hook up culture in their 

minds (209).  

Furthermore, the traditional relationships extolled by past generations have become an 

endangered species in the popular culture consumed by the Millennials and Generation X. It has 

been estimated that 75% of prime-time television shows and 87% of movies contain sexual 

content, and that the typical American adolescent consumes nearly 14,000 references to sexual 

behavior in any given year (Thomas 43). A rapid increase in the accessibility of pornography, 

made possible by technological advancements, has likewise influenced shifting boundaries of 

sexuality. In fact, the term, “hooking up,” first emerged as a “sexual concept in porn magazines 

in the early 1990s” (Stepp 33), and the consumption of pornographic material has been linked to 

the development of sexual scripts that esteem sex without emotional attachment (Braithwaite et. 

al. 119). These mediums indubitably act as influential socializing agents that inculcate models 

for normative sexual behavior, and, clearly, these models have changed. Susan Moore and 

Doreen Rosenthal suggest that current trends in the media’s depictions of sexual intercourse 

idealize a burgeoning hookup culture: “One prominent finding is that television often emphasizes 
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a casual, recreational approach to sex, where notions of commitment and strong emotions are 

underplayed . . . [and] courtship and romance are often depicted as based on dishonesty and 

game-playing” (114-115). Such representations cultivate beliefs and attitudes about romantic 

behavior as viewers are repeatedly exposed to romanticized depictions of casual sex. Because of 

this great socializing potential, it is important for scholars to evaluate representations of the 

hookup culture in the media and deduce possible ramifications on the sexual development of 

adolescents and young adults.  

As noted, the emerging hookup culture has become a normative practice among emerging 

adults and the portrayals of sexual behavior in films and television both reflect and encourage 

this growing trend. The media’s idealization of casual sex may influence the viewers’ attitudes 

and beliefs concerning sexual norms. Cultivation theorists posit that regular exposure to 

portrayals of sexual behavior in the media maintains the potential to affect emerging adults’ 

perceptions of similar behaviors in reality (Gunter 84). Indeed, many young individuals maintain 

distorted views concerning the hookup culture and believe that the vast majority of their peers 

engage in casual sex more frequently than is actually the case. The prevalence of hooking up in 

the media likely influences such beliefs from a cultivationist perspective. L. Monique Ward, for 

example, found that heavy television exposure was correlated with attitudes that sexual 

relationships should be recreationally oriented and “contributed to greater expectations of peer 

sexual experience” (12).  

Over the last decade, romantically themed reality programs have become increasingly 

popular and influential in shaping young adults’ attitudes concerning nonrelational sex. Eileen L. 

Zurbriggen and Elizabeth M. Morgan found that such programs foster stereotypical attitudes 

concerning gender norms and perpetuate beliefs that dating is a game and that sex should be a 
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light-hearted activity (13). Laura Vandenbosch and Steven Eggermont likewise note that, 

romantically themed reality television “is a significant predictor of girl’s frequency of sexual 

conversations with peers and boy’s perceptions of the sexual experience level of their peers” 

(578). Media scholars further suggest that sexual actions deemed rewarding in film and 

television may influence similar behaviors from the audience via social learning by acting as a 

super peer (Gunter 85). Bradley J. Bond and Kristen L. Drogos, for example, found that the 

often-celebrated depictions of casual sex in MTV’s Jersey Shore greatly influenced the viewers’ 

perceptions of normative sexual behaviors: “viewers who desire to emulate their favorite Jersey 

Shore personalities may alter their sexual attitudes to reflect permissive, casual sex attitudes 

portrayed on Jersey Shore” (121). Such idealized depictions of hookup culture have likewise 

emerged within contemporary romantic comedies, a genre that traditionally delineates romantic 

values and sentiments concerning “true love.”  

Recent romantic comedies delineate an ambivalent view of love, often reflecting the 

emergence of the hookup culture, and depict traditional relationships as potentially threatening to 

the individual. In turn, they frequently employ the grotesque as means for the two lovers to push 

their fear and restraint aside and ultimately form a successful relationship. This, as 

aforementioned, is a prevalent in the ambivalent cycle that presents a more “careful” approach to 

love while upholding the previous romantic ideals established by the genre. Men and women are 

depicted as lust-driven individuals in such films, and, for this reason, a binary opposition 

between physicality and passion is often employed in an effort to “elevate romance above the 

imperatives of instinct” (Grindon 62). For example, Judd Apatow’s R-rated romantic comedies 

have greatly influenced the success of the ambivalent cycle by incorporating sexual humor 

conventionally reserved for raunchy animal comedies. The 40-Year-Old Virgin (2005) and 
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Knocked Up (2007) depict male protagonists stuck in a state of extended adolescence and 

endorse the hookup culture via the bawdy dialogue of the films’ male characters. The films 

ultimately reinforce stereotypes that men are sex-driven animals that must have a woman civilize 

them, often taking place after an initial hookup, in order for them to settle down within a 

committed relationship (Freitas 99). This script is reversed in Apatow’s recent hit, Trainwreck 

(2015), in which Amy Schumer believing “monogamy is unrealistic” uses men for her sexual 

desires—hurting several partners in the process—until inhibiting her self-destructive behavior 

and eventually finding true love by the film’s conclusion (Trainwreck).  

Over the last decade, the hookup culture has emerged within the romantic comedy as an 

appropriate avenue for finding the romantic ideals previously established by the genre. Such 

depictions reinvent the romantic comedy for a cynical audience that has little faith in “true love” 

by creating a careful approach to relationships that ultimately lead to romance while maintaining 

emotional distance. Yet, this “careful approach” is seemingly problematic. Veronica Hefner 

suggests that, “young people may seek out romantic movies for the purpose of understanding 

more about relationships. Particularly for those who are motivated to learn, exposure to these 

types of films could play a significant role in shaping young people’s beliefs about relational 

norms and practices” (18). By emphasizing casual sex in romantic comedies, contemporary 

screenwriters reinforce the hookup culture as a normative avenue for the inception and 

progression of romantic relationships thus providing a highly-romanticized narrative that 

deviates from reality. It is ultimately an updated fairy tale for the “post-feminist” woman who 

wants to have it both ways. For this reason, such films (grounded in the conventions of romantic 

comedy) “may work as much to ‘expose’ their ideological endorsement of marriage and 

monogamy as to reinforce their values and ethics” (Garrett 103).  
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 Ivan Rietman’s No Strings Attached (2011) and Will Gluck’s Friends with Benefits 

(2011) completely abandon the traditional marriage plot previously established by romantic 

comedies in an effort to delineate the ambivalent relationships that result from an emerging 

hookup culture that devalues monogamous relationships through an outright advocacy of casual, 

commitment-free sex. Such films provide an important unit of analysis for interpreting the 

media’s portrayals of nonrelational sex and the shifting conventions of the romantic comedy. 

Both films were highly successful at the box office, had a large viewership, and are therefore 

culturally significant in their presentations of the hookup culture. Friends with Benefits, starring 

Justin Timberlake and Mila Kunis, earned over $55 million in its duration at theaters and is the 

72nd highest grossing romantic comedy in the US as of February 2017 (Box Office Mojo). No 

Strings Attached, starring Ashton Kutcher and Natalie Portman, exceeded $70 million during its 

span at theaters and currently ranks as the 52nd highest grossing romantic comedy as of February 

2017 (Box Office Mojo). The films released only six months apart, and, in having essentially the 

same narrative structure, both demonstrate a “stroke of bad luck” but more significantly provide 

“a testament to the generational outlook” concerning love in contemporary society (Schreiber 

132).  Renee M. Shelby has previously noted that both films present hooking up as a socially 

acceptable alternative to dating for “white, middle-class, heterosexuals” (18). She briefly 

suggests that because the films conclude with the sexual relationships blossoming into romantic 

relationships some viewers may view this as typical, however does not see this as inherently 

problematic (20). Yet, by presenting causal sex as a successful avenue to finding love, Friends 

with Benefits and No Strings Attached encourage a post-feminist discourse that perpetuates 

permissive notions that sexual equality has been achieved for women and that participation in the 

hookup culture equates female empowerment. The films delineate, however, “a version of casual 
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sex to women that is rooted in a utopian notion of ‘ideal’ casual sex, rather than what shape 

casual sex may take in ‘practice [;]’” a misrepresentation of the hookup culture that Panteá 

Farvid and Virginia Braun argue frequents advice columns for women (126).  Because No 

Strings Attached and Friends with Benefits focus their plots on the acquisition of love via sex, 

the films provide a unique medium for understanding representations of the hookup culture in 

film and the potentially damaging sexual and relational scripts it constructs for their audiences. 

Rietman’s No Strings Attached and Gluck’s Friends with Benefits are representative of 

the media’s aggrandizement and distortion of the hookup culture. Each film delineates a couple’s 

endeavor to successfully navigate a relationship based solely on sexual gratification without 

becoming emotionally involved. Although the films deviate from the traditional marriage plot of 

previous romantic comedies, they maintain an overarching narrative previously established by 

the genre: Both couples in No Strings Attached and Friends with Benefits ultimately discover that 

relationships built exclusively on sex are empty and, after some time apart, learn that in order to 

find happiness an individual must form emotional ties with another person. The films thus 

conclude with the representative couples going on their first official date, and the audience learns 

that true love is, indeed, learning each other’s names. On the surface, No Strings Attached and 

Friends with Benefits appear to discredit the hookup culture by suggesting commitment-free 

relationships are unsustainable.  However, they, in turn, present dating and committed 

relationships as dangerous and uncharted territory that must be carefully navigated through 

highly romanticized depictions of casual sex. In this sense, the films essentially revise the 

romantic comedy for the hookup culture by endorsing commitment-free sex as a successful 

avenue for finding true love. This representation of nonrelational sex is problematic given that 
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hooking up typically fails to lead to the formulation of lasting relationships, and, for this reason, 

often fosters negative emotional responses for those involved. 

 Jamie Reillis, the leading female in Friends with Benefits, is informed several times 

throughout the film that she must “update [her] fairytale” (Friends with Benefits). Prior to her 

decision to enter the hookup culture, she lives her life hoping that a man will sweep her off her 

feet and maintains a belief in eventually obtaining a traditional relationship venerated by 

romantic comedies: “God, I wish my life was a movie sometimes. When I was at my lowest 

point some guy would chase me down the street, pour his heart out and we’d kiss; happily, ever 

after” (Friends with Benefits). Accordingly, Jamie’s romantic aspirations are presented 

throughout the film as a product of the idealization of love perpetuated by traditional romantic 

comedies. Such films, as Veronica Hefner and Barbara J. Wilson suggest, construct a “set of 

expectations for how a model relationship should form, develop, function, and be maintained. 

This construct of the romantic ideal is generally comprised of the following themes: Love can 

overlook flaws; love can seek out the perfect mate; love can happen instantaneously; and love 

can overcome all obstacles” (152). Prior to her acceptance of the hookup culture, Jamie is 

socialized by the media to adopt a romantic ideal concerning her relationships, and, for this 

reason, is “more interested in getting swept off [her] feet than the one doing the sweeping” 

(Friends with Benefits). The film employs this idyllic characterization of Jamie as a means to 

ironically nullify her aspirations for true love and, in turn, provide a satirical commentary on the 

genre, itself, by illustrating the improbability of obtaining a fairy tale romance fabricated by 

Hollywood cinema.   

Both Friends with Benefits and No Strings Attached begin by discrediting the idealized 

love perpetuated by romantic comedies and subsequently portray the dating culture as futile by 
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emphasizing the heartbreak it provokes. In the opening moments of Friends with Benefits, 

Jamie’s boyfriend breaks up with her while waiting in line to see Pretty Woman: a film she 

suggests delineates how anyone, regardless of social status, can fall in love. In response to her 

failed relationship, Jamie renounces the idea of finding romance altogether: “I really have to stop 

buying into this Hollywood cliché of true love . . . Shut up Katherine Heigl. You stupid liar” 

(Friends with Benefits). The film thus begins by derogating a romanticized ideal of love and 

relationships in an effort to reinvent the romantic comedy for a hookup culture that both devalues 

and fears emotional ties. This narrative structure, Grindon suggests, is commonplace in the 

romantic comedies of the grotesque and ambivalent cycle: The films regularly refer to older 

works, over generalizing the source material, in an effort to undermine the traditional values they 

establish (61). Accordingly, Friends with Benefits begins by portraying committed relationships 

as a threat to emotional well-being by implying that they typically fail and only lead to 

heartache: They, as the film suggests, “start off so fun and turn into suck-a-bag-o-dicks” (Friends 

with Benefits). This sentiment is perfectly echoed in No Strings Attached as the leading female, 

Emma Kurtzman, believes that although she is “supposed to want to be in a relationship [she 

would] just end up with a broken heart and a bunch of his old T-shirts” (No Strings Attached). In 

response to this potential heartache, No Strings Attached and Friends with Benefits repudiate the 

culture of dating and, in turn, construct divergent social scripts for obtaining romantic 

relationships within their narratives.  

Both films substitute the romantic ideal, previously established by the genre, with a 

sexual script solely esteeming non-relational sex. Having also been dumped in the opening 

moments of Friends with Benefits, the film’s leading male, Dylan Harper, completely rejects the 

concept of marriage and fashions a methodology for avoiding the agony of heartbreak: “I’m just 
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gonna work and fuck. Like George Clooney” (Friends with Benefits). Casual sex is thus 

presented throughout the film as an appropriate substitute for the dating culture that alleviates the 

negative feelings associated with failed relationships. No Strings Attached similarly presents 

hooking up as a way for the leading male, Adam Franklin, to confront his emotional distress. 

Following his parents’ divorce, an event that exposes the futility of people being together 

forever, a fourteen-year-old Adam immediately desires to “finger” Emma to pacify his dejection. 

He, likewise, solicits recreational sex as a means to cope with his father having sex with his 

girlfriend, an act that initiates the film’s primary plot by inciting the casual sex relationship with 

Emma. After drinking heavily, he states that he is “gonna call every girl in [his] phone until 

someone agrees to have sex with [him],” to which his best friend humorously responds: “That’s a 

terrible, self-destructive plan and we’re behind you a hundred percent” (No Strings Attached). 

His friend’s statement exposes the implicit ambivalence concerning sexual relationships the film 

constructs: No Strings Attached seemingly mocks Adam’s behavior while simultaneously 

presenting the hookup culture as a successful coping mechanism that validates his sexual and 

romantic desires without the potential threat of heartache.  

Sexual motives are correlated with an individual’s reactions and overall satisfaction 

derived from nonrelational sex (Snapp et. al. 51). Those with a high sexual self-concept are more 

likely to navigate the hookup culture without negative emotional responses and may have a 

positive experience if only seeking self-affirmation and sexual gratification (Snapp 51). 

Individuals seeking emotional intimacy in their sexual relationships report greater rates of 

problems in psychosocial adjustment following an initial hookup and, for this reason, may 

experience confusion and/or depression (Furman and Collibee 1138). Hook up behavior is also 

often a product of psychological distress. Research suggests that depressed individuals may 
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engage in casual sex as a means of obtaining external validation from a sexual partner (Eisenberg 

et. al. 232), and those that frequently engage in casual sex often report lower levels of self-

esteem (Furman and Collibee 1337). Both Friends with Benefits and No Strings Attached present 

nonrelational sex as an appropriate method for obtaining such support and boosting self-worth, 

as the films’ characters successfully assuage the pain produced by heartbreak through the process 

of hooking up and ironically find true love in the process.  

Following an initial hook up with Emma in No Strings Attached, Adam brings a 

congratulatory balloon to her office and proclaims, “you did a good job, so I thought you 

deserved a balloon” (No Strings Attached). The film’s message is lucid and straightforward: 

Great sex leads to rewards and positive outcomes. These benefits are fully realized in the films’ 

concluding moments as the representative couples obtain the romantic ideals previously 

established by romantic comedies through their endorsement of the hookup culture. By inciting a 

no-strings-attached relationship, Jamie and Emma become what Farvid and Braun deem the 

“Sassy Woman”: a woman that is  

knowledgeable about sex and sexual safety—but this was in a framework of what 

sex/sexuality could (or should) entail. This subjectivity positioned women as learning and 

doing certain sexual practices for men or men’s approval to garner a positive sexual 

identity. The ‘sassy woman’ makes available to women a desiring female subjectivity that 

not only mimics a masculine model of heterosexuality, but suits a pleasure-and-variety-

focused (male) sexuality. (128; italics in original) 

Each woman, by initiating a commitment-free sexual relationship, ultimately forms a romantic 

bond with another individual that turns out to be their soul mate by the film’s conclusion. Such 

“romance, surprising as it may seem, shapes the postfeminist mindset. But even more 
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interestingly, postfeminism is reshaping romance” in contemporary cinema (Schreiber 4). In the 

case of No Strings Attached and Friends with Benefits, love is realized through casual sex and 

male approval is achieved in response to a female participation in the hookup culture. Such 

depictions of casual sex are highly idealized and problematic as the emotional, social, and 

physical consequences that often result from hooking up are completely ignored in the films’ 

narratives.  

No Strings Attached and Friends with Benefits construct unrealistic depictions of casual 

sex that are as ambiguous as the term hooking up; itself. They esteem nonrelational sex, 

undermining romance and the dating culture, yet ultimately present love and commitment as a 

product of a culture that inherently rejects such emotional ties. The films are thus highly 

ambivalent in both their endorsement of commitment free sex and their celebration of romance 

that contradictorily suggests hooking up can never transcended “true love.” Heather Gilmour 

argues that this is common in romantic comedies and that critics often debate whether such films 

present feminist messages or uphold the patriarchal status quo by extolling traditional marriage 

and conservative values. She perceives the  

genius of these films lies precisely in their contradictions—they manage to display radical 

transpositions of gender even as they invoke modern, post-Victorian, and Victorian notions 

of marriage and family. . . Totalizing accounts of the genre that try to locate it within one 

political camp or another overlook the value of the texts’ own indecision (26).   

This indecision is prevalent in No Strings Attached and Friends with Benefits. The films present 

nonrelational sex as an innocuous experience that only provides pleasure for the two individuals 

involved. Friends with Benefits, for example, suggests that sex is merely “a physical act. Like 

playing tennis. You shake hands and get on with your shit” (Friends with Benefits). No Strings 
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Attached, likewise, implies that men only need to find “some place to put their boner” to obtain 

happiness and that simply shaking their penis at woman compels her to willingly have sexual 

intercourse without emotional ties—because women, of course, only want “a really nice penis” 

(No Strings Attached). Furthermore, casual sex is presented throughout the films as the only 

suitable avenue for acquiring pleasurable sex and for truly getting to know another individual. 

Adam’s friends advise that he should adopt hookup behavior while he is young because “ten 

years from now [he is] going to be having sex with [his] wife, and it’s going to be in the 

missionary position, and one of [them] are going to be asleep” (No Strings Attached). In this 

sense, hooking up is portrayed as an alternative sexual script that only reaps rewards for those 

involved while emotional ties sully the sexual passion between two individuals. Accordingly, the 

dating culture is repudiated as an artificial experience: An event that forces women to “wear 

make-up and act perfect all night” (No Strings Attached). Dating fails to allow a connection to 

form between two individuals because the representative couple is forced to play characters that 

deviate from their true personalities that are fully exposed during the act of sexual intercourse.      

Such portrayals of casual sex drastically differ from current research findings evaluating 

the psychological effects of hooking up. Melissa A. Lewis et. al. suggest that varying definitions 

of the term hooking up, “can lead to mismatched expectations regarding sexual activity and 

commitment, which in turn can lead to negative outcomes” (756). These consequences are 

specifically detrimental to female identity. Leslie Kooyman, Gloria Peirce and Amy Zavadil 

argue that, “casual sexual interactions, or hooking up, can result in health consequences as well 

as identity confusion, low self-esteem, and a sense of discouragement among college women” 

(4). Because many young adults enter the hookup culture (65% of women and 45 % of men) with 

a desire to find a long-term partner, “those who hope for a committed relationship may be 
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disappointed given that the majority (approximately 90%) of casual sex relationships seldom 

progress into a committed relationship” (Owen, Quirk and Fincham 397; Owen and Fincham 

322). This creates a major dilemma for men and women seeking something beyond a one-night 

stand, because, due to the prevalence of the hookup culture, many men and women are forced to 

navigate a social system that is not conducive to their emotional needs. 

For the most part, men are privileged in the hookup culture. Men seeking nonrelational 

sex greatly outnumber men desiring a committed relationship, and, as Bogle suggests, “there 

may actually be power in lack of numbers. Given the real or perceived sense that there is a 

shortage of men, there is great incentive for women to ‘hold on’ to one man; however, there is 

very little incentive for college men to be in an exclusive relationship. This situation puts men 

and women’s goals at odds” (55). Women are thus compelled to engage in casual sex as a means 

to find a relationship, however ultimately feel powerless to obtain their desires due to the 

increasing prevalence of a hookup culture that devalues emotional ties. For this reason, many 

women “may have to adapt to a script that is particularly beneficial to some college men” (Bogle 

23). No Strings Attached and Friends with Benefits elide this problem by essentially reversing 

the script, and, in turn, romanticize the hookup culture for its female audience in the process. 

They both present nonrelational sexual relationships as an innocuous experience that lead to the 

formation of romance because men cannot engage in such behavior without becoming 

emotionally involved. This sentiment, as argued, radically deviates from reality.   

 Both films present the hookup culture as a battle of the sexes in which women 

consistently maintain the upper hand. While having a few drinks with his friends at a local bar, 

Adam receives a text message from Emma asking about his location. His friends ultimately 

conclude that her question indicates “she wants the dick,” and, for this reason, he should “come 
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back strong here. Go from a position of power. Something like, ‘where am I?’ Why don’t you 

check your underpants?” (No Strings Attached). Sexual relationships are thus presented as an 

arena in which those involved strive to maintain power within a reciprocal system of exchange. 

The hookup culture, Melissa Burkett and Karine Hamilton suggest, “mirrors a currency of 

exchange in which encounters focus solely on the mutual exchange of sexual favours and on 

‘taking as much as you can get’ sexually from the other person” (822). Social exchange theory 

provides a compelling framework for understanding no-strings-attached relationships, as 

individual’s participating in the hookup culture weigh the instrumental value of the other and 

even view relationships in terms of winners and losers (Hughes, Morrison and Asada 52; Snapp 

et. al. 50). Throughout No Strings Attached, Adam’s friends suggest he maintains the upper hand 

in the relationship because Emma desires something only he can provide at that particular 

moment: great sex.  

Delineating social exchange theory, Linda D. Molm argues that  

in an exchange relation between actors A and B, A’s power over B is defined as the level of 

potential cost that A can impose on B. It derives from, and is equal to, B’s dependence of 

A. Each actor is dependent on the other to the extent that the outcomes valued by the actor 

are contingent on exchange with the other. This contingency is primarily a function of two 

variables, value and alternatives. B’s dependence on A increases with the value of B of the 

exchange resources that A controls, and decreases with B’s alternative sources of the same 

(or equivalent) resources. (29, italics in text) 

Power, within a system of sexual exchange, is defined throughout both films as the ability to 

stimulate an emotional response through sexual attraction—i.e. a desire for commitment—within 

the hook up culture. In this sense, the films seemingly grant power to their male characters 
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through Emma and Jamie’s sexual desire and the stereotypical misconceptions that women 

cannot maintain no-strings attached relationships. Adam informs Emma early on that, 

nonrelational sex “is never gonna work . . . because clearly you’re gonna fall in love with me” 

(No Strings Attached). Friends with Benefits, likewise argues, that females are incapable of 

commitment-free relationships: “That never works, bro. She’s a girl. Sex always means more to 

them even if they don’t admit it” (Friends with Benefits). The films thus begin by suggesting 

men maintain power within the hookup culture—a notion congruent with current research 

findings—yet, in order to romanticize the narrative for women, ultimately reverse the script by 

providing the female characters the faculty to stimulate fidelity and admiration within a culture 

that discourages such behavior.  

Although Adam and Dylan believe they maintain the upper hand in their representative 

relationships, they, in fact, hold little power throughout the films. As a doctor, Emma maintains a 

higher occupational prestige than Adam throughout the film; an achievement that makes Adam 

feel inferior when she begins dating another doctor. As a successful recruiter at GQ, Jamie, 

likewise, acts as the primary reason for Dylan’s job promotion in the opening scenes of Friends 

with Benefits. Both films therefore present an illusion of a post-feminist society in which the 

aims of feminism have already been achieved. Rosalind Gill argues such postfeminist 

sensibilities construct a neoliberal version of femininity encouraging women to “render one’s life 

knowable and meaningful through a narrative of free choice and autonomy, however constrained 

one might actually be” (260). Neoliberal and postfeminist discourses thus instruct women to 

focus on individual self-expression and their consumer capacities as forms of empowerment.

 Accordingly, consumer culture creates additional strains for women by presenting female 

power as an act of conspicuous consumption required for achieving impossible beauty standards 
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(i.e. technologies of sexiness) necessary for attracting men/husbands. Accordingly, the films 

create a depiction of women that, albeit liberated, use their freedom in a manner that ultimately 

strengthens previously establish patriarchal constructs. She becomes a reiteration of the “phallic 

girl” that gives an impression of having achieved equality by acting like a man, however, 

ultimately fails to critique masculine hegemony through the adoption of the phallus (McRobbie 

83). The postfeminist romantic comedy, Schreiber argues, is “always about a woman who has 

choices, but the most important choice—of romantic partner—has already been predetermined 

and made for her by the conventions of the cycle” (4).  

No Strings Attached and Friends with Benefits provide their female characters’ agency 

within the hookup culture by establishing them as the arbiter of a sexual contract, yet this power 

provides the ideals previously established by romantic comedies. Emma, for example, initiates 

the casual sex relationship with Adam: “Do you want do this? Use each other for sex . . . nothing 

more” (No Strings Attached). Furthermore, she lays out the ground rules and controls its degree 

of intimacy: “No fighting. No lying. No jealousy. No staring deep into each other’s eyes. Don’t 

list me as your emergency contact. I won’t come” (Not Strings Attached). Jamie, in Friends with 

Benefits, likewise forces Dylan to swear on a Bible app that there will be “no relationship, no 

emotions, just sex” (Friends with Benefits).  

The films thus seemingly give their female character’s power within a social system that 

greatly benefits men. The films accomplish this feat by constructing Emma and Jamie as 

liberated non-virgins: an individual that uses social-contract reasoning to formulate sexual 

relationships centering on pleasure-seeking principles alone (D’Augelli and D’Augelli 327). 

While female sexual liberation is indeed important for gender equality, this social construct is 

highly problematic in romantic comedies portraying causal sex as a successful avenue for finding 
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a committed relationship. Friends with Benefits and No Strings Attached ultimately present their 

female audience a fantasy of power, a process Susan J. Douglas deems enlightened sexism: the 

media  

assure girls and women, repeatedly, that women’s liberation is accomplished and they are 

stronger, more successful, more sexually in control, more fearless, and more held in awe 

then they are . . . While this is the so-called ‘girl power’ generation, the bill of goods 

women are repeatedly sold is that true power comes from shopping, having the right logos, 

and being hot . . . enlightened sexism sells the line that it is precisely through women’s 

calculated deployment of their faces, bodies, attire and sexuality that they gain and enjoy 

true power—power that is fun, that men will not resent, and indeed will embrace. (5-10)   

By endorsing the hookup culture as an avenue to love, Jamie and Emma present an illusion of 

sexual liberation but ultimately create an arrangement that trades sex for male approval and 

potential devotion.   

As mentioned, power within the two films is delineated as the ability to stimulate desire 

for commitment within the hookup culture. Although Adam and Dylan believe that women 

cannot maintain a casual sex relationship, they, ironically, are the characters that fail to divorce 

love from sex. Adam makes Emma soup when she is feeling ill, creates a mix-tape to relieve her 

menstrual cycle, cannot resist “spooning” after sex, and becomes jealous when Emma dates other 

men. Dylan, likewise, discovers that he “can live without ever having sex with [Jamie] again,” 

because all he wants is “his best friend back because [he is] in love with her” (Friends with 

Benefits). The female characters thus successfully navigate the hookup culture by obtaining a 

romantic ideal that is typically absent from casual sex relationships. They obtain this power by 

suppressing their emotions and achieve male approval through casual sex. As a result, both No 
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Strings Attached and Friends with Benefits present the female body as the sole basis of a sexual 

contract that exchanges sex for potential devotion. This message is problematic. Carole Pateman 

argues that such sexual contracts ultimately subject women to subordination: “Women are the 

subject of the contract. The (sexual) contract is the vehicle through which men transform their 

natural right over women into the security of civil patriarchal right” (6). Women are inculcated 

by the films to enter the hookup culture, a social system that greatly benefits men, due to the 

expectations that sex can provide future commitment. Sex and sexiness thus become, as Ariel 

Levy suggests, a performance necessary to be accepted and granted male approval in a 

patriarchal society (163).  

By devaluing intimacy and emotion, the female characters inadvertently abdicate their 

power and perpetuate an ideology that suggests women must bargain sex to obtain male 

companionship—an expectation consistently discredited by the values of the burgeoning hookup 

culture. In this sense, No Strings Attached and Friends with Benefits present both inaccurate and 

ambivalent messages to their audiences: They suggest women can obtain the romantic ideal 

within a social system that completely discredits the ideal altogether. This thus establishes a new 

“careful” romance that achieves conventional values via the emotional distance prescribed by the 

hookup culture. Mark Regnerus and Jeremy Uecker argue that evaluating the price of sex—in 

terms of social exchange—serves as a major anxiety for young people trying to decide the 

appropriate timing for an initial sexual encounter with a partner: “deciphering social norms is 

such a prominent theme among teenagers and young adults, especially women. They want to 

know what they’re supposed to do and what they can expect” (58). This is especially important 

for women striving to have sexual relationships in a culture in which double standards remain 

intact. Popular media indubitably acts as a major socializing agent in which young people obtain 
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information about sex. Hefner and Wilson suggest, “both male and female adolescents seek out 

romantic content in television and other media in order to get information about dating” (151). 

Young adults watching No Strings Attached or Friends with Benefits ultimately learn that 

hooking up leads to the formulation of lasting relationships, as both Jamie and Emma find true 

love through nonrelational sex.  

No Strings Attached and Friends with Benefits portray sex as an effective tool for 

obtaining the romantic ideal, and imply that the timing of an initial sexual encounter does not 

affect the stability of a relationship. This, in fact, is not the case. As mentioned, a vast majority 

of hookups will fail to develop into a committed relationship (see Owens and Fincham; Bisson 

and Levine; Paul et. al.). Furthermore, many men actually think less of women that are too 

sexual during an initial hookup (Bogle 53). In response, the films completely ignore the 

existence of a double standard for women. No Strings Attached, for example, has Adam take the 

“walk of shame” in a comedic reversal. Ending up at Emma’s apartment following his drunken 

attempt to find sex, Adam is harassed by Emma’s roommates as a means to provide the female 

lead further sexual agency in a social system that would typically stigmatize her promiscuity. 

Such depictions of feminine power inadvertently uphold the hookup culture and, for this reason, 

act as a product of masculine desire. As Susan Moore and Doreen Rosenthal note, regulatory 

norms of masculine culture shape the sexual behaviors of both genders and, for this reason, 

provide no safe way for women to express their sexuality (54). Women are repeatedly told that 

projecting a kind of sexual eagerness is necessary for the acquisition of male attention, and, 

because of this, the only alternative to being sexual is being deemed uncomfortable with one’s 

sexuality. In this sense, the hookup culture—as a product of raunch culture—ultimately becomes 

a “litmus test for female uptightness” (Levy 40). The female audience of No Strings Attached 
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and Friends with Benefits learns that casual sex is an appropriate way into a man’s heart and, 

consequently, the films present commitment as a probable expectation within the hookup culture.  

  Such portrayals of nonrelational sex are problematic because the hookup culture is not 

conducive to establishing long-term relationships. Although many women do not expect “instant 

relationships” by hooking up, many women enter the sexual arena hoping to “find someone with 

whom they could at least potentially have a relationship” (Bogle 77). Recent studies suggest that 

nearly 50% of individuals engaging in hookups maintain some hope for the development of a 

relationship (Strokoff, Owens and Fincham 941), and many young men also have difficulty 

negotiating nonrelational sexual encounters. Epstein et. al. report that 8% of men find it difficult 

to avoid emotional ties following casual sex, and many have complicated feelings concerning 

nonrelational sex (415). In response to these hopes and anxieties, No Strings Attached and 

Friends with Benefits reinvent the romantic comedy for the hookup culture by portraying casual 

sex as an efficacious way for young adults to acquire a committed relationship; essentially 

providing a revised fantasy for those seeking more in a time witnessing shifting boundaries of 

sexuality. Nonrelational sex is portrayed in both films as an innocuous battle of the sexes, a 

simple game to see which individual falls in love first. While the films do depict casual sex as an 

ambivalent emotional experience, it is ultimately the male characters that struggle to divorce love 

from sex and, for this reason, both films present the hookup culture as source of future 

commitment to the female audience. The films thus update the fairy tale romances previously 

established in romantic comedies by constructing true love as a physical act that provokes an 

ensuing emotional commitment. The female characters achieve the romantic ideals previously 

established in romantic comedies by successfully navigating a hookup culture that studies 

suggest typically leads to disappointment and confusion. Yet, while such depictions of 
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nonrelational sex have little chance of blossoming into a fruitful relationship “given that less than 

20% of hookups transition into committed relationships” (Strokoff, Qwens and Fincham 941), 

the problematic message of No Strings Attached and Friends with Benefits is lucid and 

straightforward: Why not try?  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

“I’M THE BITCH THAT MAKES YOU A MAN”: CONDITIONAL 

LOVE AS FEMALE VENGEANCE IN GILLIAN FLYNN’S GONE GIRL 

 

In the summer of 2012, Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl captured the world’s attention with a 

caustic and transgressive satire concerning the dissolution of marriage within America’s 

contemporary culture of narcissism. The novel focuses on the disappearance of Amy Dunne who 

has gone missing on her fifth wedding anniversary to her husband, Nick Dunne. Following a 

series of diary entries serving as red herrings to misdirect the audiences’ attention, Amy reveals 

herself in the second half of the novel to be the mastermind of a malicious plot to frame her 

husband for murder in response to his infidelity. David Itzkoff deemed the novel “the year’s 

biggest literary phenomena for a book not containing the words ‘Fifty Shades’ in the title” 

(“New Two-Book Deal), and, with the aid of its 2014 cinematic adaptation, Gone Girl spent over 

130 weeks on the New York Times Bestseller List (“Praise for Gone Girl”). Much of the book’s 

success derives, of course, from its ingenious and original take on the classic whodunit that 

consistently manipulates the reader with shocking plot-twists and unreliable narrators. Yet, 

moreover, Gone Girl speaks to an American society that has increasingly grown cynical 

concerning the transcendent power of love. Bell Hooks decries in All About Love: New Visions 

that “youth culture today is cynical about love. And that cynicism has come from their pervasive 

feeling that love cannot be found . . . To them, love is for the naïve, the weak, the hopelessly 

romantic. Their attitude is mirrored in the grown-ups they turn to for explanations . . . [and this] 

cynicism is the great mask of the disappointed and betrayed heart” (xviii-xiv). Gone Girl exposes 

the improbability of unconditional love because of America’s consumer culture that breeds a 
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narcissistic selfishness that forces impossible demands on relationships due to self-seeking 

behaviors.  

 Perhaps Americans are justified in their anxieties regarding love and marriage. The 

divorce rate in the United States is known to range between a staggering 44-50% (Kennedy and 

Ruggles 588), and many scholars suggest that America’s culture of expressive individualism has 

constructed much higher expectations on marriage than the past by demanding its fulfillment of 

self-actualization goals on Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs: a hope that ultimately leads to 

a greater sense of disappointment when it is not fully achieved (Neff and Morgan 96). Yet while 

American’s are increasingly demanding more from their marriages, they are simultaneously 

putting less time in the cultivation of their relationships. Many cultural critics, beginning with 

Tom Wolfe in 1976, define the self-expressive era as a cultural shift towards consumer 

narcissism: i.e. the emergence of the “Me Generation.” Wolfe suggests, that “the old alchemical 

dream was changing base metals into gold. The new alchemical dream is changing one’s 

personality—remaking, remodeling, evaluating, and polishing one’s very self- . . . and observing, 

studying, and doting on it. (Me!)” (143, emphasis and ellipses in original). The transformation of 

the American Dream from production based to consumer driven ultimately incites narcissistic 

desires to revise the self through conspicuous consumption, as the symbols of success (e.g. 

fitness indicators) are readily available for purchase. Following this transition, cultural critics 

began declaring the sense of communal belonging that governed previous consumption practices 

was being replaced by the establishment of individual identity and new standards of comparison 

that are increasingly difficult to obtain (Schor 10). This consumer capitalism, of course, not only 

profits when “it can address those whose essential needs have already been satisfied but who 

have the means to assuage ‘new’ invented needs—Marx’s ‘imaginary needs’” (Barber 9). The 
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American Dream within consumer culture thus becomes elusive, repackaged as an ever-changing 

product that must be obtained by an individual who anxiously measure him/herself against the 

accomplishments of his/her peers in the quest for identity and self-actualization.  

This consumer narcissism likewise worms its way into marriages by transforming the two 

partners into consumer subjects that must bolster each other’s self-esteem, help the other achieve 

a sense of self-actualization, and are constantly pitted against the hyperrealities glorified by the 

media. This creates an internal conflict between an individual’s desire to find an ‘authentic’ self 

(i.e. self-actualization) and the continual pursuit of self-image, or the attempt to construct an 

‘inauthentic’ self. Inauthentic individuals maintain a more fragile self-esteem dependent on 

external validation such as goal achievement or the approval of others (Davis et. al. 117). The 

concept of self-actualization is gendered in American society and, for this reason, the quest for 

individualism constructs two diverging paths for men and women: “For women, the process is 

within the context of intimate relationships, and for men, its outside the context of intimate 

relationships” centering on the acquisition of success in the work force (Coy and Kovacs-Long 

142). Contemporary American media simultaneously dramatizes the decline of social rules while 

emphasizing the rise of the individual’s agency in a consumer-driven culture. For this reason, 

over the last few decades, a self-centered view of relationships has become much more 

prominent and the influence of mass media produce both a fear of compromising personal desire 

and becoming hurt because of emotional ties.  

Accordingly, Jean M. Twenge suggests that many Americans feel entitled to relationships 

that are built off instant gratification and do not involve much personal sacrifice: i.e. an 

infantilist ethos perpetuated by consumerism. Sexual relationships devoid of feelings and 

concern for others are often presented as a way in which to “do what feels good for you” (i.e. 
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self-expression) without the threat of attachment and/or emotional effort that conceivably lead to 

disappointment (22; 168). The progression of gender equality in education and the workforce has 

likewise influenced this transition by allowing women to rely less on finding suitable partners as 

means of obtaining financial stability. Over the last few decades, both men and women in the 

United States have been postponing marriage to earn a college education and enter the workforce 

focusing more on personal growth than forming lasting relationships. For this reason, the “age at 

first marriage is at an all-time high; the typical groom is 27; the typical bride is 25” (Bogle 2). 

Consequently, contemporary marriage places less emphasis on financial gain and greater 

emphasis on idealized notions of romantic love and the needs concerning self-actualization. The 

inadequate investment required to meet such goals of self-actualization in romantic relationships 

has lead scholars to propose a “suffocation model of marriage” to understand America’s rising 

cynicism and disappointment concerning their relationships:  

In short, as Americans have increasingly looked to marriage to help them fulfill higher 

needs, a process that requires a strongly nurtured relationship, they have increasingly 

deprived their relationships of that nurturance. The squeeze emerging from these two 

processes—insufficient fuel to meet the demands contemporary Americans are placing on 

their marriage—gives the suffocation model its name. (Finkel, et.al. 240)  

Amy and Nick desire the perfect relationships reflected in the hyperrealities produced by 

America’s consumer culture. When the two partners reveal their ‘authentic’ selves the marriage 

ultimately dissolves as the notion of the ideal partner is exposed as an illusion.   

In discussing his cinematic adaption of Gone Girl, David Fincher claims “in America 

there’s a narcissism in choosing a mate . . . The façade begins to crack, and you realise that the 

person your spouse has presented themselves as is entirely different . . . the film is very much 
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about the resentment and dissonance that is created by having to admit to the person you’re most 

intimately involved with that you’re not going to keep up your end of the bargain” (qtd. in James 

20). Nick lucidly discusses such resentments concerning the hyperrealities of consumer culture 

and the construction of a false-self in Gone Girl:  

I can’t recall a single amazing thing that I’ve seen firsthand that I didn’t immediately 

reference to a movie or a TV show. A fucking commercial. I’ve literally seen it all, and the 

worst thing, the thing that makes me want to blow my brains out, is: the secondhand 

experience is always better. The image is crisper, the view is keener, the camera angle and 

soundtrack manipulate my emotions in a way reality can’t anymore. I don’t know that we 

are actually human at this point . . . It’s a very difficult era in which to be a person, just a 

real, actual person, instead of a collection of personality traits selected from an endless 

Automat of characters. And if all of us are play-acting, there can be no such thing as a soul 

mate, because we don’t have genuine souls. (99)  

Jean Baudrillard argues that “America is neither dream or reality. It is a hyperreality. . . because 

it is a utopia which has behaved from the very beginning as though it were already achieved” 

(America 28). Consequently, American culture worships an idol: a contagious image serving as a 

system of “luxury prefabrication, brilliant syntheses of the stereotypes of life and love” (America 

59). This idealized notion of love in American culture derives from “the generation by models of 

a real without origins in reality: a hyperreal” (Baudrillard, Simulacra 1). It constructs a situation 

in which the “real” implodes; the “real” and the imaginary continually collapse into each other, 

and, at times, the simulation can be perceived as better than the real thing. Furthermore, 

simulations are presented as more real than the real itself so that a simulation ultimately creates a 

perceived social reality. In this sense, a representation does not just stand slightly removed from 
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reality but can become reality itself. The media’s idealization of romantic love and representation 

of gender roles serve as powerful simulations that inculcate men and women with normative 

modes of behavior pertaining to their marriages. Dorris Rhea Coy and Judith Kovacs-Long 

argue, “the result is men who are trapped in isolation and self-sufficiency with no means of, and 

no knowledge of how to go about making connections or how to have relationships, and women 

who are trapped in the responsibility for developing and maintaining relationships with few 

means to develop and maintain their competencies” (144). Thus, the hyperrealities of America’s 

postfeminist media cultures create two distinct gendered paths for self-actualization that are 

ultimately damaging to successful relationships.   

Many women in America are currently finding themselves pressured to conform to 

consumer culture’s depictions of romantic relationships and the increasing demands of their 

professional lives. Lia Macko and Kerry Rubin suggest that the current culture of individualism 

and self-expression is more detrimental to women than men, and, for this reason, many 

American women today embody “a generation in the middle of a Midlife Crisis at 30” (15). 

Women are expected to live up to the dreams and expectations achieved by second-wave 

feminists and are simultaneously expected to conform to the gender norms of doting wife and 

mother. This, of course, creates an impossible double bind of juggling both personal and 

professional desires that may lead to a fear of missing out by choosing one or the other. Rosalind 

Gill argues such postfeminist sensibilities construct a neoliberal version of femininity 

encouraging women to “render one’s life knowable and meaningful through a narrative of free 

choice and autonomy, however constrained one might actually be” (260). Neoliberal and 

postfeminist discourses thus instruct women to focus on individual self-expression and their 

consumer capacities as forms of empowerment. Accordingly, consumer culture creates additional 
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strains for women by presenting female power as an act of conspicuous consumption required for 

achieving impossible beauty standards necessary for attracting men/husbands. Susan J. Douglas 

argues that the media and advertising ultimately present women fantasies of power: “They assure 

girls and women, repeatedly, that women’s liberation is a fait accompli and that [they] are 

stronger, more successful, more sexually in control, more fearless, and more held in awe then 

[they] actually are” (5). Although this is the so-called “girl power” generation, Douglas suggests 

“the bill of goods [women] are repeatedly sold is that true power comes from shopping, having 

the right logos, and being ‘hot’ . . . enlightened sexism sells the line that it is precisely through 

women’s calculated deployment of their faces, bodies, attire, and sexuality that they gain and 

enjoy true power—power that is fun, that men will not resent, and indeed will embrace” (6; 10). 

Flynn presents such fantasies of power as detrimental to the female psyche throughout Gone 

Girl. Amy ultimately breaks under the pressure generated by hyperrealities and narcissistic 

desires of America’s consumer culture that ultimately suffocate the traditional bonds of 

marriage, and her deviance is a reaction to a patriarchal social structure that reinforces such 

gendered illusions of self-actualization. 

Flynn argues that violent actions “really don’t make it into the oral history of women. 

Men speak fondly of those strange bursts of childhood aggression, their disastrous immature 

sexuality. They have a vocabulary for sex and violence that women just don’t” (“I Was Not a 

Nice Little Girl”). This is because violent women become “doubly deviant” in the eyes of society 

and therefore “remain potentially troubling figures for feminism . . . Enacting revenge against 

violent men is more controversial and raises questions about the acceptability of the use of 

violence and, particularly pertinent for feminist criminologists, debates on the best means of 

achieving justice” (O’Neil and Seal 44-45). Although Flynn identifies herself as feminist, her 
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body of work has been heavily criticized for promoting misogynistic portrayals of villainous 

women.10 While her texts are indeed ambivalent in their portrayal of feminist ideologies 

(particularly, their depiction of rape culture), her work is ultimately a satirical response to 

violence against women perpetuated by patriarchal simulations in the media that construct 

idealized notions of love and marriage. Accordingly, Gone Girl is representative of the 

transgressive tradition: a genre of writing often characterized by protagonists that feel confined 

by their society and, for this reason, violate norms in deviant and/or criminal ways. Such writing 

employs excessive aberrations as agents of subversion. Flynn overemphasizes the negative 

influences of American society to grossly delineate the way consumer narcissism negatively 

effects marriage, and through the novel’s hyperbole provide a fuller understanding of cultural 

institutions and numerous agents of socialization that construct postfeminist sensibilities. Her 

goal throughout her Gone Girl is to provide an outlet for female violence, and, in doing so, 

presents Amy’s revenge as a response to a patriarchal consumer culture that impedes female 

happiness and success through the construction of emphasized femininity, inequality in marriage 

expectations, and the emergence of “raunch culture.”11  

Angela McRobbie argues that, “rather than stressing collectivity or the concerns of 

women per se, [postfeminist discourse] replaces feminism with competition, ambition, 

meritocracy, self-help, and the rise of the ‘alpha girl’” (181). She suggests, such processes 

                                                           
10 Lev Grossman of Time magazine reports, “even people who didn’t love Gone Girl had strong feelings about it. 

‘I’ve certainly been called a misogynist,’ Flynn says, ‘and that to me is strange. It feels so old-fashioned to think 

because you write about awful women that you don’t like women. To me it’s worse to only write about good 

women’” (48). Eliana Dockterman notes “nobody can agree if [Gone Girl is] a sexist portrayal of a crazy woman or 

a feminist manifesto. The answer is it's both, and that's what makes it so interesting” (1), and Nile Cappello of 

Huffington Post claims “Gone Girl is decisively misogynistic. There is not a single woman in the entire novel that 

isn’t a complete and utter mess” (“How ‘Gone Girl’ is Misogynistic Literature”).  
 
11  See Ariel Levy’s Female Chauvinist Pigs: Women and the Rise of Raunch Culture. 
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ultimately produce a “new gender regime repeatedly framed along the lines of female 

individualization” achieved via conspicuous consumption (181). Amy, in Gone Girl, can be read 

as a feminist anti-hero that rejects (yet also ambivalently overconforms to) the postfeminist 

simulation: “cool girl”: A modernized version of femininity derivative of a “messy suturing of 

traditional and neoliberal discourses” that “(re-)present[s] [desirability] as something to be 

understood as being done for yourself and not in order to please a man” (Gill 261). She employs 

violent revenge to regain agency in her marriage by forcing her husband to reject the simulation 

and ultimately accept her as an inherently flawed individual—a step closer to her goal of self-

actualization. For this reason, Amy believes that unconditional love does not exist and can only 

be achieved through violence and other manipulative tactics necessary to “win” in a relationship. 

Accordingly, Amy concludes her story by suggesting “love should have many conditions. Love 

should require both partners to be their very best at all times. Unconditional love is undisciplined 

love” (554). Marriage in Gone Girl is thus presented as an arena in which those involved strive 

to maintain power within a reciprocal system of exchange; power that is often portrayed as 

violent and demeaning to the other via the concept of the “dancing monkey” which entails 

submitting to another’s conditions and ‘proper’ gender performativity (74). In this sense, the 

novel serves as a transgressive satire concerning the current state of marriage/love in American 

society providing commentary on how the culture of narcissism and expressive individualism 

negatively effects relationships. By the conclusion of the novel, Amy has usurped the patriarchal 

role of the head of her household, and, because of her vindictive response to infidelity, is deemed 

a “psycho bitch” by the men in her life—and, most likely, the audience as the novel’s numerous 

accusations of misogyny suggest (Flynn 528). Gone Girl elucidates the effects patriarchal 

violence extolled by the consumer culture has on the female psyche, and, presents her deviant 
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actions as a response to a patriarchal social structure that reinforces gendered illusions of self-

actualization and allows male entitlement to remain unchallenged. 

“Our Time Was Done”: Masculinity During the Great Recession 

Gone Girl emerged during a critical time in American history and reflects the male 

anxieties that followed the economic crash in 2008. During the Great Recession, 8 million 

Americans lost their jobs of which 75% where male oriented professions sharing a strong 

machismo identification (Fradd 130). This sudden loss of employment and downward mobility 

negatively affected men’s perceptions concerning their loss of gender statuses (Michniewicz et. 

al. 94), and many conservatives believed the so-called “he-cession” was a product of “reverse 

gender discrimination” (Christensen 369). Katherine Newman notes that “about one in five 

American men skid down the occupational hierarchy in their working lives. In recessions and 

depressions, their numbers grow at a particularly rapid rate” (Falling 7). Yet, even during such 

economic hardships, American culture remains steadfast to the rising demands produced by a 

consumer-driven economy. Following the attacks on the World Trade Center, President George 

W. Bush striving to “find a metaphor for normalcy . . . seized on shopping—imploring 

Americans to show Al Qaeda its patriotic backbone by going to the mall and getting on with the 

business of consuming” (Barber 41). Americans, as Twenge suggests, have consequently “been 

taught to expect more out of life at the very time when jobs and nice houses are increasingly 

difficult to obtain” (109). The result is an exacerbation of social strain often leading to higher 

rates of depression, anxiety, and antisocial behavior.  

While material expectations in America are increasing, many men are finding themselves 

on a trajectory of downward mobility which comes as an extreme sense of shock often creating a 

“volatile combination of anomie and entitlement” (Kimmel, Guyland 42). Men, as Susan Faludi 
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observes, are “not only . . . losing the society they were once essential to, they are ‘gaining’ the 

very world women so recently shucked off a demeaning and dehumanizing” (39). Many men are 

thus feeling emasculated, humiliated, and ultimately betrayed by the American promise of 

economic prosperity and the pursuit of happiness. They are not alone in this sentiment. Over the 

last few decades, there has been a vast increase in external control beliefs in America leading to 

an overarching sense of hopelessness.12 Fierce competition for jobs and education, an ever-

increasing divorce rate, the perception of government corruption, a culture of fear, and the 

constant demand for consumption in the wake of downward mobility all contribute to a 

pessimistic view that future success is beyond reach. For this reason, Twenge suggests that 

external control beliefs “increased about 50% between 1960s and the 2000s” resulting in a 

“rising wave of apathy and cynicism” (140). 

As an alienating social construct, the American Dream establishes two major pieces of a 

rigid social structure individuals must negotiate to find prosperity. First, the symbols that equate 

wealth and status in the United States instill an aspirational reference within the population at 

large—i.e. its ideology socially constructs common goals, interests, and purposes for all 

Americans. Thus, the mythos of the American Dream constructs lofty aspirations within the 

populace that are economically unattainable to many individuals yet also feel entitled to due to 

the Dream’s inherent promises. Lauren Berlant argues such neoliberal discourses create an 

affective structure of an optimistic attachment that is ultimately cruel “when the object/scene that 

ignites a sense of possibility actually makes it impossible to attain the expansive transformation 

for which a person or a people risks striving” (2). As a source of such cruel optimism, the 

                                                           
12 Twenge suggests “people who believe they are in control are ‘internal’ (and possess ‘internality’); those who 

don’t are ‘external’ (and have ‘externality’)” (138).  



98 
 

American Dream instills an “attachment to what we call ‘the good life,’ which is for so many a 

bad life that wears out the subjects who nonetheless, and at the same time, find their conditions 

of possibility within it” (Berlant 27). Consumer culture and third wave capitalism further incites, 

promotes and intensifies feelings of social strain stemming from this cruel optimism:  

The spread of consumerist culture, especially when coupled with increasing social 

inequality and exclusion, involved a heightening of Mertonian “anomie.” At the same time 

the egoistic culture of a “market society”, its zero-sum, “winner-loser”, survival of the 

fittest ethos, eroded conceptions of ethical means of success being preferable . . . and 

ushered in a new barbarism. (Hall, Winlow and Ancrum 6)  

To acquire the cultural symbols of success, American’s must negotiate the second element of the 

social structure: the permissible means for acquiring wealth and success within a society. 

Because the aspirational references perpetuated by the mythos of the American Dream are 

inaccessible to many, especially in a recessionary period, the regulatory norms that dictate their 

realization (e.g. adequate paying jobs) ostracize a large segment of the population and ultimately 

perpetuate social strain. This is especially true for men, as “downward mobility strikes at the 

heart of the ‘masculine ideal’ for the American middle class. When a man of the house has failed 

at the task that most clearly defines his role, he suffers a loss of identity as a man” (Newman 

139). Gone Girl illustrates this loss of masculine identity and its detrimental effects on marriage 

through its representation of Nick’s response to unemployment.  

Faltering under the pressure of the Great Recession and losing confidence with his ability 

to provide for his family, Nick is a socially strained archetype: an everyman for the recessionary 

twenty-first century. Nick bemoans,  
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I had a job for eleven years and then I didn’t, it was that fast. All around the country, 

magazines began shuttering, succumbing to a sudden infection brought on by the busted 

economy. Writers (my kind of writers: aspiring novelists, ruminative thinkers, peoples 

whose brains don’t work quick enough to blog or link or tweet, basically old, stubborn 

blowhards) were through. We were like women’s hat makers or buggy-whip 

manufacturers: our time was done. (5) 

A byproduct of the economic crash and the remediation of print, Nick perceives himself as 

obsolete and believes that only his career can bolster a sense of wholeness and self-actualization. 

Delineating Gone Girl as neoliberal gothic, Emily Johansen argues the “very aspirations that are 

supposed to guide the success of our characters are what turn them into monsters and destroy 

them . . . actions [that] follow the logic of normal neoliberal subject formation” (42). Socialized 

to strive for the symbols that equate wealth and status in American society but unable to achieve 

them following the loss of his job, Nick becomes resentful of the promises he feels entitled as 

prescribed by the American Dream. Consequently, he lashes out against his wife who now 

maintains financial superiority over him and ultimately falls into a state of depression because of 

his loss of masculine status. 

In this sense, Gone Girl presents Nick’s loss of work as a catalyst for anxiety and rage 

that damages his marriage as he attempts to reclaim his masculinity through sexual conquest with 

Andie. His strain is indicative of a nocuous value system produced by America’s unbridled 

commitments to the American Dream, a frame of reference that forces many men to cope with a 

sense of aggrieved entitlement: the “sense that those benefits to which you believed yourself 

entitled have been snatched away from you by unseen forces larger and more powerful” 

ultimately justifying male rage (Kimmel, Angry 18). Nick claims, following his loss of control, 
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that “over just a few years, the old Amy, the girl of the big laugh and the easy ways, literally 

shed herself, a pile of skin and soul on the floor, and out stepped this new, brittle, bitter Amy. 

My wife was no longer my wife but a razor-wire know daring me to unloop her, and I was not up 

to the job with my thick, numb, nervous fingers” (66). For this reason, Nick constantly battles the 

misogyny he sees reflected in his father. He claims, “I feel my father’s rage rise up in me in the 

ugliest way . . .I felt a momentary spurt of fury, that this woman presumed to tell me what to do 

in my own home. . . stupid bitch (83; 79-80, emphasis in original). Nick thus becomes a statistic 

of violence that followed the economic crash, as men’s abusive behavior saw a rapid increase as 

a response to unemployment during the Great Recession (Schneider et. al. 472). Kimmel argues, 

“this model of violence as the result of a breakdown of patriarchy, of entitlement thwarted, has 

become the bedrock of the therapeutic work with violent men. Again and again, what research on 

rape and domestic violence finds is that men initiate violence when they feel a loss of power to 

which they felt entitled” (Angry 186). Throughout Gone Girl, Amy states she is fearful of Nick’s 

patriarchal response to his loss of power (whether this is true or not) and her revenge is a tactic to 

“make him a better person” that does not “glid[e] through life . . . [on] his beloved child-

entitlement” (316-317).  

Nick’s misogyny also takes the form in less aggressive ways as he regresses into a state 

of extended adolescence, or what Kimmel deems Guyland: a period of limbo in which men 

remain in a space of irresponsible boyhood while waiting to achieve the traditional markers of 

masculinity such as a career or the purchasing of a first home. Since such markers are much 

harder to obtain in contemporary America, Kimmel suggests men reside in a state of extended 

adolescence that further contribute to their symptoms of anxiety (Guyland 3). Following his loss 

of work, Nick transforms from a “laid-back and calm, smart and fun and uncomplicated” man 
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(53), into a “dull-eyed” lazy partner that constantly drinks beer and surfs porn (114). 

Consequently, Amy feels she has lost equality in her marriage as she must constantly nag Nick to 

fulfill his most basic familial obligations. To reclaim his masculinity and loss of identity, Nick 

opens a bar which he frequents throughout the novel: “I won’t make that mistake again: the one 

plentiful herd of magazine writers would continue to be culled—by the internet, by the recession, 

by the American public, who would rather watch TV or play video games or electronically 

inform friends that, like, rain sucks! But there’s no app for a bourbon buzz on a warm day in a 

cool, dark bar. The world would always want a drink” (10). Flynn’s depictions of male coping 

strategies in Gone Girl are indeed in line with discourses concerning America’s crisis of 

masculinity. During the Great Recession, alcohol abuse drastically increased with 770,000 adults 

becoming binge drinkers (Bor et. al. 346). Heavy alcohol use is, of course, a coping mechanism 

to deal with the anxieties of unemployment, but, more importantly, allows men to reclaim power 

in a culture experiencing a crisis of masculinity: “It allows [men] to prove their manhood and 

hold onto their boyhood all at the same time. All the freedom and none of the responsibility” 

(Kimmel, Guyland 109). This lack of responsibility is detrimental to marriage as Amy suggests: 

“I think it’s fair to say garbage shouldn’t literally overflow . . . that’s just being a good grown up 

roommate. And Nick’s not doing anything anymore, so I have to nag, and it pisses me off” (116). 

Having lost equality in her relationship, Amy’s revenge is an attempt to force Nick to comply 

with the basic promises/responsibilities of marriage.  

Porn consumption is another way in which some men strive to reclaim a sense of 

masculinity. Kimmel notes that sexual conquest is a time-honored way in which men prove their 

manhood. Yet, women, as sexual-gatekeepers, become the primary obstacle for such validation. 

Thus, the pornographic hyperreality becomes a safe-space in which men bolster their masculinity 
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as the pornographic actress willingly submits to sexual advances through the male gaze (Guyland 

169-170). In addition, pornography alters men’s perceptions concerning sex in real-life via the 

simulation. In a study concerning the effects of porn consumption, Pamela Paul found that 

pornography conditions men to accept certain sexual practices as reality: A “massive exposure” 

group consumed forty-eight minutes of porn a week for six weeks, while an “intermediate 

exposure group” watched two hours of porn during the six-week period. A third group didn’t 

watch any porn over the course of the experiment. Following the six weeks, the massive 

exposure believed 67% of Americans had oral sex (close to actuality), while the no exposure 

group said 34%. The massive exposure group thought more than twice as many Americans 

engaged in anal sex than the no exposure group (29 versus 12%) and the massive exposure group 

believed 3 in 10 Americans engaged in group sex, compared to 1 in 10 for those that did not 

consume any pornography (78). Such findings suggest pornography consumption greatly effects 

men’s beliefs concerning sexual activity as they accept hyperreality as reality.  

Nick’s infidelity stems from his desire for the simulation (what Amy deems “cool girl) 

and the need to bolster his self-esteem via sexual conquest. His description of his mistress, 

Andie, is purely physical and makes her appear non-human, an object solely for male sexual 

pleasure: “an alien fuck-doll of a girl, it must be said, as different from my elegant, patrician wife 

could be” (198). Furthermore, he claims Andie makes him feel “like a worthwhile man, not the 

idiot who lost his job, the dope who forgot to put the toilet seat down, the blunderer who just 

could never quite get it right” (199). Unlike Amy, Andie is submissive to Nick’s desires and 

grants him the entitlement he feels towards his hegemonic masculinity. She is easy to get along 

with, does not make demands, and never scowls at him. Such submission ultimately makes him 

believe true love is “the permission to just be the man you are” (Gone Girl 204, emphasis in 
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original).  Nick therefore justifies his adulterous actions and ultimately rejects Amy who he 

perceives as domineering and ruinous to his identification as a man. Accordingly, he 

conditionally “love[s] a girl who doesn’t exist,” a postfeminist simulation that he has been 

inculcated to believe should “bow to [his] wishes” (Gone Girl 299; 303).  

“It’s Tempting to Be the Cool Girl”: Buying Femininity in America’s Consumer Culture 

The most shocking and ingenious aspect of Flynn’s Gone Girl is that there are two 

drastically different sides to Amy: a meek and devoted woman delineated in the fictitious 

journals employed to frame her husband for murder and the bitter psychopathic avenger revealed 

in part two of the novel. Yet, while both personalities are strikingly distinct, they both are shaped 

by patriarchal social structures that define femininity in America. Diary Amy is the embodiment 

of emphasized femininity. R.W. Connell argues, “emphasized femininity is organized around 

compliance with gender inequality,” and is “oriented to accommodating the interests and desires 

of men” (187). It is a pattern of femininity accentuating “the display of sociability rather than 

technical competence, fragility in mating scenes, compliance with men’s desires for titillation 

and ego-stroking in office relationships, acceptance of marriage and child care as a response to 

labor-market discrimination against women” (188). Accordingly, emphasized femininity 

maintains inequality as an “adaptation to men’s power” by stressing empathy, nurturance and 

playing by the rules as a norm (188). Some of the first words uttered by Amy in Gone Girl are, “I 

met a boy” and her diary subsequently delineates her first encounter with Nick: “I’m too self-

conscious. I feel myself trying to be charming, and then I try to be even more charming to make 

up for the fake charm, and then I’ve basically turned into Liza Minnelli: I’m dancing in tights 

and sequins, begging you to love me” (14-15). In the early sections of Gone Girl, Amy’s life 

centers around Nick, the desire to be swept off her feet, and to fulfill a man’s emotional needs. 
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Her desires for self-actualization therefore conform to the gendered expectations of female 

fulfillment through marriage. She further claims to reject feminist notions of courtship (her 

“Independent Young Feminist card”) (52), and revels in Nick’s masculine dominance: “He has 

claimed me, placed a flag in me: I was here first, she’s mine, mine. It feels nice, after my recent 

series of nervous, respectful post-feminist men, to be a territory” (18). Flynn highlights Amy’s 

emphasized femininity to misdirect the audiences’ attention from her involvement in her own 

disappearance and construct the twist in part two, but, more importantly, to demonstrate her 

desire to gain self-actualization via marriage and her commitment to nurturing her relationship.  

Many women maintain a curious view of love that incorporates both a critical distance and 

hope for obtaining a more traditional romantic ideal. As Macko and Rubin suggest, “the term 

‘soul mate’ comes up a lot when you talk about love with Gen-X/Y women . . . most of the 

women [they] interviewed insisted they were not looking for a Prince Charming—then, without 

missing a beat, they described an equally unattainable ideal” (89-90). This dichotomy derives 

from the pressure to conform to gender roles concerning courtship, the demands of 

individualism, and the reinforcement of stereotypic gender messages by the media. In part one of 

Gone Girl, Amy internalizes American culture’s postfeminist sensibilities. Such sensibilities,                   

include the notion that femininity is a bodily property; the shift from objectification to 

subjectification; the emphasis upon self-surveillance, monitoring and discipline; a focus 

upon individualism, choice and empowerment; the dominance of a makeover paradigm; 

the articulation or entanglement of feminist and anti-feminist ideas; a resurgence in ideas 

of natural sexual difference; a marked sexualization of culture; and an emphasis upon 

consumerism and the commodification of difference. (Gill 255)  
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Amy’s early notions of relationships stem from postfeminist media cultures, her misconceived 

perceptions of her parents’ perfect marriage (she claims they are soul mates), and the Amazing 

Amy stories they write which extol notions of emphasized femininity to which she is expected to 

conform.  

Furthermore, Amy is a writer of personality quizzes for women’s magazines. Her 

contributions articulate and prescribe the relative roles and duties of men and women in dating 

scenes. For example, concerning the fact she has not heard from Nick weeks after their first kiss, 

Amy writes: “a) Do I know you? (manipulative challenging) b) Oh, wow, I’m so happy to see 

you! (eager, doormatlike) c) Go fuck yourself. (Aggressive, bitter) d) “Well, you certainly take 

your time about it, don’t you, Nick?” Answer: D” (35). Essentially, her thought processes stem 

from conduct manuals of the twenty-first century: a postfeminist media culture producing a 

model of desirable femininity.  In regards to Cosmopolitan magazine, Antoinette E. Gupta, Toni 

S. Zimmerman and Christine A. Fruhauf note “women receive messages about how to change 

themselves by learning how to change the way they talk and behave with men, and how to make 

men feel good by fulfilling their sexual and emotional needs. This implies that women need to 

compromise and sacrifice themselves to be in a relationship. If such is the case, then women 

internalizing these messages may be placing unrealistic expectations on themselves” (263). Such 

magazines construct an illusion of female agency achieved through male validation that is 

ultimately based on masculine sexual fantasies: a neoliberal femininity emerging from the 

sexualization of culture and represents a remodeling of patriarchal power: “a shift from an 

external, male judging gaze to a self-policing narcissistic gaze. I would argue that it represents a 

higher or deeper form of exploitation than objectification -- one in which the objectifying male 

gaze is internalized to form a new disciplinary regime” (Gill 258). This is essential to a 
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postfeminist discourse that perpetuates permissive notions that sexual equality has been achieved 

for women and that fulfilling male sexual desire equates female empowerment.  

In the one of the most significant passages of Gone Girl, Amy defines and rejects the 

postfeminist simulation “cool girl”:  

Men always say that as the defining compliment, don’t they? She’s a cool girl. Being the 

Cool Girl means I am a hot, brilliant, funny woman who adores football, poker, dirty 

jokes, and burping, who plays video games, drinks cheap beer, loves threesomes and anal 

sex, and jams hot dogs and hamburgers into her mouth like she’s hosting the world’s 

biggest culinary gang bang while somehow maintaining a size 2, because Cool Girls are 

above all hot. Hot and understanding. Cool Girls never get angry; they only smile in a 

chagrined, loving manner and let their men do whatever they want. Go ahead, shit on me, I 

don’t mind, I’m the Cool Girl. (299-300, emphasis in original).  

The notion of the “cool girl” represents a revised patriarchal model in which a conflict between 

embedded feminism and enlightened sexism is developed. Douglas argues, “because women are 

now ‘equal’ and the battle is over and won, we are now free to embrace things we used to see as 

sexist, including hypergirliness. In fact, this this is supposed to be a relief” (12). Consumer 

culture extols this postfeminist simulation by presenting female power as an act of conspicuous 

consumption that joins in on female objectification as a means of obtaining impossible beauty 

standards necessary for attracting men/husbands, and thus ultimately dismisses outlandish and 

degrading stereotypes of female sexuality. As Amy claims, “every girl was supposed to be this 

girl, and if you weren’t, then there was something wrong with you” (301, emphasis in original). 

In this passage, Amy critiques a postfeminist sensibility that demands self-surveillance in 

accordance with the male gaze.  
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Many scholars have commented on this transformation and marketing of female sexuality 

as the rise of “porn chic,” “the sassy woman,” “the phallic woman,” or what Ariel Levy deems 

“raunch culture”:  a performance of wanton sexuality necessary to be accepted and granted 

attention in a patriarchal society (163). Levy argues, in America there resides 

a disconnect between sexiness or hotness and sex itself . . . Sex appeal has become a 

synecdoche for all appeal . . . Passion isn’t the point. The glossy, overheated thumping of 

sexuality on our culture is less about connection than consumption. Hotness has become 

our cultural currency, and a lot of people spend a lot of time and a lot of regular, green 

currency trying to acquire it . . . But when it pertains to women, hot means two things in 

particular: fuckable and salable . . . Hotness doesn’t just yield approval. Proof that a 

woman actively seeks approval is a crucial criterion for hotness in the first place. For 

women, and only women, hotness requires projecting a kind of eagerness, offering a 

promise that any attention you receive for physicality is welcome. (30-33)  

Accordingly, women are compelled to uphold raunch culture in fear of being ostracized. Levy 

suggests, “the only alternative to enjoying Playboy (or flashing for Girls Gone Wild or getting 

implants or reading Jenna Jameson’s memoir) is being ‘uncomfortable’ with and ‘embarrassed’ 

about your sexuality. Raunch culture, then, isn’t an entertainment option, it’s a litmus test of 

female uptightness” (40). Such depictions of feminine power inadvertently uphold patriarchy 

and, for this reason, act as a product of masculine desire. As Susan Moore and Doreen Rosenthal 

note, regulatory norms of masculine culture shape the sexual behaviors of both genders and 

therefore provide no safe way for women to express their sexuality (54). Women are repeatedly 

told that projecting a kind of sexual eagerness is necessary for the acquisition of male validation, 

and, because of this, the only alternative to being sexual is being deemed uncomfortable with 
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one’s sexuality. By endorsing the raunch culture as an avenue to female empowerment, 

postfeminist media cultures present an illusion of sexual liberation that ultimately creates an 

arrangement that trades sex for male approval and potential devotion. 

Amy rightfully claims that the rise of raunch culture is an impediment to female 

happiness as women are pressured to conform to “cool girl” stereotype and consequently lose 

their identity by becoming a product celebrated by consumerism. Flynn states that the notion of 

“cool girl” was partially inspired by Cameron Diaz in There’s Something About Mary 

(Dockterman). The trope of the “cool girl” has become increasingly more prevalent in 

contemporary media, pornography, and romantic popular culture consumed by young adults. 

Such “romance, surprising as it may seem, shapes the postfeminist mindset. But even more 

interestingly, postfeminism is reshaping romance” in contemporary Hollywood cinema 

(Schreiber 4). Films like There’s Something About Mary present an illusion of a postfeminist 

society in which the aims of feminism have already been achieved. Accordingly, films such as 

this create a depiction of women that, albeit liberated, use their freedom in a manner that 

ultimately strengthens previously establish patriarchal constructs. As Amy suggests, men “are 

not dating a woman, [they] are dating woman who has watched too many movies written by 

socially awkward men” (300, emphasis in original). The postfeminist romance, Michele 

Schreiber argues, is “always about a woman who has choices, but the most important choice—of 

romantic partner—has already been predetermined” (4). The “cool girl” successfully obtains the 

romantic ideal and gains agency in her relationships via sexual attraction and submission. 

Women obtain this power by suppressing their desires for equality and achieve male approval by 

submitting to the male gaze that upholds the body as cultural currency. In this sense, the female 

body becomes the sole basis of a sexual contract that exchanges sex for potential devotion. This 
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message is problematic. Carole Pateman argues that such sexual contracts ultimately subject 

women to subordination: “Women are the subject of the contract. The (sexual) contract is the 

vehicle through which men transform their natural right over women into the security of civil 

patriarchal right” (6). Women are inculcated by the “cool girl” stereotype to strive to purchase 

the standard of beauty/sexuality, a social system that greatly benefits men, due to the 

expectations that beauty/sex can provide future commitment. 

Flynn strives to present the postfeminist simulation, “cool girl,” as a hyperreality that does 

not truly exist. Women are compelled to adapt to the role in their relationships and consequently 

negate self-actualization, remodeling the self as a “figment of the imagination of a million 

masturbatory men” (Gone Girl 303). Accordingly, she presents the gender norm a source of 

inequality in her relationships, as marriage becomes an arena in which those involved strive to 

maintain power within a reciprocal system of exchange. Women are continually expected to 

perform an ‘inauthentic’ model of femininity while men feel entitled to hegemonic masculinity 

within a patriarchal social structure. Social exchange theory provides a compelling framework 

for understanding this gender discrimination in relationships, as individuals weigh the 

instrumental value of the other and even view relationships in terms of winners and losers 

(Hughes, Morrison and Asada 52; Snapp et. al. 50). Delineating social exchange theory, Linda D. 

Molm argues that  

in an exchange relation between actors A and B, A’s power over B is defined as the level 

of potential cost that A can impose on B. It derives from, and is equal to, B’s dependence 

of A. Each actor is dependent on the other to the extent that the outcomes valued by the 

actor are contingent on exchange with the other. This contingency is primarily a function 

of two variables, value and alternatives. B’s dependence on A increases with the value of 
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B of the exchange resources that A controls, and decreases with B’s alternative sources of 

the same (or equivalent) resources. (29, emphasis in original) 

Power, within a system of sexual exchange, is defined throughout Gone Girl as the ability 

compel the other to conform to the “cool” ideal and thus become complacent via the notion of 

the dancing monkey: the “horrible things women make their husbands do to prove their love. The 

pointless tasks, the myriad sacrifices, the endless small surrenders” (74). In this sense, Nick gains 

power in the relationship as Amy is compelled via the notion of the “cool girl” to submit to her 

own degradation allowing him to remain irresponsible in the nurturing of their relationship. Amy 

attempts to regain agency by abandoning the simulation and is ultimately rejected by Nick 

because he has been inculcated into accepting the hyperreality. As a result, he replaces her with 

another woman that conforms to the role of the “cool girl.” Amy abandons the unsustainable 

performance of femininity influenced by postfeminist sensibilities and embraces her ‘authentic 

self’ that requests equality in her marriage. Amy states, Nick “truly seemed astonished when I 

asked him to listen to me” (303), and goes on the ask: “can you imagine, finally showing your 

true self to your spouse, your soul mate, and having him not like you? So that’s how the hating 

first began” (304). In response to Nick’s abandonment, Amy employs violent revenge to regain 

power in her marriage by forcing her husband to reject the simulation and ultimately accept her 

as an inherently flawed individual; loving her as outlined in the conditions of the traditional 

marital contract.  

“No, He Does Not Get to Win”: Evaluating Amy Dunne as a Feminist Anti-Hero 

Embittered by the dissolution of her marriage, Amy vindictively frames her husband for 

murder in an effort destroy his life and make him pay for the perceived crime of not loving her 

on her terms. Because of Amy’s malevolence, Flynn has been accused of misogyny by many 
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critics of Gone Girl (Grossman 48). Indeed, it is easy to perceive Amy’s wickedness as a 

negative portrayal of women and reduce her actions as the crazed response of a “psycho bitch,” 

as she is, in fact, a narcissistic criminal.13 Yet, to fully understand Flynn’s aim in Gone Girl, it is 

necessary to read the novel in accordance with the transgressive tradition that employs 

hyperbolic aberrations as agents of subversion. Transgressive fiction, as a genre, is often 

characterized by protagonists that feel confined by their society and, for this reason, violate 

norms in deviant and/or criminal ways to circumnavigate various social institutions that impede 

their desires. At the heart of such feelings of confinement, often stems an excruciating sense of 

alienation derivative of an anomic division of labor, the ever-increasing commodification of 

society, and, in the context of Gone Girl, oppressive gender norms.  

Many literary works deemed transgressive by reviewers and critics derive from a long 

history of satirical writers that aim to exaggerate perceived obscenities within their culture to 

stimulate repulsion, and, in consequence, a desire for social change. Robin Mookerjee argues 

that the roots of transgressive fiction can be found in Greek antiquity and that many writers 

within the genre can be read as contemporary reiterations of the Menippean School of satirists: 

Such writers aim to undermine the social systems and ideologies of their time by promoting an 

extremely regressive worldview that opposes the cultural and political establishments deemed 

progressive by their society, and, in doing so, aggressively attack the audience’s sense of 

morality and views concerning civilization (14). Many contemporary transgressive authors strive 

to visually render a Sodom and Gomorrah for their audiences to compel them to turn away from 

the deviant aspects of their narratives. Such works overemphasize the negative influences of their 

                                                           
13 I use the term, “psycho bitch,” in reference to Nick’s perceptions of Amy following her return. He claims Amy is 

a “petty, selfish, manipulative, disciplined psycho bitch” (529).  
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culture by grossly delineating the potential threats various socializing agents may cause, and 

through their hyperbole provide a fuller understanding of cultural institutions and numerous 

agents of socialization. Popular culture and mass media act as an ever-increasing agent of 

socialization in contemporary society and indubitably inculcate various ideologies and reinforce 

normative values. For this reason, many transgressive writers highlight this great socializing 

potential within their works by constructing deviant characters that are grossly influenced by the 

negative aspects of popular culture and mass media and/or completely reject the socializing 

process altogether.  

For women, the idea of happiness and self-actualization is directed towards the 

achievement of male validation and the acquisition of romantic relationships. Sara Ahmed claims 

“statements on the conditionality of happiness—how one person’s happiness is made conditional 

upon another’s—ensure that happiness is directive: happiness becomes what is given by being 

given as a shared orientation toward what is good” (56). This conditional happiness, Ahmed 

claims, often “means following somebody else’s goods” that some may find as objectionable 

(56). The female trouble maker, or “feminist killjoy,” thus destroys something thought as good 

by others in refusing to share the promise of happiness (Ahmed 65). The feminist killjoy has a 

long literary history. The avenging woman in literature “serves as vehicles of the kind of 

‘narrative excess’ that provides room for readings of the representations of the violent woman as 

agents of subversion” (Mäntymäki 444). Exploring such potential of feminism in rape-revenge 

narratives, Johanna Schorn claims such stories provide agency to female characters that sharply 

contrast the passive role regularly used to depict rape survivors (17). Tiina Mäntymäki likewise 

argues stories of female murders permit an arena in which the performance of violence is 

employed to critique patriarchal power structures and articulate less-passive modes of resistance 
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(452). Delineating Amy as a modern reiteration of the femme fatale, Kenneth Lota suggests 

Gone Girl provides a social commentary concerning gender expectations in America and rather 

than simply “present[ing] Amy as an essentialized vision of female evil . . . [serves as] an 

unflattering mirror held up to millennial gender roles” (163). Amy’s deviance is a response to a 

patriarchal culture that constructs notions of female happiness and self-actualization. 

Unable to achieve self-actualization and agency in her marriage with Nick, Amy employs 

revenge to compel her husband to accept her ‘authentic’ self and ultimately reject illusory gender 

expectations. Accordingly, she embraces patriarchal aggression that demands respect and status 

via restorative violence. Scholars struggle to successfully theorize female violence. Violent 

women remain troubling figures for feminism and their violence is often overlooked due to the 

widespread denial of female aggression and the idealization of motherhood (Motz 3). 

Furthermore, the violent woman may be read as a reiteration of the “phallic girl” that gives an 

impression of having achieved equality by acting like a man, however, ultimately fails to critique 

masculine hegemony through the adoption of the phallus (McRobbie, The Aftermath 83). Judith 

Halberstam refutes such claims suggesting such “role reversal never simply replicates the terms 

of an equation. The depiction of women committing acts of violence against men does not 

simply use ‘male’ tactics of aggression for other ends; in fact, female violence transforms the 

symbolic function of the feminine within popular narratives and simultaneously challenges the 

hegemonic insistence upon the linking of might and right under the sign of masculinity” (250-

251). Historically, criminological theories delineated female deviance as a product of biological 

determinism while viewing male crimes as a response to economic and sociological forces 

(Belknap 6). More recent feminist understandings of female criminality argue that oppression 

and social conditioning compel women to cope via deviant channels (Motz 6). Gone Girl takes 
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such a feminist approach in explicating Amy’s vengeance. Jacinda Read suggests that if scholars 

desire to understand the feminist implications to female revenge narratives, they must seek to 

understand the way in which such stories “engage with, negotiate and rework these ‘mass 

cultural fictions of femininity” (10). Amy’s violence strives to negotiate and rework the 

inequalities of marriage, and, much like Nick, she experiences a sense of justified aggrieved 

entitlement that acts as a catalyst for rage: She demands his contributions toward the 

nourishment of their relationship, that he fully accept her ‘authentic’ self, and feels entitled to 

respect and loyalty as defined in the traditional marriage contract. Yet, such basic stipulations are 

not conducive to a society in which patriarchy and male entitlement go seemingly unquestioned. 

Therefore, she retaliates with violence in an effort to challenge patriarchal power and demand 

equality within her marriage.  

In regards to the “cool girl” stereotype, Amy states she “waited patiently—years—for the 

pendulum to swing the other way, for men to start reading Jane Austin, learn how to knit, pretend 

to love cosmos, organize scrapbook parties, and make out with each other while we leer. And 

then we’d say, Yeah, he’s a Cool Guy. But it never happened” (301, emphasis in original). 

Rather than passively submitting to her assigned role, Amy employs revenge to force her 

husband to perform the role of a doting spouse as she has likewise been expected via her gender 

role. In doing so, she deconstructs hegemonic masculinity by appropriating patriarchal violence. 

Gone Girl elucidates the effects patriarchal violence extolled by the consumer culture has on the 

female psyche, and, by regendering it, satirically demonstrates the way females have no outlet 

for violence, as she is deemed a “psycho bitch,” while it remains completely acceptable for men 

like her husband. By the conclusion of the novel, Amy forces Nick to conform to the notion of 

the ideal male extolled by postfeminist media cultures just as she has been previously expected. 
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Amy’s vengeance ultimately forces Nick reject the postfeminist simulation and become a better 

husband via nurturance and connection within marriage. He becomes what Peter Douglas deems 

the postfeminist man: the “postfeminist man, responding to the unfortunate rhetoric of a mythical 

postfeminst era, believes his primary responsibility to be personal transformation. So he aims to 

become sensitive, nurturing, domestically proficient, emotionally expressive, and develops 

intimate and mutually supportive relationships with other men” (32). Bell Hooks argues,  

patriarchal masculinity teaches males to be pathologically narcissistic, infantile, and 

psychologically dependent for self-definition on the privileges (however relative) that they 

receive from being born male . . . In a partnership model male identity, like its female 

counterpart, would be centered around the notion of an essential goodness that is 

inherently relationally oriented. Rather than assuming that males are born with the will to 

aggress, the culture would assume that males are born with the inherent will to connect. 

(The Will to Change 117) 

Amy’s vengeance demands Nick to conform to such a partnership model masculinity. As Amy 

declares, “he is learning to love me unconditionally, under all my conditions” (555). Nick also 

acknowledges the transformation he undergoes in response to Amy’s restorative justice: “I can 

feel her changing me again: I was a callow boy, and then a man, good and bad. Now at least I’m 

the hero” (553). While Amy’s plot for revenge is indeed contemptible, and has be viewed by 

many as the vengeance of a “psycho bitch,” she is, in fact, the “bitch who makes [Nick] a man” 

(Gone Girl 530, emphasis in original).     
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CHAPTER FIVE 

BECOMING THE ONE WHO KNOCKS: INNOVATIONS AS A REPONSE 

TO SOCIAL STRAINS IN AMC’S BREAKING BAD 

  

Following Hank Schrader’s brief comparison of cockroaches and criminals at a family 

barbeque, Walter White asks his brother-in-law the pivotal question presented throughout five 

seasons of AMC’s Breaking Bad: “Where do they come from? Criminals like the one you . . . I 

mean, what do you think makes them who they are?” (“Breakage”) As a show delineating a 

cancer-stricken chemistry teacher’s transformation into New Mexico’s largest methamphetamine 

manufacture, Breaking Bad provides its viewers a unique (and often humorous) commentary on 

criminality in America that analyzes the motivations behind lawless action throughout many of 

its episodes. The pilot opens by presenting Walter as a man with little to no autonomy in his life: 

his family is controlled by his overbearing wife, Skyler; he works two jobs in which he is 

consistently disrespected; he his burdened by his financial situation; and he has been recently 

diagnosed with inoperable lung cancer. Emasculated and oppressed by a capitalistic society, 

Walter is a socially strained archetype: an everyman for the recessionary twenty-first century. As 

David R. Koepsell and Robert Arp suggest, “Breaking Bad emerged on the airwaves at a critical 

time in American history. Deep in a never-end[ing] recession, losing confidence with our 

technical and innovative prowess worldwide, outpaced by competitors, and nervous about the 

future and what we leave the next generation, we are all Walter White” (vii). However, unlike 

many individuals negotiating difficult economic times, Walter refuses to continue living his life 

feeling that he lacks free will; as a result, he turns to a life of crime in an effort to cope with his 

painful situation. His journey throughout five seasons of Breaking Bad consists of circumventing 
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arduous social structures in an effort to provide for his family and discover a sense of freedom in 

a highly commercial society. As Walter suggests, to be successful in America an individual must 

“get out in the real world and . . . kick that bastard as hard as you can right in the teeth” (“Better 

Call Saul”). Unable to do so conventionally, Walter achieves this aim by cooking 

methamphetamine, becoming a successful drug lord, and giving Albuquerque, New Mexico; a 

serious case of meth mouth.  

 Towards the conclusion of the pilot episode, Jesse Pinkman and Walter have a brief 

discussion concerning the chemistry teacher’s atypical decision to begin a criminal lifestyle:  

          JESSE. Tell me why you’re doing this. Seriously.  

          WALTER. Why do you do it?  

           JESSE. Money, mainly.   

          WALTER. There you go.  

          JESSE. Nah, come on man. Some straight like you, giant stick up his ass all of a sudden  

               at age sixty is just gonna break bad? . . .       

          WALTER. I am awake. (“Pilot”) 

Breaking Bad, at its very core, is a show about socialization and society’s views of success. 

Achieving hegemonic masculinity through economic productivity serves as a focal point for plot 

and character development in the series, as the corrupting influence of the American Dream 

pressures Walter to only think in terms of financial success (Stephenson 211). Because he fails to 

meet criteria required by society’s aspirational references (i.e. the culturally defined goals and 

interests of a particular population), the need for financial stability becomes an alienating social 
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construct that forces Walter into a socially strained existence. Summing up this experience, 

Walter bemoans   

my wife is seven months pregnant with a baby we didn’t intend. My fifteen-year old son 

has cerebral palsy. I am an extremely overqualified high school teacher. When I can work I 

make $43,700 per year. I have watched all of my colleagues and friends surpass me in 

every way imaginable, and within eighteen months I will be dead.  

(“Bit By a Dead Bee”) 

Throughout the show’s five seasons, wealth is analogous to freedom and financial stability 

becomes a crucial factor for keeping Walter alive following his diagnosis of terminal lung 

cancer. Desperately desiring this autonomy, Walter awakens from his socially induced 

intolerable situation by circumventing the institutionalized means for obtaining economic 

security through deviant channels.     

Robert K. Merton, in his seminal work “Social Structure and Anomie,” provides a 

theoretical framework for understanding both the life Walter desires and the social strain he 

endures on a daily basis:  

It is only when a system of cultural values extols, virtually above all else, certain common 

symbols of success for the population at large while its social structure rigorously restricts 

or completely eliminates access to approved modes of acquiring these symbols for a 

considerable part of the same population, that antisocial behavior ensues on a considerable 

scale . . . [because] frustration and thwarted aspiration lead to the search for avenues of 

escape from a culturally induced intolerable situation. (680, Merton’s emphasis) 
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Walter is socialized to desire an opulent lifestyle; however, he does not have the proper means to 

obtain it as a high school chemistry teacher and a carwash clerk. His aspirations greatly exceed 

his agency, and, because he has been inculcated with ideologies of material success inherent in 

the American Dream, he remains dissatisfied with his position in society because he believes he 

has “nowhere to go but up” (“Full Measure”). He is forced to work a menial job in which he 

feels consistently emasculated by his boss, and he cannot find satisfaction as a high school 

teacher because he is overqualified; fails to reach his students; and is often disrespected. As a 

result, Walter becomes socially strained and is induced to adjust to his painful existence by 

finding alternative means to fulfill his desires.  

Merton delineates five coping strategies individuals use to alleviate social strain: 

conformity, innovation, ritualism, rebellion, and retreatism. Conformity occurs when an 

individual accepts both the cultural goals and the institutionalized means for acquiring the 

society’s aspirational references; this is the most common and widely diffused class. Walter 

begins the series as a conformist by working two jobs in order to provide for his family and 

procure financial stability. However, Breaking Bad ultimately presents conformity as inadequate 

because it fails to provide Walter the affluence he desires and challenges his conceptions of 

masculinity in both the home and workplace. Therefore, Walter chooses to innovate. Innovators, 

the prime interest of criminologists, accept wealth as an ultimate goal but find the conventional 

means of procurement either inadequate or unavailable. The innovator commits crimes to acquire 

society’s aspirational references because “unrelieved ambition may eventuate in illicit attempts 

to acquire the dominant values” (Merton 680). Typically, ritualists do not have proper avenues 

for achieving the cultural ideals of society; however, they maintain the institutionalized norms 

and painstakingly work toward unachievable goals. Rebels abjure the dominant notions of 
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success and, in turn, substitute new goals and standards in its place. Finally, retreatists—because 

they perceive society’s goals as unachievable—reject both the cultural aspirations and the 

institutionalized means by completely dropping out of society. Such individuals constitute the 

clientele of Walter’s illegal enterprise; i.e. the addicts that use methamphetamine as a means to 

escape their world of strife.  

By focusing the plot of Breaking Bad on Walter’s impeded pursuit of financial security, 

Vince Gilligan presents his decision to cook methamphetamine as the product of social strain. 

Socialized to strive for the symbols that equate wealth and status in American society but unable 

to achieve them through conventional channels, Walter turns to crime as an avenue for obtaining 

the financial stability he so greatly desires. In this sense, Breaking Bad justifies the criminal 

actions of Walter by presenting the social world he navigates as a catalyst for strain that 

motivates his criminal innovation. He becomes an anti-hero for Americans struggling financially 

during the great recession as he successfully circumvents an arduous social structure that 

impedes his success (Koespall and Arp ix). His strain is indicative of a nocuous value system 

produced by America’s unbridled commitments to the American Dream: a frame of reference 

that forces many individuals to cope with criminality (Stephenson 211).  

As an alienating social construct, the American Dream establishes two major pieces of a 

rigid social structure individuals must negotiate in an attempt to find prosperity. First, the 

symbols that equate wealth and status in the United States instill an aspirational reference within 

the population at large—i.e. its ideology socially constructs common goals, interests, and 

purposes for all Americans. As a result, the mythos of the American Dream constructs lofty 

aspirations within the populace that are economically unattainable to most Americans. In order to 

acquire these symbols of success, American’s must negotiate the second element of the social 
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structure: the permissible means for acquiring wealth and success within a particular society. 

Because the aspirational references perpetuated by the mythos of the American Dream are by 

definition inaccessible to many, the regulatory norms that dictate their realization (e.g. adequate 

paying jobs) ostracize a large segment of the population and ultimately perpetuate social strain. 

Unhappy with a social structure that impedes his needs and desires, Walter alleviates his social 

strain in Breaking Bad through innovation and gains autonomy throughout the show’s five 

seasons by embracing his deviant alter-ego: Heisenberg.  

Walter’s social strain derives from two primary channels: his anxiety concerning his 

family’s economic stability in the wake of his recent diagnosis and various insecurities stemming 

from his conceptions of hegemonic masculinity in both the home and workplace. After learning 

that he has terminal lung cancer, Walter estimates that he must earn $737,000 dollars to secure 

his family’s financial well being in the case of his untimely death (“Seven Thirty-Seven”). In 

addition to money for “college tuition . . . health insurance for [Skyler] and the kids . . . gas, 

birthdays, and graduations,” Walter’s medical bills create a large burden on him and his family 

(“I.T.F”). In “Cancer Man,” Walter suggests that he has to pay his doctors “$5,000 to tell [him] 

what [he] already know[s],” and his health insurance fails to cover much of the cost for adequate 

treatments for his condition. Economic hardship resulting from medical expenses is a persistent 

theme in Breaking Bad—and rightfully so—as “the rapid growth of health expenditures is one of 

the most important economic trends in the United States in the post-World War II era” (Fuchs 

973). Americans have many reasons to be dissatisfied with the current health care system: one-

sixth of the population lacks health insurance, costs are 150-200 percent of those in other 

economically advanced nations, and these additional costs fail to improve the quality of care 

(Menzel 582). As a result, out-of-pocket (OOP) medical expenditures are creating greater 
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economic strains on families in America; 12 percent of adults with insurance tend to see OOP 

expenditures that exceed 10 percent of their income (Yu and Dick 2025).  

Breaking Bad presents the burden of OOP expenditures as the primary stressor in 

Walter’s life that encourages him to cope through criminal channels. He quickly learns that his 

health plan is not absolutely optimal for covering the best cancer treatments and that many 

patients go bankrupt waiting to be reimbursed for medical expenses. These financial struggles 

are consistent with current research evaluating health care expenditures for patients diagnosed 

with cancer. Benjamin et. al. suggests that “cancer in the United States has been identified as the 

second most costly medical condition after heart disease. As a result of the of the dramatic 

increase in cost and extent of care, annual direct cancer costs are projected to rise from $104 

billion in 2006 to >$173 in 2020 and beyond” (75). Within six month before death, a typical 

cancer patient can incur a mean of $74,212 OOP expenses via both inpatient and outpatient 

services (Benjamin et. al. 77). These findings are congruent with the social strain illustrated in 

Breaking Bad. Three days after his first treatment, Walter receives his first medical bill in the 

mail for “$13,000 and counting,” and he quickly estimates that he will eventually accrue $90,000 

OOP expenditures as a result of his recent diagnosis (“Breakage”). 

Walter’s terminal cancer and OOP expenditures ultimately give him a grim outlook 

towards his future and foster negative emotions towards the social structure. In a pivotal scene in 

the series, Walter waits at Oncology Partners New Mexico as a receptionist prints out his 

extensive bill. Walter, seemingly shocked by the cost of his treatment, questions whether his 

cash payment discounts have been applied. Emasculated and ashamed, he is quickly told by the 

receptionist that they indeed have and that various payment plans are available to reduce the 

financial burden of treatment. As Walter walks away in disbelief, the receptionist hands him a 
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button with the phrase “Hope is the best medicine” written across its face. Walter subsequently 

leaves his oncologist, looks down at the message, smirks, and tosses the button in the trash 

(“Breakage”). This scene is interesting, because Breaking Bad presents a society depleted of any 

hope for conventionally achieving an individual’s basic needs. Instead, a socially strained 

individual—as presented in the series—must cope through criminal channels in an effort to 

maintain financial stability.  

In addition to economic strain, Walter’s debilitating cancer treatments greatly contend 

with his conceptions of hegemonic masculinity. As a consequence of his condition, he perceives 

his life as series of cruel choices that has not been permitted to make and worries that the 

emaciated cancer patient will be the man his family remembers following his death: a man “too 

sick to work, enjoy a meal, make love” (“Gray Matter”). L.M. Wenger argues that there are 

many intersections between gender strain and illness, and that many male cancer patients 

struggle with the transition from independence to a subordinate role: a man that strives to present 

themselves “as one who is independent, unrestrained, and strong, as one who does for others (as 

opposed to with others) contrasts with performance standards associated with subordinate 

masculinities and idealised femininities including passiveness, dependence, compliance, 

connectedness, and vulnerability (397). Walter’s poor health in combination with his financial 

struggles exacerbate his social strain and influences him to cope through criminality. John 

Stogner and Chris L. Gibson suggest that  

problems caused by poor health can lead to all three types of strain described by [General 

Strain Theory]. . .When access to health care is blocked or a condition cannot be 

ameliorated, individuals are forced to cope with these strains in some other way. . .Health 

related strains can lead individuals to cope in unproductive ways such as lashing out in 
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anger, committing property offences to obtain the financial resources needed for care, 

using substances that mask pain, and becoming depressed. (1151) 

In reaction to his health related strain, Walter copes through innovation. He teams up with his ex-

student, Jesse, and begins cooking and distributing methamphetamine in an effort to secure his 

family’s financial stability and pay his OOP medical expenses. Although Walter is forced into 

adhering to society’s aspirational references, he quickly finds the institutionalized means, 

conventional labor, as substandard. Selling one pound of methamphetamine provides Walter 

$35,000—almost his yearly income as a chemistry teacher. He estimates that a mere eleven drug 

deals can provide his family financial security for ten years after his death following his first sell 

to Tuco (“Seven Thirty-Five”). Furthermore, crime allows Walter to feel virile and alleviate 

many undesired ramifications of his chemotherapy. In “A No-Rough-Stuff-Type of Deal,” for 

example, Walter’s impotence is seemingly cured by his deviant actions. Following sexual 

intercourse in the back of their car, Skyler asks Walter “where did that come from and why was 

it so good?” Walter, impassioned by his criminal behavior, quickly responds: “because it was 

illegal.” In this sense, innovation allows Walter to achieve his desire for success and reclaim his 

lost masculinity.    

 The manufacturing of methamphetamine is thus presented as the only adequate method 

for Walter’s financial success, whereas conformity is often presented as an emasculating 

experience throughout the series. Because a gendered division of labor constituted the social 

construction of masculinity as a full time laborer that acts as a sole breadwinner for his family, 

any deviation from this ideology constitutes gender role strain (Messerschmidt, Masculinities 

67). Although Walter’s friends offer to help pay his bills, he ultimately refuses their aid; labeling 

the charity “face-saving bullshit” that he will have no part in (“Gray Mater”). Because Walter 
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maintains socialized gender norms, he rejects the help of others and perceives innovation as the 

only appropriate avenue for his success. Crime allows Walter to become the sole breadwinner of 

his household and he enters into the drug trade with this notion in mind. As he is told by Gustavo 

Fring, “what does a man do? A man provides for his family . . . he does it even when he’s not 

appreciated or respected or even loved. He simply bears up and he does it. Because he’s a man” 

(“Mas”).   

Prior to his emergence as Heisenberg, Walter feels inadequate as a male defined by 

hegemonic masculinity: he fails as a successful breadwinner and he lacks an aggressive 

disposition associated with manhood. His own son calls him a “pussy,” and looks to Walter’s 

brother-in-law, Hank, as a role model (“Gray Matter”). Hank, a successful DEA agent, embodies 

the hegemonic masculinity Walter desires and often emasculates his brother-in-law in front of 

his family. In the pilot, for example, Hank teases Walter for his ineptitude of handling a firearm: 

“Hey, it’s not gonna bite you . . . it’s like Keith Richards with a glass of warm milk” (“Pilot”). 

Ray Bossert adds that  

the entire first episode runs Walt through a gauntlet of effeminizing experiences. He is 

forced to wash the luxury sports car of a student who disrespects him in class . . . [and] 

Walt’s guests ignore him at his own party to watch a television news segment on Hank’s 

heroic drug bust. Walt’s left alone with his thoughts, apart from the guests, feeling 

inferior to his brazen, boarish, hypermasculinzed relative. (71) 

Walter’s only redeeming masculine quality, as suggested by Hank, is that he has a “brain the size 

of Wisconsin” (“Pilot”). However, Walter’s peers consistently challenge Walter’s intelligence 

and he fails to demonstrate his intellectual value as an overqualified high school teacher.  
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The episode, “Gray Matter,” provides insight into the Walter’s previous aspirations through 

flashback. Prior to the events depicted throughout the show’s five seasons, Walter was an 

influential chemist working alongside Elliot Schwartz and formed a successful pharmaceutical 

company called Gray Matter. However, for reasons not disclosed in the series, Walter was 

pushed out of the company. He was thus forced to see his colleague surpass him as “scientific 

man of the year” and gain all of the attribution he wanted as a chemistry student. Patrick F. 

Parnaby and Vincent F. Sacco argue that,  

the desirability of fame and celebrity status is extremely widespread and thus approximates, 

in a Mertonian sense, a universal success goal. Secondly, the means to achieve fame and 

celebrity status are unequally distributed across the social structure. By implication, this 

disjuncture between on the one hand, the pressure to achieve fame and personal celebration 

and, on the other hand, the lack of structural opportunities to do so, creates strain for those 

seeking a reconciliation of this means/goals gap. (3) 

 Although Walter desires veneration as a response to his labor, he ultimately fails to achieve this 

aim as a high school teacher and a poorly paid carwash clerk; therefore, feeling of inadequacy in 

the workplace greatly exacerbates his social strain.   

Menial labor is consistently presented as an emasculating experience throughout the 

series, and, as a result, entices Walter to cope through criminal channels. The pilot begins by 

delineating Walter’s typical workday. After a full day of teaching uninterested high school 

students, Walter is forced to work overtime at his second job, and, as a result, is late to his own 

birthday party. After an employee suddenly quits the carwash, Walter’s boss, Bodgan, asks 

Walter to wipe down cars outsides. Walter, indubitably embarrassed by this demeaning job, begs 

his boss to let him remain running the register: “Bodgan no, we talked about this” (“Pilot”). 
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Bodgan, however, refuses Walter’s request and forces him to wipe down the Corvette of a 

student that previously disrespected him in class. The workplace often denies certain hegemonic 

masculine ideals, such as, independence, control and dominance. Many working class men find 

this work experience humiliating, because they are forced to engage in work relations that 

threaten their internalized notions of masculinity (Messerschmidt, Masculinities 127) The 

humiliation inherent in the Walter’s work experience is amplified by Gilligan’s use of irony via 

the Corvette, as Walter’s teenage student displays a higher status than him through his 

acquisition of society’s apsirational references.  

Not willing to succumb to the degradation of wiping down his students’ cars, Walter 

decides to begin cooking methamphetamine. As a teacher and a carwash clerk, Walter perceives 

himself as a “dead man . . . artificially alive. Just marking time” (“Gray Matter”). However, 

Walter believes he can transform his life through chemistry: “chemistry is the study of matter, 

but I prefer to see it as the study of change” (“Pilot”). After seeing how much money 

methamphetamine production earns, Walter enters the drug trade with the intention of gaining 

status and respect. Although Walter continues to desire the aspirational reference of society, 

money, he perceives the institutionalized means, conventional labor, as inadequate because it 

denies him his conceptions of masculinity. As a result, Walter quits his job as a carwash clerk by 

yelling, “fuck you and your eyebrows,” grabbing his genitals, and demands that his boss “wipe 

down this” (“Pilot”). With this act of defiance, Walter reclaims his masculinity by refusing to 

succumb to the humiliation inherent in menial labor. As a result of the Walter’s attraction to 

crime and his lack of faith in society’s institutions, Breaking Bad presents conformity as an 

inappropriate means for acquiring life’s necessities and romanticizes innovation.   
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Consistent emasculation, as aforementioned, furthers Walter’s social strain and he copes 

through deviant channels. Because Walter fails to achieve his internalized ideal of masculinity, 

he experiences gender role strain and desires to reassert his masculinity through criminal 

channels. Crime and delinquency often result from adverse situations that are disliked by an 

individual and, as a result, some individuals “may become angry and strike out in rage at the 

source of aversion or a related target” (Agnew 156). Walter’s decision to cook methamphetamine 

not only stems from financial necessity, but also serves as an attempt to assert his masculinity 

over the men he feels have surpassed him in every way imaginable. This notion is evinced by 

Walter’s relationship with his brother-in-law. Hank—a perfect model of conformity—works for 

the DEA, is consistently promoted throughout Breaking Bad’s five seasons, and conventionally 

achieves the aspirational references of his society. In response to Hank’s success, Walter 

constructs Heisenberg: a deviant alter ego that acts as a foil to his brother-in-law’s model of 

conformity. Messerschmidt argues that “for many men, crime may serve as a suitable resource 

for ‘doing gender’—for separating themselves from the feminine. . .[as] particular types of crime 

can provide an alternative resource for accomplishing gender and, therefore, affirming a 

particular type of masculinity” (Masculinities 84). Although Walter understands that his illegal 

actions are wrong and damaging to society, he justifies his criminal lifestyle by suggesting he is 

cooking methamphetamine for a good reason. He perceives his horrific actions as an avenue for 

providing for his family and successfully doing gender, as deviant activities may correct a 

previous subordinating social situation (Messerschmidt, Nine Lives 13).  

For many men that feel disenfranchised by the their position in society, criminality may 

provide an outlet for reclaiming power and status. Individuals that engage in criminal activities, 

especially those associated with street culture, are inculcated with “a set of informal rules 
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governing interpersonal public behavior, particularly violence [;]” a socializing process Elijah 

Anderson defines as the “code of the street” (33). Anderson argues that, “at the heart of the code 

is the issue of respect—loosely defined as being treat ‘right’ or being granted one’s ‘props’ (or 

proper dues) or the deference one deserves” (33). Many individuals that are prohibited from the 

veneration they desire circumvent the institutionalized means for conventional success and 

appropriate respect and status through violence. In this sense, the code of the street is 

implemented as a methodology for alleviating strain and alienation effectuated by various social 

structures that impede an individual’s ambition. The drug trade indubitably reinforces the code of 

the street and constructs a deviant masculinity authenticated by aggression. Fiona Hutton 

suggests that drug dealing “can be considered as located within a distinct subcultural world of 

meaning and interactions, underpinned by the concept of ‘hegemonic masculinity” (546). These 

illegal activities, Hutton argues, invent a masculine ideal “stressing toughness, machismo, 

aggression and smartness. In the cultural setting of drug dealing, this is the accepted masculine 

ideal; to be tough, aggressive and smart” (546).  

Unable to achieve the dominant notions of conventional masculinity—i.e. wealth, 

appreciation and eminence—Walter enters the drug trade and embraces deviant constructions of 

masculinity that demand status through violence. Anderson argues that conceptions of criminal 

masculinity derive from the “widespread belief that one of the most effective ways of gaining 

respect is to manifest nerve. A man shows nerve by taking another person’s possessions, messing 

with someone’s woman, throwing the first punch, ‘getting in someone’s’ face’ or pulling a 

trigger” (92). Much of Breaking Bad presents Walter with a task of manifesting such nerve in 

adverse environments, which, in turn, allow him to reclaim his lost masculinity and find a sense 

of gratification by overpowering and outsmarting individuals that maintain a higher status. In “A 
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Crazy Handful of Nothin,” for example, the audience witnesses Walter achieve a seemingly 

orgasmic release after bombing Tuco’s hideout with fulminate mercury in an effort to gain the 

drug lord’s respect. For Walter, manifesting nerve allows weaker individuals to appropriate 

status through fear and intimidation: “you are a blowfish, small in stature. Not swift or cunning. 

Easy prey for predators, but the blowfish has a secret weapon. Doesn’t he? The blowfish puffs up 

four to five times larger than usual. It makes him intimidating. Who messes with a blowfish?” 

(“Negro y Azul”).  

By cooking methamphetamine and engaging in criminal activities, Walter copes with his 

failed past by becoming the infamous Heisenberg. Parnaby and Sacco argue that, “the innovator 

engages in criminal conduct, not only to achieve material success, but also to gain social 

recognition” (15). As Hank suggests, “good guys never get ink like the bad guys do” (“I See 

You”). In becoming Heisenberg, Walter gains notoriety as a large player in the 

methamphetamine business and his name is eventually linked to a high quality product: his 

methamphetamine has a unique blue hue and has a purity exceeding 99%. The demand of 

Walter’s product gives him a sense of pride that the previously lacked, and, as a result, he refuses 

to quit cooking methamphetamine or lend his name to an inferior product. Through the 

manufacturing of methamphetamine, Walter acquires the financial stability he greatly desires and 

claims Albuquerque, New Mexico, as his “territory” by appropriating respect through the 

construction of a deviant masculinity (“Over”). As a result, Walter achieves his previous 

aspiration to become a master of crystallography even though the social structure forces him to 

do so through criminal channels.  

Walter’s venture into the methamphetamine business is a response to feelings of social 

strain. His journey, throughout five seasons, is a quest for autonomy through the outright 
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rejection of social institutions. Through innovation, Walter circumvents an arduous social 

structure, successfully provides for his family, and reclaims his lost masculinity. Summing up 

this transformation, Walter appropriately boasts towards the close of season four:  

 who is it you think you see? Do you know how much I make in a year? I mean, even

 if I told you, you wouldn’t believe it. Do you know what would happen if I suddenly  

 decided to stop going to work? A business big enough that it could be listed 

 on the NASDAQ goes belly up. Disappears. It ceases to exist without me. No, you  

 clearly don’t know who you are talking to. So, let me clue you in. I’m not in  

 danger, Skyler. I am the danger. A guy opens his door and gets shot. You think  

 that of me? No, I am the one who knocks. (“Cornered”) 

By focusing Breaking Bad’s plot around Walter’s lawless pursuit of wealth, Vince Gilligan 

created a series that advocates the American dream while simultaneously negating its 

achievement through conventional channels. Walter becomes a successful man by breaking free 

of institutionalized norms and appropriating his society’s aspirational references through the 

distribution of methamphetamine. Because of this, Breaking Bad exposes the motivations that 

lead many individuals to venture down a path of crime and successfully critiques criminality in 

America as a response to social strain. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

EVALUATING THE PRESENCE OF SOCIAL STRAIN IN ROCKSTAR 

GAMES’ GRAND THEFT AUTO IV 

  

The highly successful video game industry has become synonymous, for many, with the 

violence and gore that many developers’ games depict on screen. Over the last few decades, the 

industry has been accused of motivating school massacres, like those at Columbine and Virginia 

Tech (Anderson, Gentile, and Buckley 3), and is continually scrutinized for evidence that 

violence in video games stimulates aggression and antisocial behavior in adolescents. Albeit 

many scholars perceive the anxieties surrounding the gaming industry as the product of deviance 

amplification and moral panic, parental and governmental concerns may be justified considering 

that over 85% of games marketed towards youth contain violent actions in some form and that 

over half of the industry’s provisions include intense violence and realistic depictions of murder 

(Carnagey, Anderson, and Bushman 489).  

Rockstar Games’ extremely popular franchise Grand Theft Auto (GTA) is often cited as 

an exemplar for the video game industry’s promotion of decadence and the potential threat that 

violent games pose to America’s youth. Since the release of GTA III in 2001, the game has been 

condemned for its “sandbox” design, which allows the player to commit violent acts at leisure: 

often noted is the ability to pick up a prostitute, have sex with her, and subsequently kill her to 

retrieve the payment. Regardless of the games’ controversies, much of the success of the GTA 

franchise can be attributed to the excessive amount of violence the games allow players to 

partake in. Similarly, to the manner in which sex sells in the advertising business, violence 

attracts buyers in the gaming market. This tendency is evinced by the fact that when Sega and 
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Nintendo released divergent versions of Mortal Kombat in 1993, the Sega release outsold 

Nintendo three to one apparently because it preserved the game’s graphically violent features—

the infamous fatality—when Nintendo strived to produce a more family-friendly product by 

censoring the game’s intense depictions of murder (C. Anderson 145). The popularity and 

prevalence of violence in video games has become a major concern in academic scholarship, as 

researchers attempt to understand the effect media violence has on developing adolescent minds. 

The typical teenager spends around nine hours a week playing video games (Barlett, Anderson, 

and Swing 377), so the medium indubitably acts as a major socializing agent for young 

individuals. Because of this socializing potential, understanding violent depictions in electronic 

entertainment is vital research that must be conducted to deduce possible ramifications. 

Much of the current research examining the causal relationship between violent video 

games and aggression— a behavior characterized by an individual’s desire to harm another 

person—allocates exposure to gratuitous violence as the primary instigator (Anderson, Gentile, 

and Buckley 13). Over the last decade, theorists have argued that aggression arousal, imitation, 

the development of cognitive scripts, and desensitization (to name just a few) can accurately 

explicate the stimulation of aggression following an adolescent’s participation in violent acts 

within the virtual world of video games. While all these theories give valuable insight into the 

possible effects violent video games have on adolescents, they simultaneously ignore an 

important aspect of new media: rhetoric. As Janet Murray notes, “games have not been treated as 

an expressive genre, such as theater, poetry, or folk songs” by academics, because they have not 

yet been widely defined as such (“Toward” 187). In fact, game studies (for the most part) have 

been confined to the fields of psychology and sociology (King and Krzywinska, ScreenPlay 2), 
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and in some circles (e.g. ludologists) viewing games as an interpretive text is even seen as taboo 

(Miller, “Grove,” 263).  

Approaches ignoring the rhetorical aspects of video games examine the medium simply 

as an interactive simulated experience. However, as Geoff King and Tanya Krywinska argue, 

“games remediate aspects of cinema (including certain forms of plotting or point-of-view 

structures), while cinema, in return, remediates aspects of games” (ScreenPlay 3). Indeed, many 

games rely on pre-rendered cut-scenes to enhance the gaming experience by giving context to its 

action; action that in many cases is aggressive and violent. Pre-rendered cut-scenes grant the 

game developer a method for developing themes, characters, and plots—elements of fiction that 

essentially allow the developer to construct an interactive text and provide the game a with 

narrative structure (Howells, 110). Much time and effort is spent developing the game’s story, as 

many game developers even hire writers and voice actors—such as Ray Liotta who played 

Tommy Vercetti in GTA: Vice City—in an effort to strengthen the game’s narrative and produce 

a better gaming experience. So, as Marie-Laure Ryan asks: “if narrativity were totally irrelevant 

to the enjoyment of games, why would the designers put so much effort into the creation of a 

narrative interface” (602)? Narrativity is indeed an important element of a gaming experience, 

and should be examined as such in an effort to understand the socializing and pedagogical work 

games accomplish.  

For this reason, I will examine the context behind the violent and criminal acts in GTA IV 

through an analysis of Rockstar Games’ rhetorical strategies. By elucidating the narrative of GTA 

IV, I intend to delineate the socialization of the game’s protagonist, Niko Bellic, as a means to 

expose the significance behind the game’s portrayals of violence and crime. GTA IV presents 

Bellic as the quintessential immigrant who comes to American with lofty hopes of acquiring the 



135 
 

American Dream and escaping the pain of a past life. However, as Paul Barrett argues, players of 

GTA quickly find themselves in a world “where the right of the individual to accumulate wealth, 

through any form of self-justified power, is seen as the greatest freedom” (113). Using strain 

theory, I will interpret the Hobbesian dystopia Rockstar Games’ presents as American life in 

GTA IV as a method for explicating Bellic’s motivations for criminal innovation. GTA IV 

justifies Bellic’s unlawful actions by advocating the necessity of material goods within the 

game’s plot and hypermediated interface, and romanticizes lawlessness rather than encouraging 

the player’s conformity to societal norms.   

Measuring the Effects of Violent Video Games  

Much of the current research concerning video game violence examines how visual images 

of brutality negatively affect players. David S. Bickham states that  

[f]our primary effects of violent media . . . have been consistently documented in the 

scientific literature: the aggressor effect is the most well [-] known—using violent media 

increases the likelihood that a child will think and behave aggressively toward others. The 

victim effect is the tendency for users of violent media to see the world as a scary and 

violent place promoting anxiety and protective behaviors. The bystander effect describes 

how violent media desensitizes its users to. . . real-life violence making them generally less 

likely to intervene when they witness violence. Finally, the appetite effect demonstrates that 

using violent media often increases children’s desire to see more violence. (53-54) 

The General Aggression Model (GAM) has proven to be a useful framework for delineating the 

aggressor and bystander effects. The GAM, as Craig A. Anderson describes it, suggests 

“aggressive behavior is largely based on the activation and application of aggressive-related 
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ideas or knowledge structures that are stored in memory” (159). Concepts that maintain a high 

level of interconnectivity within an individual’s mind are defined as knowledge structures 

(Anderson, Gentile, and Buckley 41). For example, the associative schema that delineates the 

cognitive process that gives meaning to the concepts hungry, food, and eat represent a 

knowledge structure that individuals use to maintain sustenance.  

The potential threat that violent games pose, as suggested by the GAM, is that “a child 

could develop and internalize scripts for situations that trigger aggression based in part on 

playing violent games” (Funk 171). In theory, an individual that frequently plays GTA IV may 

slowly develop a knowledge structure that interconnects the image of a police officer with the 

desire to shoot and kill. Although this example may seem a bit of a stretch, much of the current 

research concerning the negative effects of gaming corroborates the GAM. Over the last few 

years, the GAM has proven to be the most influential method for determining the long-term 

effects of violent gaming on later aggression (Barlett, Anderson, and Swing 382). In fact, one of 

the first longitudinal studies on video game violence found that playing violent games was 

positively correlated with aggression later on in life, especially if the violent act being depicted 

was unjustified (Shibuya et al. 533, 536).  

An additional concern surrounding the debate of video game violence is the effect it may 

have on an adolescent’s desensitization to real violence. Nicholas L. Carnagey, Craig A. 

Anderson, and Brad J. Bushman observed that “playing a violent video game, even for just 20 

minutes, can cause people to become less physiologically aroused by real violence” (494). 

Furthermore, several studies have demonstrated a negative correlation between an adolescent’s 

exposure to violent games and his/her level of empathy (Barlett, Anderson and Swing 391). The 

overall findings linking violent games to an adolescent’s aggressive behavior have been well 
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demonstrated. However, as Anderson notes, “the video game industry denies any link between 

playing violent video games and aggression, of course, just as the TV and movie industries 

continue to deny violent links between their violent products and aggression” (149). It would 

seem the industry ignores scholarship that demonstrates a causal link between violent images and 

antisocial behavior in an effort to protect their investments.  

Unlike the gaming industry, I do not desire to discredit previous findings on media 

violence. However, I would like to shift the focus away from examining only the potential 

effects they have on adolescents. As Christopher John Ferguson notes, “arguably the larger part 

of the discussion on violent video games has focused on their effects on aggressive behavior” 

(314). The following argument, on the other hand, attempts to move the discussion towards a 

fuller understanding of the violent acts being depicted within a game by examining its narrative: 

a transition from the visual and psychological understandings of game violence to a more 

expressive and sociological interpretation. King and Krzywinska argue “all games can be said to 

be carriers of social-cultural meanings . . . sometimes with more acute political ideologies. The 

moment any choices are made about what material to include [in a game] . . .particular 

meanings—or the potential for such meanings—are created” (Tomb Raiders 172). By including 

violence in games, video game developers formulate, either consciously or unconsciously, 

meanings behind the depictions of violence. It is the player’s interpretation, understanding, and 

possible acceptance of these meanings rather than the violent images themselves that grant a 

violent game its power as a socializing agent.  
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From Effects to Meanings: Reinterpreting Violence in GTA IV  

   Because video games are a highly interactive form of entertainment, many individuals 

overlook the significance behind the game’s story. As leading ludologist, Gonzalo Frasca, 

humorously points out,  

nobody really cares if Lara Croft has a kidney disease or if Mario is a bit paranoid. The 

monsters in Doom are simply mean: nobody is interested in knowing why they behave in 

that particular way. It may be genetic, or maybe they are just fed up with intergalactic 

imperialists who keep sending space marines to kill them all. (167-168)  

Frasca’s observation denotes a major limitation in the previous research concerning the effects of 

game violence on adolescents. In past scholarship, effects are only measured as a response to 

visual stimuli. However, a violent act is much more than a decapitation, a gunshot, or an 

explosion. As Tanner Higgin notes, “[t]he profound nature of the violent experience of GTA is 

not in its ability to cause aggression, rather it’s that the player can be immersed in and willfully 

participate in a criminal world” (72). It is this sense of immersion that grants games credibility 

through the realistic environments the developers create. Games, as Janet Murray argues, rather 

than simply being simulators, act as a form of participatory theater in which the player must 

navigate, understand, and shape the virtual world in which they are immersed (Hamlet 112, 127).  

Every violent act maintains an implication and has a source of motivation behind it. If a 

player is immersed into a violent virtual underworld, it is the ideologies that shape that world, 

rather than the images of blood and gore, that pose the greatest threat to developing adolescent 

minds because “[t]he virtual gameworld requires players to act out and internalize [its] narrative 

theme” (Miller, “Grove” 264). A game’s narrative indubitably acts an agent of socialization. 
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When playing a game, an individual formulates semiotic domains, and stimulates the three 

agents necessary for active learning: video games allow the player to understand the world from 

a different perspective, form new affiliations, and gain various resources that prepare the user for 

future learning based on the gaming experience (Gee 23). Higgin argues, “when someone plays a 

Grand Theft Auto game they are learning something, but how and what they are learning is still, 

for the most part, elusive” (71). For this reason, research examining the effects of violence in 

video games needs to address the significance of the acts being depicted. As Henry Jenkins 

appropriately states, “we have to recognize a distinction between effects and meanings” (210, 

Jenkins’ emphasis).  

 So how do scholars delineate the meanings behind the violent acts in video games? 

Jenkins argues that “meanings emerge through an active process of interpretation—they reflect 

our conscious engagement, they can be articulated in words, and they can be critically examined” 

(210). To understand the meanings behind the violent acts being portrayed in video games, 

researchers must closely examine the acts depicted and determine a source of motivation; they 

must not ignore qualitative approaches to scholarship. Paul Barrett argues that 

[w]hile its true that video games offer players an opportunity to role play and understand 

the world from another perspective, an analysis of that perspective, how it is scripted and 

what it excludes, seems essential to understanding what sort of pedagogical work a 

particular game does. These games do, after all, present stories that, while they do not claim 

to be factual, do play a socially formative role and have consequences that reverberate in 

larger political spheres. (96) 
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Therefore, violent acts in video games, as part of the game’s story, should be analyzed as social 

phenomena in an effort to determine the socializing power these perspectives potentially have on 

impressionable players.  

What Does the American Dream Mean Today? The Meaning of Violence in GTA IV  

The field of criminology provides an excellent framework for examining the significance 

of criminal and violent acts depicted in GTA IV. Criminology not only explicates the antecedents 

of criminal activity, but also delineates the motivation behind lawless action. As mentioned, the 

purpose of this article is to further the discussion of the possible effects of media violence on an 

adolescent’s level of aggression using a new theoretical direction that interprets the meanings 

behind the gaming industry’s portrayals of violence—specifically, those in GTA IV. I have 

chosen GTA IV as the foundation of my argument for two reasons: First, GTA IV has been 

regularly cited in the debate concerning video game violence and its effects on adolescents, and 

has had a significant impact in the gaming industry by being one of the highest grossing games 

of all time. Secondly, meanings—as I have argued—are vital for understanding the violent 

images in video games. Because GTA IV focuses the majority of its plot on a lawless underworld, 

the game provides a unique medium for interpreting criminal violence. The protagonist’s 

motivation for entering into a world of crime grants the scholar a criminological perspective into 

the game’s violent acts that suggest GTA IV justifies and glamorizes the criminal lifestyle.  

The cover art of GTA IV summarizes the game’s narrative:  

What does the American dream mean today? For Niko Bellic fresh off the boat from 

Europe, it is the hope he can escape his past. For his cousin, Roman, it is the vision that 

together they can find fortune in Liberty City, gateway to the land of opportunity. As they 
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slip into debt and get dragged into a criminal underworld by a series of shysters, thieves 

and sociopaths, they discover that the reality is very different from the dream in a city that 

worships money and status, and is heaven for those who have them and a living nightmare 

for those who don’t. (GTA IV) 

GTA IV, at its very core, is a game about socialization. Bellic has come to America with the hope 

of finding success in “the land of opportunity” and discovers a world in which he is forced to 

navigate arduous social structures in an attempt to acquire it. Robert K. Merton, in his seminal 

work “Social Structure and Anomie,” provides a theoretical framework for understanding both 

the life Bellic desires and the nightmare he ultimately discovers:  

It is only when a system of cultural values extols, virtually above all else, certain common 

symbols of success for the population at large while its social structure rigorously restricts 

or completely eliminates access to approved modes of acquiring these symbols for a 

considerable part of the same population, that antisocial behavior ensues on a considerable 

scale. . . [because] frustration and thwarted aspiration lead to the search for avenues of 

escape from a culturally induced intolerable situation. (680, Merton’s emphasis) 

While in America, Bellic is socialized to desire an opulent lifestyle; however, he does not have 

the proper channels to obtain it. Thus, Bellic is induced to adjust to his strained condition by 

finding alternative means to fulfill his desires.  

Merton delineates five coping strategies individuals use to combat social strain: 

conformity, innovation, ritualism, rebellion, and retreatism. Conformity, “the most common and 

widely diffused” class, occurs when an individual accepts both the cultural goals and the 

institutionalized means for acquiring the society’s aspirational references (Merton 677). 
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Innovators, traditionally the prime interest of criminologists, accept wealth as an ultimate goal 

but find the conventional means of obtainment either inadequate or unavailable. The innovator 

commits crimes to acquire society’s aspirational references rather than adhering to societal 

norms. Typically, ritualists do not have the means to achieve the cultural ideals of society; 

however, they maintain the institutionalized norms and work diligently toward unachievable 

goals. Rebels reject the socialized ideal of success and substitute new goals and standards in its 

place. Finally, retreatists—because they perceive society’s goals as unachievable—reject both 

the cultural aspirations and the institutionalized means by completely dropping out of society 

(676).  

By focusing the action of GTA IV on Bellic’s impeded pursuit of the American Dream, 

Rockstar Games presents his criminal lifestyle as the product of social strain. Socialized to strive 

for the symbols that equate wealth and status in American society but not given the proper means 

to acquire them, Bellic turns to crime as an avenue for obtaining the dream he so greatly desires. 

In this sense, GTA IV justifies the violent actions of Bellic by presenting the social world he 

navigates as the crucible of a strained existence that motivates criminal innovation. Rockstar 

Games illustrates Bellic’s criminal socialization throughout GTA IV using two primary channels: 

the game’s plot and hypermediated interface.  

The plot of GTA IV, as noted, depicts Bellic’s pursuit of the American Dream. Many of 

GTA IV’s objectives, as in other games, are presented through pre-rendered cut-scenes that 

explicitly delineate goals. Once the goal is defined, the player completes the necessary action to 

achieve it and, in turn, is rewarded with additional cut-scenes that provide further objectives and 

plot development (Howells 113). Much of the dialogue presented through GTA IV’s cut-scenes 

encourages innovation and portrays crime as the best avenue for achieving Bellic’s objectives 
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and completing the game. The game’s hypermediation, like its plot, promotes innovation by 

illustrating the media’s barrage of socializing mediums on both the protagonist and the player. 

Hypermediacy, as Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin define it, “offers a heterogeneous space, 

in which representation is conceived of not as a window on to the world, but rather ‘windowed’ 

itself—with windows that open on to other representations or other media” (34). GTA IV 

presents the player with a unique gaming experience in that it depicts the media surrounding 

Bellic (television shows, radio broadcasts, and internet dating) as socializing agents that affect 

the game’s protagonist within a medium that ironically acts as a socializing agent itself. Both the 

plot and hypermediation of GTA IV delineate Bellic’s strained existence and illustrate how the 

game justifies its many depictions of violence by attributing it to an anomic condition.  

Niko Bellic’s American Nightmare: Liberty City?  

A striking irony becomes apparent after a few hours of playing Rockstar Games’ GTA IV. 

For a game that uses a metropolis named Liberty City as its setting, very little freedom can be 

found within the game’s narrative. As Jenkins points out, “a richer game might offer a broader 

range of options—including allowing the player to go straight, get a job, and settle into the 

community” (218).  However, GTA IV presents only crime as an appropriate means to success. 

The true autonomy of GTA IV stems from the game’s “sandbox” design, which gives the player 

the agency to independently roam around Liberty City killing anyone he/she desires. In this 

sense, GTA IV strictly appeals to the natural condition of mankind that Hobbes presents as 

absolute freedom in his influential book, Leviathan: “THE RIGHT OF NATURE. . . is the 

liberty each man has to use his power as he wills himself, for the preservation of his own nature, 

that is to say, his life” (86).  
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Liberty, as presented in GTA IV, is portrayed as the player’s right to steal or kill as an 

appropriate and efficient method for obtaining the aspirational references presented throughout 

the game. The positive influences of society and self-control are absent, for moral acts are 

typically seen as an obstruction to wealth and success in Liberty City. Furthermore, as Barrett 

points out, “there are no democratic representations, schools, community centers, city hall, civic 

buildings, or anything remotely resembling a democratic, public state. There is no sense that the 

state can be used as protection, or offer any assistance, against the oppression” of a city ridden 

with strife (105). The society delineated in GTA IV’s Liberty City is devoid of any social 

solidarity, and is rampant with the state of anomie that Durkheim details in The Division of 

Labor in Society (304). Analyzing GTA IV’s anomic atmosphere, Nick Dyer-Witheford and 

Greig de Peuter argue that GTA IV’s virtual metropolis, Liberty City, is essentially a 

concentrated site of neoliberalism: a market-driven economy that is “accompanied by deepening 

spatial segregation, marked by, on one side, ‘gated communities, urban enclaves and other 

“purified spaces” of social reproduction’ and, on the other, the marginalization of the urban 

poor” (160).  

Because society is presented as ineffective and divided, many individuals living within 

Liberty City must search for new avenues for acquiring society’s symbols of success. The upper 

echelon of Liberty City gained status by owning drug factories in Columbia or turning to 

prostitution when their major modeling contracts fell through in an effort to become America’s 

Next Top Hooker (GTA IV). Likewise, Bellic—mimicking past characters of the GTA 

franchise—must become an “organic entrepreneur who is forced to exist outside the system. His 

story becomes one of learning how to circumnavigate the hostile environment and rise up in a 

world which he must strategically move between law and lawless” (S. Murray 96). As 
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mentioned, GTA IV (at its core) is the story of Bellic’s socialization in American society—

specifically, an examination of the social structure that leads him to a path of crime.  

Bellic’s understanding of the agency every United States citizen maintains has been 

greatly exaggerated by his cousin’s mythology of the American Dream, even before he steps foot 

on American soil. Bellic, discussing the allure of the United States, says that his cousin, Roman, 

has achieved much success in America—a nice “house, women, cars, parties”—and has been 

expressing his happiness to him through frequent emails (GTA IV). Unable to find a job in his 

post-war European homeland, Bellic believes he can find a new start in the United States, like his 

cousin, and avoid the criminal activities he has become involved in as a result of his 

unemployment in Europe. However, the hopes and expectations Bellic has for his new life are 

quickly trampled by the reality of the minority’s experience in America, and his dashed dreams 

are expressed early in the game’s narrative. 

 After picking Bellic up from Liberty City’s shipping port, Roman exclaims that he has 

had an exciting night: “Two women! The land of opportunity. I’ve made it!” (GTA IV). In an 

effort to get Bellic excited about his potential in America, Roman tells his naïve cousin that 

together “[they are] going to rule the world!” (GTA IV). The game’s story aggrandizes the 

immigrant’s facility in American society ironically to nullify his/her power with the dialogue that 

follows. Directly after Roman’s exclamations, two construction workers laboring at the docks 

rescind the cousins’ moment of hope, interjecting statements that illustrate the minority’s status 

in America and complicating Bellic’s expectations of cultural acceptance. The workers yell, 

“yeah, yeah, whatever, buddy. Just take over the world somewhere else, alright. . .you’re in the 

Goddamn way” (GTA IV). Within minutes of the game’s narrative, Bellic is presented with the 

reality that his experience in America is going to be socially strained. Bellic is in the way and 
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lower than the lowest class; a mere aggregate in the capitalist society that will soon swallow him. 

Roman’s house turns out to be a ramshackle, he is drowning in debt, and there are many places 

in Liberty City that the cousins should not even go for fear of being labeled a terrorist (GTA IV). 

Roman warns Bellic that “without a visa, I would stay in Broker. Fuck it, stay in Hove Beach. 

Everyone like us does” (GTA IV).  

Rather than discovering a land of opportunity, Bellic is isolated from society and 

hindered from obtaining the dream. Bellic is segregated within an Eastern European ghetto that 

he cannot escape due to his ascribed status. The narrative of GTA IV, as Dyer-Witheford and de 

Peuter argue, “is not a story of immigrant upward mobility. Bellic’s life in America begins with 

debt, around which spins a ludic tale of informal economies and criminal capitalists, where the 

precarious exploit the precarious” (174). General strain theorist Robert Agnew suggests that 

“discrimination based on ascribed characteristics, and the failure to achieve goals such as 

masculine status and monetary success” within a particular community forces some groups to 

experience “collective strains” and become a threat to the larger community (“General Strain,” 

135, 131). Because American society maintains an overriding cultural aspiration for material 

success and cannot equally distribute permissible means to acquire such a goal, individuals that 

fail to obtain the dream function unhappily within the larger social structure. As a result, strained 

individuals use deviant alternatives as a method for coping with their painful situation. As 

Stephen Jones points out, in societies “where the goal becomes unduly emphasised—as the goal 

of material wealth is in America—and it becomes apparent that it can be attained without using 

institutionalised means, then the acceptability of the means themselves will be increasingly 

questioned” (122).  
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Although Bellic begins working in Liberty City as a cab driver at his cousin’s place of 

employment, he quickly examines his future in Liberty City after a few minutes on the job. One 

of Roman’s clients asks Bellic if he is the hot shot Mediterranean millionaire Roman has told 

him so much about (GTA IV). After considering his position and potential success in Liberty 

City, Bellic sarcastically replies, “yeah. I traded in the yacht for this cab” and quickly informs his 

passenger that his cousin is delusional (GTA IV). Driving cabs does not provide Bellic a sense of 

accomplishment in America and he perceives the “chump” lifestyle it provides as inadequate 

(GTA IV). Bellic continues to understand and desire the symbols of American success—

extravagance and excitement—but perceives the institutionalized means—hard work and 

conventional labor—as substandard. Following Bellic’s socialization at the hand of several 

deviant peers in his community, the naïve immigrant quickly learns that if an individual is to 

succeed in Liberty City he/she must be “willing to get [his or her] hands dirty. . .[because] 

capitalism is dirty business” (GTA IV).  

Bellic’s first encounter with the criminal underworld of Liberty City occurs when Little 

Jacob, a Rastafarian drug dealer, asks him if he could protect him while mediating a turf battle. 

Bellic replies by stating, “I am always willing to work, if it pays” (GTA IV). Through Bellic’s 

attraction to crime and fast money, GTA IV depicts conformity as an inappropriate means for 

acquiring the American Dream and romanticizes innovation. Through the game’s rhetorical 

strategies, GTA IV argues that conformity is not as lucrative as innovation and leads only to an 

inadequate lifestyle. As Timothy J. Welsh suggests, “violence [in GTA] is thus imposed on the 

everyday, embellishing the day-to-day, making it fantastic and less banal. The brutal and 

gruesome are the entertaining, attractive, and fun parts of the game” (133-134).  
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A player of GTA IV could earn funds necessary to purchase an item for a mission by 

driving a cab and collecting fares—an opportunity ironically given to Bellic on the way to his 

second violent mission—however, the process is time-consuming and tedious. About halfway 

through the game, Roman informs Bellic of the difficulties of conformity: “Do you know how 

long it took me to get set up here? You don’t because it was easy for you. . .It took me months to 

get some cash together. Finally, I bought a cab and then got another, then I got the depot. . .I 

slept under my desk at that place for over a year” (GTA IV). Bellic, on the other hand, finds 

financial success easily through criminal innovation. For faster access to the funds needed to 

progress through the game, the player of GTA IV could easily kill and subsequently steal the 

money of pedestrians on the streets of Liberty City rather than earning fares through 

conventional labor, the aggressive act being a more exciting and sensation-seeking action that 

Lawrence Kutner and Cheryl K. Olson argue draws adolescents to violent games (115).  

Making money and achieving the American Dream is the ultimate goal of the GTA series, 

yet the games imply that the dream can only be appropriated through violence. Elijah Anderson 

argues that this “inclination to violence springs from the circumstances of life among the ghetto 

poor—the lack of jobs that pay a living wage, limited basic public services [,] . . .the stigma of 

race, the fallout from rampant drug use and drug trafficking, and the resulting alienation and 

absence of hope” (32). Little Jacob, following Bellic’s initiation into a world of crime, argues 

that people often have to do things they would normally not do in an ideal world. Little Jacob 

states that committing a violent act “is not always an easy ting ya know [,]” and it “ain’t always 

logical [,]” yet insists that violence and gang connections are necessary tools for surviving in the 

“concrete jungle” (GTA IV). Little Jacob’s ideology stems from GTA IV’s representations of the 

code of the street: the unspoken precepts that govern social exchanges among the urban poor. 
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Elijah Anderson argues that at “the heart of the code is the issue of respect—loosely defined as 

being treated ‘right’ or being granted one’s ‘props’ (or proper due) or the deference one 

deserves” (33). Many marginalized inner-city citizens have lost respect due to a rigid social 

structure that acts as a barrier to obtaining aspirational references that symbolize success in 

America. As a result, some socially strained individuals cope with their lost dignity through 

innovation and appropriate respect and status through violence. Respect is earned in the 

“concrete jungle” by abjuring all conventional norms, for decency and morality are considered 

signs of weakness in street culture (E. Anderson 100), and adopting a tough-guy exterior that 

commands respect through a reputation for harming others. Street youth, as Elijah Anderson 

argues, campaign for respect by stealing the possessions of others: “When a person can take 

something from another and then flaunt it, he gains a certain regard by being the owner, or the 

controller, of that thing” (75). An individual gains respect by relieving another individual of 

money, significant other (or other symbol of masculine status), and/or even life.  

GTA IV depicts the code of the street by including a respect meter that gradually 

increases based on Bellic’s criminal ties and the approval he gains for completing the game’s 

lawless missions. Elijah Anderson argues, “in the inner-city environment respect on the street 

may be viewed as a form of social capital that is very valuable, especially when various other 

forms of capital have been denied or are unavailable” (66). In this sense, Bellic achieves the 

American Dream in GTA IV by completing a violent quest in which he earns status through 

criminal violence and aggression. Bellic seizes the aspirational references that he was denied as a 

marginalized minority and commands respect by making a name for himself within Liberty 

City’s criminal underworld.    
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The society that GTA IV creates in its portrayal of Liberty City does not allow the player 

or the game’s protagonist to reject the aspirational references of wealth and respect. With a 

relentless barrage of socializing agents, GTA IV socializes both the player and Bellic to desire the 

American Dream yet continually undermines his/her agency to acquire it through conventional 

channels. As a result, GTA IV promotes criminal innovation. The hypermediacy of GTA IV 

provides the game a sense of verisimilitude and projects Bellic’s socially strained existence onto 

the player through its immersive qualities. Jason Farman argues that  

with the mapping of virtual space onto material space (or vice versa), the cultural metaphor 

of the interface is altered so that “digital” and “material” spaces are no longer distinct, but 

instead inform and influence one another to the extent that the border between them appears 

to dissolve. The consequence of this dissolution is the imminent threat of a clear loss of 

borders and distinct spaces—a threat that has led to the critiques of videogames as 

influencing real-world actions towards violence, drug use, and promiscuous sexuality. (98) 

In addition to the threats noted in Farman’s essay, the hypermediacy of GTA IV—the game’s 

representations of other media—emphasizes the necessity of material wealth while 

simultaneously challenging both Bellic and the player’s ability to successfully acquire it. To 

provide the player a break from engaging in criminal activities, GTA IV allows the player to 

watch television, listen to music, play on the internet, and even go on dates (often set up via 

email). Kiri Miller argues it is these hypermediated elements of GTA that give the game its 

“pervasive and memorable voice” as a piece of social commentary, and notes that the brief 

scripts the immersive details present are often the first things many players recall after finishing 

the game (“Jacking” 410).  
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The functions of radio, advertisement, and music in the GTA series have been well 

documented. Miller argues that GTA’s radio broadcasts “invoke and reshape players’ 

understandings of real-world places, politics, and historical events” (“Grove” 268). The music 

indicates the zeitgeist for the time periods the games evoke, and perhaps perpetuate negative 

stereotypes concerning race and musical taste. The radio programs of Liberty City feature 

outrageous advertisements that expose the manipulative marketing campaigns of big business 

and offer the listener brutal honesty that “present[s] the appalling as if it were an unqualified 

good” (Annandale 97). Major organizations, such as “Burger King, De Beers, and Nike” are 

parodied in GTA’s radio advertisements (Miller, “Jacking” 403), and the various ad campaigns 

the games present consistently undermine the lower class’ financial agency by suggesting that 

they are slaves to a capitalist market (Annandale 96-97). For example, the local credit card 

company of Liberty City, FLEECA, boasts a ludicrous interest rate “that you’ll be paying off for 

years,” and maintains the slogan: “FLEECA, it’s time to start paying” (GTA IV). A darker 

advertisement for the pseudo-organization Eugenics International, Inc., informs Liberty City’s 

audience that if they have enough money they can better society by designing the perfect baby. 

The poor individuals that cannot afford the procedure, the ad argues, should “drown [their 

‘unfortunate surprise’] in the bathtub” as a method for saving the infant from an intolerable 

lifestyle (GTA IV).  

The television broadcasting available in Liberty City, like its radio networks, provides an 

immense amount of advertisements and continually exposes the viewer to consumer-driven 

shows like I’m Rich, a parody of materialistic shows like MTV’s Cribs (2000-2008) and 

Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous (1984-95). Albeit a mockery, the show continually reaffirms 

the necessity of the American Dream by correlating economic status to a man’s virility and 



152 
 

desirability. Similar to the methods of commercial advertisement, the show equates material 

possessions as important goals to obtain by vigorously associating happiness with wealth (Chia 

402). I’m Rich, highlighting a young man who has recently found success as a rapper, states that 

“now [he] gets laid all the time. Which is great cause [he] was a virgin until six months ago” 

(GTA IV). By attributing the character’s sexual maturity with material wealth, GTA IV emulates 

“the social pressures associated with superficial appearances and materialism” and transfers them 

onto the audience (S. Murray 96). Interestingly, GTA IV inadvertently challenges the player’s 

masculinity using comments like those in I’m Rich within a medium that Valerie Walkerdine 

argues presents masculinity as “the achievement of game mastery through high skill levels, 

accompanied by actions and discourses which confirm the boy as ‘on top’” (38).  Players of GTA 

IV are socialized to desire the symbols of success and masculinity dangled before them, yet are 

consistently told that the goals they long for are only achievable through criminal innovation.  

The dating experience in GTA IV is economically based and further develops the 

impeding structures that produce social strain within the game. The player of GTA IV quickly 

learns that “in America you need money to do anything”—especially, if a male desires to attract 

female attention (GTA IV). Bellic is told during his first encounter with a female character that he 

looks “like [he] just jumped off the boat” and that if he wants to attract a classy girl he “should 

get some new threads” (GTA IV). Once again, by attributing desirability to material possessions, 

GTA IV amplifies the sense of strife within the game by tying social strain to negative 

relationships. Agnew et al.  argue regarding strain theory that the loss of positively valued 

stimuli, such as a romantic partner, could produce a pressure that demands corrective action with 

delinquency being one possible response (44). In addition, sexual maturity is a method for 
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gaining respect within the unspoken code of the street, as the successful conquest of female 

attention is viewed as a measure of a man’s worth (E. Anderson 150).  

GTA IV suggests that in order to maintain positively valued stimuli, i.e. sex, individuals 

must achieve the American Dream, for women only desire men with money. As a result, GTA IV 

nullifies the sexuality of many adolescents by suggesting that female attention requires wealth 

that is inaccessible to many; a strain perhaps more acutely tuned towards the game’s pubescent 

audience. By displaying the effect of Bellic’s ethnicity and lack of material possessions on his 

struggle to obtain female attention, GTA IV constructs an anticipated strain “that focuses on the 

individual’s expectation that current strains will continue in the future or that new strains will be 

experienced” (Agnew, “Experienced” 613). GTA IV implies that unless an individual has the 

nicest clothes and the best material possessions he/she cannot function happily and will live an 

inadequate life. The hypermediacy of GTA IV supplements the story’s many depictions of 

socialized strain and contributes to the game’s justifications for criminal activities by 

constructing an atmosphere that consistently suggests strife is unavoidable and must be combated 

through innovation.   

Although the plot and hypermediacy of GTA IV are highly satirical and could be 

interpreted as innocuous farce, the ambience of pure hopelessness ultimately heightens the 

game’s anomic tone and could reinforce an adolescent’s antagonistic attitudes towards 

conventional society. Kutner and Olson argue that some adolescents may fail to interpret the 

humor of GTA IV, as many preteens and even some young adults struggle to identify satire as a 

result of immature brain development (123). Furthermore, GTA IV’s satirical undertones, for 

adolescents that can successfully understand the ironies of the game’s narrative, may persuade 

players that they will never escape an intolerable situation without financial success. In this 
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sense, GTA IV constructs a social commentary in which the player can examine and interpret 

his/her own marginalized existence. As Higgin argues, “GTA forces a reflection on the societal 

sources of violence and facilitates identification with one’s own contemporary frustrating battles 

of anxiety and desire” (79). Theresa Rogers and Kari-Lynn Winters suggest that street youth 

often employ the conventions of satire in an effort to express their feelings of inadequacy and 

aggression towards upper-class hegemony. The examples the authors provide throughout their 

argument closely resemble the anomic ad campaigns of GTA IV. For example, a poor inner-city 

adolescent bemoans: “‘Slice of Pizza—$1/ Pack of Smokes—$7/ Bag of Weed—$25/ Your own 

place to live away from the streets/FUCKING PRICELESS’” (qtd. in Rogers and Winters 100). 

The satirical elements of GTA IV provide a method for interpreting Bellic’s culturally intolerable 

situation, and, following the player’s possible identification with the socially strained 

protagonist, offer him/her an avenue for expressing hostility towards conventional society. GTA 

IV forces the player’s reflection on what the American Dream means today, suggests that it is an 

impossible feat, and argues that success can only be achieved through violence.  

The Effect of Meaning in GTA IV: New Directions for Future Scholarship 

 The potential pedagogical work video games accomplish through the developer’s 

rhetorical strategies has often been ignored in literature examining the effects of violent games. 

This oversight is unfortunate, given that the meanings behind a game’s violent acts present 

scholars a methodology for gaining a fuller understanding concerning the possible threats violent 

games pose to adolescents. General strain theorists have recently become interested in examining 

the potential effects of vicarious and anticipated strains, and have determined that the negative 

feelings they generate have a causal relationship with an adolescent’s delinquent actions. Wen-

Hsu Lin, John K. Cochran and Thomas Mieczkowski found that “vicarious victimization may . . . 
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lead individuals to suspect that they will experience the same victimization in the future” (198). 

However, anticipated and vicarious strains and their influence on criminal behavior have yet to 

be examined through the medium of electronic entertainment. As Stephen W. Baron notes, 

“vicarious strain refers to witnessing or gaining knowledge of the negative experiences of others 

with whom one has a close relationship” (442). The definition of a “close relationship” has 

remained solely physical and, as a result, research has ignored ties with individuals that are 

completely fictional. Video game studies offer an opportunity to amend the previous definitions 

of vicarious strain. As aforementioned, adolescents spend an average of nine hours a week 

controlling the lives of fictional characters and are constantly immersed in the ideologies that 

shape those characters’ lives. So, I ask: Could these characters be perceived as providing close 

relationships? Some adolescents may spend more time with Bellic and the delinquent characters 

of GTA IV than their own real-life friends from school, and the relationships the players form 

with fictional characters induce their identification with the characters’ struggles and successes. 

As Gretchen Papazian argues, “being a ‘character’ in the game is not enough to claim narrator 

status, however. The player becomes the narrator because the story experience is channeled—or 

focalized—through the player’s experience. Again, the conventional positions of narrator and 

narratee collapse into each other” (454). In this sense, the player of GTA IV becomes Bellic and 

is thus led to vicariously experience his social strains.  

By witnessing and struggling to overcome the noxious stimuli that impede Bellic’s life, a 

player of GTA IV could experience vicarious and anticipated strains by seeing his or her own 

marginalized existence through Bellic’s hardships. As a result, GTA IV could pose the threat of 

stimulating antisocial behaviors in players by reinforcing antagonistic attitudes towards society 

and others. GTA IV, as a game depicting social strain and innovation, stems from a long tradition 
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of America’s fascination with mobster/gang life. Elijah Anderson argues that media advocating 

the “fast life” (i.e. criminal innovation) has a dangerous verisimilitude by portraying “the 

complex problems that emerge every day on the ghetto streets” and presenting the violent code 

of the street as the only method self preservation (135). Like mob movies of the past, GTA IV 

could persuade individuals that identify with the socially strained to cope through innovation, 

because “games, like other media, are most powerful when they reinforce our existing beliefs, 

least effective when they challenge our values” (Jenkins 213). An individual that identifies with 

GTA IV’s anti-hero may perceive his criminal actions as an acceptable method for escaping a 

world that impedes his/her success. These implications are, of course, completely conjectural but 

provide new directions for future scholarship examining both the effects of violent games and the 

power of vicarious strain.  

By focusing GTA IV’s plot and hypermediacy around Bellic’s lawless pursuit of wealth, 

Rockstar Games ultimately produced a game that advocates the American Dream while 

simultaneously negating its achievement through conventional channels. In this sense, GTA IV 

challenges previous understandings of media violence by granting the game’s violent acts 

justification rather than just striving for a horrifying effect. Upon the story’s completion, GTA IV 

appropriately sends the player an email that recapitulates the rhetoric of the game’s plot and 

hypermediation:  

Pilgrim Expand your horizons . . . travel the inner path that will allow you to unlock    

your inner spirit guide and know the full potential of earthly splendor that is your right as 

a GOLDEN DHARMA GOD. THESE SECRETS will allow you to read between the 

lines of society, physics and logic. THE MAN is trying to keep you down. He has built 



157 
 

this world as your cage. BREAK FREE. You have been shown the gateway, walk 

through it.  

Feel the Truth.   

Live the Freedom. (GTA IV) 

GTA IV—as a game about socialization—informs its audience of the secrets to success, the way 

to acquire the aspirations of society, and the ideologies that must be adopted as a means for 

surviving in the “concrete jungle.” The method, nicely stated above, is to break free of 

institutionalized norms and embrace humanity’s natural condition that appropriates the American 

Dream through criminal innovation. With this understanding, I find the meanings behind the 

violent acts in GTA IV to be much more damaging than the potential effects generated only as a 

response to visual stimuli. Rather than just painting the streets of Liberty City with blood and 

gore, GTA IV’s narrative exposes the motivations that lead many individuals to reject societal 

norms and venture down a path to crime. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

MAKING SENSE OF THE “MONSTERS NEXT DOOR”: GENERAL 

STRAIN AND THE RAMPAGE VIOLENCE NARRATIVE 

 

On April 20, 1999, President Bill Clinton somberly declared that he and Hillary were 

“profoundly shocked and saddened by the tragedy . . . in Littleton where two students opened 

fire on their classmates before apparently turning the guns on themselves” (Cullen 93). Nearly 

two decades later, the tragic events that occurred at Columbine High School continue to resonate 

within the cultural imagination as America struggles to comprehend the massacre and an ever-

increasing epidemic of rampage violence that developed in its wake. The Washington Post 

reports that throughout 2015, the United States averaged more than one mass shooting per day; 

many of which were carried out on the public stage in a horrifying spectacle (Ingraham). In the 

just first month of 2018, 11 school shootings occurred leaving several dead and many more 

injured (Blinder and Victor A1). On February 14th, 2018, Nikolas Cruz walked into a school in 

Parkland Florida killing 17 people with an AR-15 assault rifle: it was one of the worst mass 

shootings in American history. Such tragedies have become such a common occurrence in the 

United States that President Barack Obama declared that shootings in America have “somehow . 

. . become routine . . . we become numb to this” (Time). Looking for answers, our society simply 

offers “thoughts and prayers,” does nothing to assuage the problem, and repeats the cycle when 

another tragedy occurs.  

Due to the apparent increase of such shocking events and their ceaseless media exposure, 

there has been a dramatic rise in representations of rampage violence within contemporary 
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literature, film, and television over the last decade.14 Such narratives strive to understand 

seemingly senseless acts of violence and ultimately construct a profile of rampage shooters by 

employing various sociological discourses. Directly following the aftermath of Columbine, 

President Clinton stated that “we don’t know yet all the ‘hows’ or whys’ of this tragedy [and 

that] perhaps we may never fully understand it” (Cullen 93). Over a decade later, Americans still 

do not have answers and are continually shocked and saddened when similar tragedies ensue. 

Katheryn E. Linder notes that, “when crime occurs among white youth, the innocence and 

whiteness are both called into question, bringing about what Stanley Cohen has coined a ‘moral 

panic’” (2). To alleviate negative feelings resulting from such anxieties, media outlets attempt to 

explicate the causation of rampage violence by delineating the shooter’s actions as a product of 

competing external forces: e.g. bullying, America’s culture of violence, the availability of guns, 

and failures in treating mental illness while simultaneously overlooking patriarchal male 

aggression. All of these competing discourses are explored in fictional representations of 

rampage violence. For this reason, contemporary literature has the potential to inform various 

debates concerning the threats of such violence in America.  

Few scholarly works explicitly blend criminology and literary criticism. Those that do, 

simply aim to illustrate the significance of literary works in the field of criminology and were 

written by and for criminologists as an impetus for new directions in future scholarship that, 

seemingly, has not been achieved. This is unfortunate, as Edward Sagarin notes, because to 

understand the social meanings of crime, “the criminologist locates a representative sample, 

[while] the novelist creates a representative character” (81). In this sense, fictional characters can 

                                                           
14 Some examples include: The Hour I First Believed, Give a Boy a Gun, Hey Nostradamus!, Forgive Me Leonard 

Peacock, We Need to Talk About Kevin, Nineteen Minutes, American Horror Story, and Elephant. 
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help scholars develop a fuller understanding of violent behavior by illustrating criminological 

theory in practice. In addition to the lack of criminological approaches in the field of literary 

studies, few works explore fictional accounts of rampage violence. Linder’s Rampage Violence 

Narratives: What Fictional Accounts of Schooling Shootings Say about the Future of America’s 

Youth is the only book-length work to examine this topic. Her work, albeit enlightening and 

inspiring, is much more about the social construction of the shooter in the popular imagination 

rather than an examination of the causation of school shootings in America. Her work, for 

example, examines the differentiation of whiteness and blackness in fictional narratives 

concerning school shootings and dedicates several chapters to various fictional shooter’s socially 

constructed sexualities through queer readings of the texts. In contrast, the following essay will 

examine the social roots of mass shootings by employing a criminological approach that 

examines criminal motivations and the fictional shooter’s justifications for violence. The 

shooters’ violent actions are delineated in such novels as a reaction to an American culture that 

perpetuates shame via social strains and feelings of intense isolation stemming from the 

dissolution of social bonds.  

Many rampage shooters, both real and fictional, display a sincere longing to be loved and 

maintain strong feelings of shame produced by competition and perceived emasculation. The 

majority of rampage violence narratives derive their inspiration from the tragic events that 

transpired at Columbine High School. For this reason, two distinct profiles of the rampage 

shooter have emerged within the literary imagination: The narcissistic psychopath characterizing 

Eric Harris and the depressed pariah portraying Dylan Klebold. While the two representations 

slightly differ, both narrative types focus on the shooter’s internalization of social strain due to 

his inability to form social bonds within their schools and communities. Each character struggles 
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to achieve some form of aspirational reference, whether it be popularity or hegemonic 

masculinity, and is frequently impeded by some form of noxious stimuli (i.e. general strain). 

General strain theory has evolved over the years to incorporate three major types of strains that 

incite violent behavior: 1) strain as the actual or anticipated failure to achieve positively valued 

aspirations 2) strain as the removal or anticipated removal of positively valued stimuli and 3) 

strain as the actual or anticipated presentation of negatively valued stimuli (Agnew et al 44). The 

fictional shooters of rampage violence narratives perceive their strained existence as justification 

for violence; ultimately deeming themselves victims forced to kill by the societies that alienated 

them through a twisted take on retributive justice. The narratives differing characterizations of 

the rampage shooter typically compel utter disgust or a hesitantly compassionate understanding 

towards the shooter in an effort promote tolerance towards those that are ostracized. Such 

narrative themes will be evinced through readings of Lionel Schiver’s We Need to Talk About 

Kevin and Jodi Picoult’s Nineteen Minutes.   

Violence for men—predominately, white men—is deemed an appropriate response to 

feelings of anomie. Michael Kimmel argues,  

what transforms the aggrieved into mass murders is also a sense of entitlement, a sense 

that using violence against others, making others hurt as you hurt, is fully justified. 

Aggrieved entitlement justifies revenge against those who have wronged you; it is 

compensation for humiliation. Humiliation is emasculation: humiliate someone you take 

away his manhood. For many men, humiliation must be avenged, or you cease to be a 

man. Aggrieved entitlement is a gendered emotion, a fusion of that humiliating loss of 

manhood and moral obligation and entitlement to get it back. And its gender is 

masculine. (Angry 75) 
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James Gilligan, likewise argues, that violence has a symbolic logic for those that commit deadly 

crimes. After a series of interviews with violent offenders in a maximum-security prison in 

Massachusetts, he concluded that violence stems from essentially two emotions: shame and love. 

Violence is often how men express disappointment. Gilligan suggests, “the purpose of violence 

is to diminish the intensity of shame and replace it as far as possible with its opposite, pride, thus 

preventing the individual from being overwhelmed by the feeling of shame” (111). Males are 

more prone to depression, suicidal behavior, and various forms of out-of-control behaviors 

because of the social construction of masculinity that fosters feelings of inadequacy. Erving 

Goffman suggests,  

in an important sense there is only one complete unblushing male in America: a young, 

married, white, urban, northern, heterosexual, Protestant, father, of college education, fully 

employed, of good complexion, weight, and height, with a recent record in sports. Any 

male that fails to qualify in any one of these ways is likely to view himself—during 

moments at least—as unworthy, incomplete, and inferior. (128)  

Accordingly, every man will feel inadequate at some point in his life resulting in a crisis of 

masculinity. It is from this feeling of inferiority and shame that men attempt to repair, restore, or 

reclaim their manhood. For many, this is achieved via violence. In addition, men that do not feel 

loved by others or do not achieve a sense of self-love are more prone to violent behaviors. The 

violent individual protects himself from a loveless atmosphere by withdrawing from others thus 

closing themselves off from further pain (Gilligan 51). Accordingly, violence is often a product 

of an individual desiring love too much but not knowing the proper way to express such desires. 

This is because men are conditioned to deny feelings of love and that patriarchy only values 

anger as a truly masculine emotion. Without love, Gilligan claims, the “self feels numb empty, 
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and dead” (47). Leonard Shengold deems this condition as “Soul Murder”: “a dramatic term for 

circumstances that eventuate in crime—the deliberate attempt to eradicate or compromise the 

separate identity of another person” (2). Many of the prisoners Gilligan interviewed claimed that 

their personalities had died and that, though their bodies live on, they ultimately feel dead inside 

compelling them towards a life of violence. This was very much the case for Eric Harris and 

Dylan Klebold, the perpetrators of the Columbine Massacre.  

Evaluating Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold: From Columbine Students to NBK 

 Following the horrific events that took place at Columbine High School in 1999, news 

pundits quickly began offering their insight into the motivations of the two shooters’ heinous 

actions. As the first mass shooting to be nationally televised, the tragedy incited a media circus 

constructed from various cultural scripts. As Linder argues, the idea of the school shooter in 

popular narrative is a product of hyperrealities and Roland Barthes’ notion of myth that, in 

context of the school shooter, is tied directly to hegemonic understandings of youth identity 

(xxiv). In attempting to better understand the adolescent’s catalyst for violence, various interest 

groups attempt to construct a narrative to explain the horrific actions through previously 

established discourses that offer up various scapegoats. Joel Best argues that “declaring war is 

simply one instance of a broader tendency to use militarized language to describe social 

problems” using a clearly understood metaphor that encourages open conflict with an 

unanimously chosen enemy (144-145). As a product of a delineative process, social problems 

typically develop under three conditions: First, an individual or group must declare something or 

someone as a potential threat to normalcy. Subsequently, the perceived problem must stimulate a 

general cause for concern among a large population of people, and, finally, those individuals 

acknowledging the social problem must labor to eliminate the irritant through a collective moral 
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crusade. In this sense, “social problems do not exist ‘objectively’ in the same sense that a rock, a 

frog, or a tree exists; instead, they are constructed by the human mind, called into being or 

constituted by the definitional process” (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 151, italics in original). 

 The popular interpretation of the school shooter in the United States incorporates 

numerous myths. First, for example, mental illness is often deemed a cause of the shooter’s 

motivation for killing. Following Nikolas Cruz’s attack on Marjory Stoneman Douglas High 

School, President Trump seized upon the rhetoric of mental illness in a likely attempt to elude a 

serious conversation on gun control. Indeed, numerous school shooters experience mental illness 

and took psychotropic drugs for clinical depression and schizophrenia at the time of their violent 

outbursts. Yet, as Katherine Newman suggests, “given the number of adolescents who are 

depressed and suicidal, mental illness cannot be viewed as a straightforward predictor of 

rampage school shootings” (60). Violent media is also often presented as a cause for the 

shooter’s homicidal actions though causation is difficult to prove. Eric and Dylan were huge fans 

of the video game, Doom, and often commented how it would be fun to act as the game’s 

protagonist in real life. In addition, Littleton Colorado was a predominantly Christian town and 

the influence of goth culture, satanic media, and the myth of evil were likewise utilized to 

understand the two boys’ actions. Marilyn Manson was offered up as a folk devil that influenced 

Harris and Klebold to shoot up their school in works such as She Said Yes: The Martyrdom of 

Cassie Bernall, and it was widely believed that the boys were members of the notorious trench 

coat mafia.15 Such myths have been adequately disproven. Eric and Dylan, for example, disliked 

Manson’s music preferring German industrial groups like KMFDM and Rammstein.  

                                                           
15 Misty Bernall points to Manson’s song, “Get Your Gunn,” as a favorite of the two boys at Columbine that killed 

her daughter (52).  
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Currently, the most popular myth used to understand youth violence and, to this day, 

remains consistent in news reports following such tragedies is peer victimization: “bullying at 

school is probably the most commonly accepted explanation for school shootings, and for good 

reason. Shooters do express fury at being excluded, teased, and tormented” (Newman 63). 

Following Columbine, the bully narrative was highly utilized to understand the boys’ actions: 

“the killers were quickly cast as outcasts and ‘fags’” (Cullen 155). As Jessie Klein suggests, this 

was because, “Eric and Dylan were seen as weak, nerdy, and weird; in short, they were outside 

the narrow ideal of what people in their school and community believe a boy should be, and 

therefore treated as less than human” (14). For example, a female student recounted an 

experience of being slammed against a locker by a jock and called a “fag lover” for simply 

having a conversation with Dylan (Klein 14). Yet, this long-standing and popular perception of 

Eric and Dylan as loners has been largely discredited by Dave Cullen’s exceptional work of 

investigative journalism: “‘Outcast’ was a matter of perception. Kids who slapped on that label 

on Eric and Dylan meant the boys rejected the preppy model, but so did hundreds of other kids at 

the school. Eric and Dylan had very active social calendars, and far more friends than the 

average adolescent” (147).  

 Rather than feeling like losers, the two boys deemed themselves gods on a quest for fame 

and notoriety. In their journals, they wrote of desiring to become the Nietzschean Übermensch, 

and perceived others as lesser individuals that needed to be eradicated. For Eric, this manifested 

in extreme misanthropy. In his journals, he declares a desire to “KILL MANKIND” and that “I 

hate the fucking world . . . people are STUPID, I’m not respected, everyone has their own god 

damn opinions on every god damn thing . . . I feel like God . . . I’m higher than almost anyone in 

the fucking world in terms of universal intelligence” (qtd in Cullen 258; 234, italics in original). 
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Such rantings are clearly the product on a young man feeling aggrieved from not being heard and 

feeling shame for not being extolled by others as the superior human he perceived himself as 

being. Looking at Eric’s insecurity about his spelling, Peter Langman suggests that  

although Eric tried to maintain an image of himself as a superior being, inside he felt 

insecure and vulnerable. It is hard to sustain the illusion of superiority when you cannot 

even spell the words you want to use. But Eric found a solution—he rejected the whole 

concept of spelling: “spelling is stupid . . . I say spell it how it sounds. What is the solution 

when there is a threat to your identity? Eliminate the threat. (27) 

It is also evident that he had insecurities concerning masculinity. If the world makes you unsure 

your identity, the perceived solution for the two boys was to burn the world down. Both Eric and 

Dylan were consistently referred to as “fags” by students higher up on the school’s social 

hierarchy of popularity. Eric maintained a small frame with a sunken chest, therefore making 

him smaller than the jock elite. In response to such insecurities, Eric adopted the ideology of 

superiority proposed by the Nazi party that provided him a model of hypermasculinity: a macho, 

militaristic ideal of manhood ingrained in a culture of violence. While others perceived him as 

different, he was, as Rachel Kalish and Michael Kimmel suggests, actually, an “over-conformist 

to a particular normative construction of masculinity, a construction that defines violence as a 

legitimate response to perceived humiliation” (“Suicide” 461).  

 Cullen rightfully deems Eric as a psychopath in his best-selling true crime book, 

Columbine (236). Eric’s heroes were the aggrieved vigilantes that evoked violence as a form of 

retributive justice on an American society that failed to honor their desires. Rather than being a 

shooting, the Columbine Massacre was intended to be a bombing. Eric was fascinated by the 

Oklahoma City bombing and perceived Timothy McVeigh as a heroic figure. In 1995, McVeigh 
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committed on of the most horrific acts of domestic terrorism in the United States prior to 9/11. 

Angered by the government’s siege of Wako and Ruby Ridge, McVeigh bombed the Alfred P. 

Murrah Federal Building killing 168 people as revenge on a government that oppressed white 

nationalists. Eric was fascinated by such carnage and desired to up the body count in copy-cat 

fashion, and for over a year studied McVeigh’s tactics prior to the attack on Columbine. For 

Eric, McVeigh was an ideal of masculinity that took action into his own hands and eliminated 

anyone that had perceivably had done him wrong. Because of his crimes, McVeigh achieved 

celebrity status months before his execution and was highlighted by MSNBC’ Headliners and 

Legends: as series usually devoted to Hollywood stars thus cementing his fame (Guns Kellner 

104). Eric also wanted such infamy. For Eric, the attack on Columbine was “clearly a ‘self-

enhancing’ antisocial act, and during it, Eric got to experience himself as invincible. His 

antisocial concern with status was interwoven with his paranoid preoccupation with status” 

(Langman 37-38): Killing equated power and a demonstration of the hegemonic masculinity he 

had previously been denied at Columbine.  

 Dylan, on the other hand, was a young man desperately trying to connect with society. 

Evaluating his demeanor, he appears to suffer from social anxiety disorder and maintained an 

avoidant personality fearing rejection from others (Langman 51). While Eric’s journals are filled 

with rantings of hate and misanthropy, the most common word used throughout Dylan’s journals 

is “Love” (Solomon xv): He claims he had fallen for “fake love” and that his unrequited love for 

a girl (who has yet to be named) “didn’t give a good fuck about him” (qtd in Cullen 186). Cullen 

argues, Dylan had no happiness, no ambitions, no friends, and “no LOVE”: he desperately 

desired “to find love” while “still fret[ing] about ‘this toilet earth,’ but his focus shifted 

dramatically toward love. Love. It had been prominent from the first page of the journal, but 
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now, a year in, it grew overwhelmingly” (186; 216).  Depressed and isolated (even though 

having many friends), Dylan found himself unable to form the necessary attachments he believed 

would give him the love he so desperately needed. Travis Hirschi posits that, “positive feelings 

toward controlling institutions and persons at the same time neutralize their moral force. Such 

neutralization, is in control theory, a major link between lack of attachment and delinquency” 

(127). Lack of positive attachments to conventional peers and social institutions heightens the 

probability of delinquency. Because, Dylan felt alienated by his school environment and 

perceived his inability to from attachments at Columbine he maintained low self-esteem. 

Accordingly, Dylan had deficiency of self-love and “when self-love is sufficiently diminished, 

one feels shame” (Gilligan 47). As aforementioned, such feelings of shame can lead to 

restorative violence, “as those who receive less support should be less able to cope with their 

strains in a legal manner” (Agnew Pressured, 98). For Dylan, his strains and the inability to form 

social bonds developed into suicidal ideation. However, his desire for self-harm would be 

alleviated through his friendship with Eric.  

 Langman perceives Dylan as an enigma. Dylan was a shy, peace loving individual, that 

transformed into one of the most violent mass murderers in United States history. He perceives 

Dylan as a “pseudopsycopath” that when in the presence Eric acted tough, engaged in criminal 

behavior, adopted Nazi symbolism (even though he was Jewish), and ultimately planned mass 

murder. Yet, in his journals, Dylan is a confused and lonely boy with a strong desire to find 

social attachments and love (Langman 68). Dylan perceived himself a god, much like Eric, and 

believed all humans to be brainless zombies. However, unlike Eric, he saw zombies as toys to be 

played with rather than something needed to be eradicated (Cullen 182). Like Eric, Dylan desired 

to achieve a sense of hegemonic masculinity that he had failed to obtain and, for this reason, 



169 
 

constructed and identity with the outlaw. In a paper written for an English class, Dylan wrote 

about “the Man” who challenged school bullies and preppies to fights and killed them using 

guns, knives, and a metal truncheon: “‘The man’ can be viewed as Dylan Klebold’s ego ideal: 

two inches taller than, he, muscular, smart, self-assured, resolute, in control, and coldly 

murderous. ‘The man’ was, quite literally, an avenging angel” (Larkin 142). With the aid of Eric, 

Dylan learned to perform the role of the man and adopted violent masculinity as a way of 

restoring feelings of shame. The two boys desperately needed each other. Eric taught Dylan the 

violent mannerisms of being “the man”: Eric gave Dylan’s life purpose and an attachment he so 

desperately craved (freedom from alienation), while Dylan provided Eric an accomplice and 

validation for his hate and violent misanthropy. As Andrew Solomon claims, “Eric was a failed 

Hitler; Dylan was a failed Holden Caulfield” (xv). Together the narcissistic psychopath and the 

depressed pariah initiated one the most violent school shootings in American history, and 

compelled many authors to write novels in an attempt to understand why such tragedies occur.    

“Good Wombs Have Borne Bad Sons”: Kevin Khatchadourian as Eric Harris in Lionel 

Shriver’s We Need to Talk About Kevin 

 Lionel Shriver’s We Need to Talk About Kevin delineates a mother’s struggle to come to 

terms with her son’s violent actions; a few years before the novel takes place her son, Kevin, 

horrifically murdered eleven people at his school with a crossbow. Written in an epistolary 

format, the novel consists solely of Eva’s letters (written as a form of therapy) that sketch 

Kevin’s early childhood and retrospectively search for an answer as to why he killed his 

classmates. While no clear motive is explicitly stated in the novel, the narrative highlights three 

likely reasons for the rampage attack: the social construction of a deviant hypermasculinity via 

violence, the celebrity status of mass murders, and Eva’s ambivalence towards motherhood. 
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Written after the tragedy at Columbine, Shiver portrays Kevin as a narcissistic psychopath in the 

likes of Eric Harris. Kevin mutilates animals, pours bleach into his sister’s eyes, and maintains a 

strong sense of shadenfreude while maintaining little empathy for others. He demonstrates no 

remorse for his violent actions and believes the massacre has made him a public icon: he hopes 

to be played by Brad Pitt in the film version of the tragedy, and perceives his heinous actions as a 

source of entertainment for the American population. In perceiving himself as a celerity, Kevin 

hides behind a mask of violence and postures himself a traditional school shooter: a “tough 

guise” that demands respect and infamy via aggression.16 James Messerschmitt argues that “for 

many men, crime may serve as a suitable resource for ‘doing gender’—for separating themselves 

from the feminine. . . [as] particular types of crime can provide an alternative resource for 

accomplishing gender and, therefore, affirming a particular type of masculinity” (Masculinities 

84, italics in original). Kevin perceives his horrific actions as an avenue for successfully doing 

gender, as his deviant actions correct his previous subordinated social situation as an outcast 

(Messerschmidt, Nine Lives 13). Accordingly, “basking in the celebrity status he obtained 

through his rampage at Gladstone High School, Kevin skews the massacre as evidence of his 

abrupt ascent to the top of a masculine hierarchy” (Phipps 110).  

 Mikhael Bakhtin argues in Rabelias and His World that the folk carnival allows for a 

momentary suspension of class hierarchies in which the peasantry could elide their social 

boundaries via a temporarily permitted spectacle of misbehavior and iconoclasm. During a 

period of carnival, the conventional world is turned upside down and the lower classes gain a 

feeling of catharsis by parodying and aping the dominant social order. A major source for this 

inversion and misrule lies in the grotesque: custom, body, and self-presentation take on a 

                                                           
16 See Jason Katz’s The Macho Paradox: Why Some Men Hurt Women and How All Men Can Help.  
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fantastical design and people and their actions become characterized by vivid distortions of the 

body and transgressions against the social order (7; 21). The school shooting represents such a 

carnivalesque moment as time comes to a still and social hierarchies are briefly inversed: the 

individual that once perceived him/herself as inferior becomes omnipotent granting either life or 

death to those previously maintaining a higher social status. Newman claims school shooters “no 

longer would . . . try to accommodate themselves by scraping and bowing before the lords of 

adolescent society; instead they would show who was really in charge and stake their claim to a 

notorious reputation. The performance was a public one . . . that no one would doubt who was 

responsible” (152). As such, Kevin views his massacre as a public spectacle that elevates his 

social status. Gregory Phipps notes, “Kevin tries to extend the carnivalesque moment for as long 

as possible, but, as Eva herself reminds him, the media inevitably will forget about him at some 

point in the future” thus making his massacre meaningless (112).  

Emile Durkheim writes in his seminal work, Rules of Sociological Method, that crime 

serves several functions, and, because criminality is inevitable in all populations, it ultimately 

benefits rather than harms society: “Crime is, then, necessary; it is bound up with the 

fundamental conditions of all social life, and by that very fact it is useful, because these 

conditions of which it is a part are themselves indispensable to the normal evolution of morality 

and law” (70). In this sense, the presence of crime allows society to define various social facts: it 

enforces conformity to the social structure as the population constructs punishment to deter 

criminality and ultimately incites social change. Furthermore, because crime disturbs the 

collective conscious of a given society it encourages a unified response to deviance that 

strengthens normative behavior and fosters social solidarity to restore the carnivalesque moment 

to normalcy (Hawdon, Ryan, and Agnich 682). However, in doing so it must present the criminal 
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as the ominous other. Today’s media outlets irresponsibly turn mass murders into household 

names and sensationalize violence via pornoviolence.17 Douglas Kellner argues that such 

spectacles reflect “acts of societal violence that embody a crisis of masculinity and male rage, an 

out-of-control gun culture, and media that project normative images of violent masculinities and 

make celebrities out of murders” (Guys and Guns14). Would be killers latch on to such violent 

images of masculinity and perceive murder as an acceptable approach to doing gender.  

 Like Eric and Dylan, Kevin desires to demonstrate his masculinity and gain notoriety 

through mass murder. Linder’s reading of We Need to Talk About Kevin examines Kevin’s queer 

mannerisms: he wears clothes that are too small, he maintains traces of effeminacy, he 

masturbates openly in front of his mother, and has an ambiguous relationship with a male friend 

(38). However, these examples also depict his performance of hegemonic masculinity. While 

Kevin is small in stature, his “shrunken mode of dress has the opposite effect of making him look 

bigger—more adult, bursting . . . Kevin’s crotch cuts revealingly into his testicles, and the 

painted-on T-shirts make his nipples protrude” (170-171). His acts of masturbation are clearly a 

demonstration of virility and patriarchal power over his mother, and his relationship with his 

friend, while not clearly homoerotic, can be viewed as a Dom/Sub relationship in which Kevin 

maintains all the power. While Eva clearly sees these behaviors as disturbing, her husband, 

Franklin, views such deviant behaviors as natural, upholding a culture of entitlement, silence, 

and protection— i.e. “boys will be boys”. Kimmel suggests, “guys implicitly support criminals 

in their midst who take that silence as tacit approval. And not only does that silence support 

them, it also protects them” (Guyland 63).  Franklin and Eva’s parenting styles conflict 

positioning the mother and father in a good cop/bad cop binary opposition; forcing Eva to 

                                                           
17 See Tom Wolfe’s Mauve Gloves & Madmen, Clutter & Vine. 
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constantly perform the role of disciplinarian. Franklin beams with pride at Kevin’s “archetypal 

teenage toughness . . . a candy-coated savagery for [his] consumption” (295). When Franklin 

asks Kevin if boys at his school ever settle their differences in a good-old-fashioned fist fight, he 

responds that “choice of weapons . . . is half the fight”: “Fistfight’s a low percentage. A 

doughboy’s got way better odds with a 30 millimeter. Smart call” (259). Franklin sees this as 

humorous, however, Eva perceives that “this teenage angst of his, it wasn’t cute” and believes a 

boy to be a very dangerous animal (295; 62).  

 Indeed, Kevin is a very dangerous animal and believes violent actions will grant him the 

upmost masculine power. Discussing his actions with Eva during a visiting session in prison, 

Kevin beams when Eva asks if the other boys mess with him: “Are you kidding me? The fucking 

worship me, Mumsey. There’s not a juve in this joint that hasn’t taken out fifty dickheads in his 

peer group before breakfast—in his head. I’m the only one with the stones to do it in real life.” 

(41, italics in text). Violence, in this sense, provides Kevin an impression of a positive self-worth 

that has ultimately been denied to him by the social structure. Because alternative modes of self-

expression have been closed off, many marginalized adolescents attempt to regain a sense of 

their lost dignity by appropriating respect through aggression. Elijah Anderson suggests that 

criminal activity garners respect by others through the perpetrator’s demonstration of 

manifesting nerve (91). Richard T. Evans suggests, “it is [Kevin’s] desire for the public’s 

recognition of the wickedness and daring of his crime . . . [that provide] his certainty that the 

murders of his father, his little sister, a teacher, and some classmates guarantee him 

unquestionable manhood and masculine power” (14). Kevin has indubitably over-conformed to a 

patriarchal mode of masculinity that denies men proper means of expressing emotion and only 

extols aggression as a favorable trait. Kellner argues, “although the motivations for the shootings 
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may vary, they have in common crises in masculinities in which young men use guns and 

violence to create ultramasculine identities in producing a media spectacle that generates fame 

and celebrity for the shooters” (“Media” 157). Kevin has bought into the ideal of masculinity. 

This violent ideal of hegemonic masculinity is tied to American nationalism, and since American 

culture breeds violence, Kevin’s crimes offer excitement and interest on which he thrives 

(Jeremiah 177-178) As Eva claims, school shootings in America and her own son’s horrific 

actions as a response to toxic masculinity are as “American as Smith and Wesson” (61). 

“They Started It”: Peter Houghton as Dylan Klebold in Jodi Picoult’s Nineteen Minutes 

 While Shriver’s representation of the school shooter has no redeeming qualities, Jodi 

Picoult’s Nineteen Minutes characterizes Peter Houghton as a sympathetic individual compelled 

to kill due to peer-victimization: Peter is a likable character that desires love and social inclusion, 

however, since he is perceived as different is ostracized by his fellow students and is tormented 

daily. Picoult claims in interviews that she chose to take up to topic of bullying after recalling her 

own high school experiences and those of her children: One day “I was reaching into my locker 

and a kid walked by, called me a freak, and slammed the locker shut on my hand, breaking three 

fingers. Years later, as a mom, I saw all three of my kids face bullying—and it begged the 

question: In a post-Columbine world, why haven’t we figured this out yet” (Q&A 25). While the 

conception of bullying transformed form an omnipresent rite of passage to a serious social 

problem following the horrific tragedy at Columbine, the specter of bullying still lingers in 

America’s schools. Newman argues “bullying is a nationwide problem. According to the 

National Association of School Psychologists, about 160,000 children miss school every day for 

fear of being bullying” (64). Jessie Klein likewise argues that American society is designed 

around a bully economy. To be successful in our society an individual must by competitive, 
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aggressive, and powerful: characteristics linked by the values of masculinity and capitalism 

(156). Those that fail to measure up, are easy targets for ridicule and bullying which have 

damaging psychological effects: “The impact of bullying can affect the physical, mental, and 

academic well being of an individual, resulting in high levels of anxiety, low self-esteem, and 

more frequent thoughts of suicidal ideation” (Beebe and Robey 34). Feelings of depression may 

also turn outward making the bullied individual a threat to others. Klein suggests, “of the 166 

school shooting perpetrators whose identities are known, 147 were male. Most of those who 

committed massacres . . . struggled for recognition and status among their peers. The majority of 

them languished at the bottom of the social hierarchy” and were bullied for not meeting the 

masculine ideal (17). Kimmel found that 88% of students in Midwestern towns reported having 

observed bullying in their high schools and 77% report having been a victim; two out of three 

students state they have been bullied based on appearance, gender, and sexual orientation 

(Guyland 80). Another similar study conducted by Friedericke Sommer, Vincenz Leuschner, and 

Herbert Scheithauer states 67% of school shooters had been marginalized and 63% had been 

bullied; nearly every one of the perpetrators they analyzed had been accused of being gay and 

not measuring up to the hegemonic notion of masculinity (4).   

 Picoult opens Nineteen Minutes with Alex speaking to her daughter, Josie, about her 

homework: in chemistry she learns that “Catalysts . . . [are] substances that speed up a reaction, 

but stay unchanged by it” (6-7). Later in the school day, she discusses some hearsay with her 

friend Courtney: “Courtney’s eyes lit up; gossip was as good a catalyst as any chemical” (17). 

The image of the catalyst is, of course, conspicuous as the novel aims to explore the impetus for 

Peter’s massacre. The pressures to conform to a toxic notion of hegemonic masculinity serves as 

a noxious stimulus for Peter as other students perceive him as not being able to live up to the 



176 
 

standard. As a result, they deem him a “fag” as a result, mock his unrequited romantic interest to 

Josie, and conclusively pants him in the school cafeteria. It is clear in the novel that Peter does 

not have any homosexual tendencies as he maintains an unrequited love for his childhood friend, 

Josie, whom has blossomed in high school and has been integrated into the popular clique at 

Sterling High School. However, being deemed a “fag” has little to do with homosexuality. As 

C.J. Pascoe explains,  

‘Fag’ is not necessarily a static identity attached to a particular (homosexual) boy. Fag talk 

and fag imitations serve as a discourse with which boys discipline themselves and each 

other through joking relationships. Any boy can temporarily become a fag in a given social 

space or interaction. This does not mean that those boys who identify as or are perceived 

to be homosexual are not subject to intense harassment. But becoming a fag has as much 

to do with failing at the masculine tasks of competence, heterosexual prowess and strength 

or an anyway revealing weakness or femininity, as it does with a sexual identity. This 

fluidity of the fag identity is what makes the specter of the fag such a powerful disciplinary 

mechanism. It is fluid enough that boys police most of their behaviors out of fear of having 

the fag identity permanently adhere and definitive enough so that boys recognize a fag 

behavior and strive to avoid it. (330) 

Kimmel argues that guys watch how other men perform gender waiting for someone to slip up in 

an effort to assert their dominance—because masculinity is a constant contest and is largely a 

homosocial experience performed a judged by other men. He argues such contests, as a result, 

construct three cultures of masculinity: that of entitlement, silence, and protection (Guyland 59). 

First, men feel entitled to power defined by their masculine status. When this is challenged or 

thwarted, an individual must heroically defend their right to manhood through violence. 
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Secondly, this violence is not discussed via a culture of silence. Bullying, for example, is not 

challenged, as “boys will be boys”: peer-victimization is ultimately viewed as an omnipresent 

rite of passage and other boys do not challenge the norm in fear of being alienated. While Josie 

dislikes seeing her old friend Peter being bullied, she does nothing to alleviate the situation in 

fear of being ostracized from the popular clique. Lastly, such silence grants protection: the 

violent nature of men becomes engrained in the very fabric of society and, in the case of 

bullying, no one questions the possible negative outcomes.  

 Being deemed a “fag” causes Peter general strain. Agnew claims that one of the strains 

most likely to induce a criminal response, especially among youth, is abusive peer relationships: 

“peer abuse includes insults, ridicule, gossip, threats, attempts to coerce, and physical assaults” 

(72). He further suggests adolescents are more likely to cope with strain via criminal channels as 

they have yet to develop problem-solving skills (Pressured 117), and that males are more likely 

to experience rage as a response to their anomic condition as anger is a legitimate affirmation of 

their masculinity (Pressured 136). This is very much the case with Peter. Following his shooting 

spree at Sterling High School, Peter drops his gun when approached by the police. When being 

questioned in his holding cell he whispers: “They started it” (55). Violence, for Peter, is a 

justified retributive act for years of torment. Picoult delineates Peter’s early experiences in 

elementary school, suggesting he is “sensitive, and he’s sweet. But that means he’s far less likely 

to be running around with the other boys playing police chase than he is to be coloring in the 

corner with Josie” (72). As a result, his teacher tells Peter’s mother that he must adopt a more 

aggressive approach to masculinity if he is not to be bullied (72). However, Peter is unreceptive 

to the normative behaviors that define masculine success in American society. Picoult thus 

presents the aspirational references of hypermasculinity and homogeneity as socializing agents 
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that forces Peter into accepting certain beliefs, aspirations, and norms that conflict with his 

individual desires. As a result, the demands of Peter’s peers and Sterling High School become 

alienating social constructs that force Peter into a socially strained existence as he consistently 

fails to conform to the social norms provided by his superiors, and, in turn, loathes the idea of 

adhering to “fake” notions of idealized popularity he deems “bullshit” (160).  

 In Peter’s defense, his lawyers suggest that he has experienced something similar to 

battered women syndrome, serving as a catalyst for his rampage, and has developed PTSD as a 

result of constant harassment. This interesting, yet still inexcusable, defense does indeed have 

merit. Thormod Idsoe, Atie Dyregrov and Ella Cosmovici Idsoe found that “the level of PTSD 

symptoms among the bullied children was quite high. Slightly more than one third of the 

students who reported being bullied had scores within the clinical range for PTSD symptoms” 

(907). Clinical psychologists, Charlie Donaldson and Randy Flood, likewise perceive the 

omnipresent demand of hegemonic masculinity for men as a potential catalyst for PSTD 

symptoms. They suggest current patriarchal norms concerning hegemonic masculinity construct 

a cultural malaise for men that fosters strains due the fears of gender role strain—i.e. 

mascupathy. Although many men attempt to portray themselves as confident and powerful, their 

fears and anxieties leave them constantly frightened and fragile beneath the façade of their tough 

exterior. This “generalized vigilance is a deep and abiding form of stress, and can be termed 

Post-Traumatic Stress Syndrome” (Chapter 5, para. 25). Such stressors can lead to violent 

outbursts, as is the case with Peter in Nineteen Minutes. Socialized to adhere to hegemonic 

conceptions of masculine success and not having the means or the desires to do so, Peter 

ultimately snaps due to the demands of normative society and kills as a means of escaping from 

the aspirational reference. In this sense, Picoult presents Peter’s rampage in Mertonian terms: 
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Individuals that struggle to achieve societal goals or are affected by noxious stimuli cope via 

antisocial channels—in this case, the murder of ten classmates. While he is indeed a monster for 

his rampage, he is also a sympathetic character exposing his need for love: unable to foster the 

necessary bonds conducive to hindering criminal behavior, Peter explodes as a result of his 

extreme alienation from idealized notions of manhood.  

“I Want to Find Love”: Mental Illness and the American Male 

 Following the tragic events that occurred at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School on 

Valentine’s day 2018 (a day meant to represent love and friendship), President Trump invoked 

the rhetoric of mental illness in an attempt to understand Nikolas Cruz’s homicidal actions. 

While the discourse of mental health was, of course, a means to elide a more serious discussion 

of stricter gun control in America, the social problem of mental health in the United States is 

indeed warranted: the current cultural climate fosters feelings of social strain while 

simultaneously dismantles social bonds therefore perpetuating feelings of depression and 

isolation. While most American’s desire a structure of belonging, western culture extols 

individualism and grants limited avenues to convectional means of success perpetuating higher 

rates of social strain. Bruce E. Levine argues that, for this reason, “Americans have increasingly 

lost autonomy and community, liberty and fraternity, and sovereignty and support and have 

acquired something I call institutionalization” (30, Surviving, italics in original). Such 

institutionalization is extremely detrimental to men that feel they must acquire America’s 

aspirational references in order to fulfil America’s gender role expectations. Any failure in doing 

so increases perceptions of shame, and, as aforementioned, feelings of inadequacy concerning 

gender role strain can often lead to violent outbursts. Accordingly, bell Hooks claims, 

“patriarchy is the single most life-threatening social disease assaulting the male body and spirit 
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in our nation” (The Will 17). Many American men are hurting, and, because they have no outlet 

for expressing their pain other than violence, the nation cannot heal until the social structure 

decreases feelings of social strain and increases social bonding. In the state of the union 

following the Parkland massacre, Trump suggested “we must also work together to create a 

culture in our country that embraces the dignity of life, that creates deep and meaningful human 

connections, and that turns classmates and colleagues into friends and neighbors” (“Statement by 

President Trump”). Indeed, such social bonding would likely decrease violence in America as 

criminological theory implicates. However, “our culture does not value human relationships at 

all. It is that our extreme industrial society values other things more than human connectedness. 

Rather than spending energy on family, intimacy, and friendship, Americans pour energy into 

efficiency, productivity, and consumption” (Levine Surviving, 157). America’s culture of 

competition and patriarchy promotes insanity (Hooks, The Will 30), and, until we address a 

society that perpetuates feelings of shame and devalues love, the United States will continue 

producing the “monsters next door.”18 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
18 On May 3, 1999, Time Magazine featured an article concerning the Columbine Massacre and featured pictures of 

Eric and Dylan on the cover of the issue. The issue was called “The Monsters Next Door: What Made Them Do It?” 

I employ the phrase “Monsters Next Door” in reference to the issue.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

FIND GLEE IN A HIGH SCHOOL HELL: SOCIAL BONDING AS 

SALVATION FOR THE ADOLESCENT PARAIH  

  

After watching the first episode of FOX’s smash hit Glee (2009-2015), it becomes 

overwhelmingly evident that William McKinley High School (WMHS) is a paradise for students 

with social status and a living-hell for those lacking popularity. The show opens with the bright 

smiling faces of the school’s over-privileged Cheerios, the essence of eminence, and 

subsequently cuts to a scene depicting several football players tossing the school’s most 

pronounced homosexual student, Kurt Hummel, into a dumpster. Within the very first minute of 

its pilot episode, Glee delineates the lucid social hierarchy of a typical American high school. 

Glee presents WMHS as a Hobbesian dystopia where popular students consistently assert their 

social dominance, and the unfortunate individuals that fail to conform to certain criteria are 

bullied, abused, and doused with ice-cold Slushies nearly every day of their oppressed existence. 

Social status is equated with “currency” throughout the show’s three seasons (“Vitamin D”), and 

there is a general consensus that “being anonymous is worse than being poor [, because] fame is 

the most important thing in our culture” (“Pilot”). The acquisition of acceptance is presented as 

the sole aspirational reference within the show, and the intolerance of high school cliques and 

vanity serve as arduous social structures that students are forced to navigate in an effort to find 

their peers’ approval.  

 The plot of Glee centers around WMHS’s recently revived glee club, New Directions, 

and the few downtrodden individuals that decide to join in an effort to become “part of 

something special” (“Pilot”).  Nearly every member of the glee club is a socially strained 
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stereotype, a product of the show’s humorous depictions of tokenism. As Janine Hiddlestone 

notes, “New Directions boasts at least one member each of multiple racial minorities, in addition 

to representations of several other less commonly addressed groups that are routinely 

discriminated against in society” (69). Due to their various ascribed statuses, the members of 

New Directions represent the lowest rung of WMHS’s social hierarchy. As Glee’s primary 

antagonist and coach of the prestigious Cheerios, Sue Sylvester, informs her rival and coach of 

New Directions, William Shuester, “high school is a caste system. Kids fall into certain slots. 

Your jocks and your popular kids—up in the penthouse. The invisibles and the kids playing live-

action druids and trolls out in the forest—bottom floor. [Finally,] glee club is the sub-basement” 

(“Pilot”). Throughout the series, the members of the glee club strive to win nationals hoping that 

the accomplishment will increase their social standing at WMHS and consistently endeavor to 

assimilate into the school’s popular cliques in the process.   

As a champion of WMHS’s social hierarchy, Sylvester encourages the glee club’s 

ridicule through her advocacy of uniformity and acts as an impediment to the group’s success. 

She consistently warns her adversary that “blurring the lines” of popularity is a dangerous game 

for students, and, for this reason, informs Shuester that the glee club will ultimately fail to attract 

participation because it does not adhere to the popular understandings of conformity of which 

she is a regular proponent (“Pilot”). In the episode, “Home,” for example, Sylvester taunts 

Mercedes Jones and Kurt for being overweight yet praises her assistant Becky Jackson, a young 

girl with Down syndrome, for “assimilating beautifully. Instead of being different and an outcast, 

you are just like every other teenage girl in America: sadly, obsessed with vanity. Hey, before 

you know it, you’ll be leaving little baggies of upchuck in your parents’ linen closet. Congrats, 

I’m proud of you kid” (“Home”). The episode satirizes eating disorders as a means to delineate 
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the extreme methods adolescents take to gain peer acceptance. Greatly desiring to increase their 

prominence at WMHS, Mercedes and Kurt adopt an unhealthy diet with the belief that they “can 

feel terrible and look great,” and maintain the hope that in doing so they will gain “their place at 

the table. [They won’t] have to beg for scraps of attention” (“Home”). As a result, Glee presents 

the achievement of social standards as the ultimate goal for students at WMHS. Those that fail to 

comply with the standard presented by Sylvester and the popular cliques are taken care of by the 

“herd” (i.e. the popular students at WMHS), and “the second someone tries to rise above and be 

different the herd pulls them back in” with the threat of peer-victimization (“Pilot”).  

Glee presents the quest for popularity and homogeneity as a socializing agent that drives 

the students of WMHS into accepting certain beliefs, aspirations, and norms that provide a 

reference of uniformity that cannot be acquired by a large sum of the student body—especially, 

the overly ridiculed glee club. The need for peer-acceptance thus becomes an alienating social 

construct that forces the glee club into a socially strained existence, as its members consistently 

fail to meet the criteria required by the “herd.” Giacinto Froggio and Robert Agnew define social 

strain “as events and conditions which are disliked by individuals. Strains lead to negative 

emotions and thereby create pressure for corrective action” (81). Social strains are produced by 

various impediments to an individual’s quest for goal achievement, such as status and monetary 

goals, via institutional regulations and procedures implemented as a method for obtaining a 

particular aspirational reference. Patrick F. Parnaby and Vincent F. Sacco argue that,  

the desirability of fame and celebrity status is extremely widespread and thus approximates, 

in a Mertonian sense, a universal success goal. Secondly, the means to achieve fame and 

celebrity status are unequally distributed across the social structure. By implication, this 

disjuncture between on the one hand, the pressure to achieve fame and personal celebration 
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and, on the other hand, the lack of structural opportunities to do so, creates strain for those 

seeking a reconciliation of this means/goals gap. (3) 

In this sense, the unrealistic ideal of popularity produced by the Cheerios and jocks at WMHS 

pressures the glee club into a situation where the requirements for peer-acceptance exceed the 

club’s physical means to achieve it. Because the group consists solely of misfits and pariahs, the 

members of the glee club often find that others perceive them as “underachievers with delusions 

of grandeur” (“Journey to Regionals”). For this reason, the club struggles to gain their peers’ 

respect, and the inability to achieve popularity at WMHS fosters feelings of social strain.  

Because the glee club cannot meet the aspirational reference required by the “herd,” the 

members of glee are continual victims of bullying; an action that further alienates the club and 

intensifies their intolerable situation. As Robert Agnew, Timothy Brezina, John Paul Wright and 

Francis T. Cullen suggest,  

there are three major types of strain or negative relationships: others may (1) prevent 

individuals from achieving their positively valued goals, including monetary, status,       

and autonomy goals; (2) remove or threaten to remove positively valued stimuli that    

individuals possess . . . and (3) present or threaten to present individuals with noxious or 

negatively valued stimuli (e.g. verbal insults, physical assaults). (44) 

The peer-victimization that the glee club endures on a daily basis creates further strain (i.e. 

noxious stimuli) that, when coupled with the club’s inability to achieve popularity (an 

impediment from a positively valued goal), must be overcome through corrective action. 

Bullying, as Carter Hay, Ryan Meldrum, and Karen Mann note, satisfies several conditions 

pertinent to social strain because it is often seen as unjust, is believed to be extremely detrimental 
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(as peer relations are salient in a student’s life), and exposes adolescents to other individuals that 

model deviant behavior (132). Many adolescents forced into adverse environments turn to 

antisocial behaviors in an effort to escape an intolerable situation, because social strain often 

incites nonconformist behavior. Students may drop out of school to avoid continual physical 

attacks, or fight their bullies as a means to end harassment from peers (Agnew 156). 

Furthermore, adolescents may engage in risky or deviant behavior as a means to acquire their 

peers’ approval such as the aforementioned eating disorders delineated in Glee.   

A significant goal of Glee is to illustrate the social strains many students face on a daily 

basis by consistently depicting the horrors associated with not fitting in during an adolescent’s 

high school years. While the show consistently advocates tolerance, it consistently concedes that 

overall solidarity in American high schools is improbable. As Blaine Anderson tells his bullied 

friend Kurt, society customarily suggests, “if you’re gay your life is going to be miserable—

sorry” (“Never Been Kissed”). Instead, an alienated student must discover self-acceptance: an 

action that is ultimately realized within the series through social bonding and the students’ 

inclusion in the glee club. The writers of Glee construct a high school dystopia to delineate the 

negative effects of peer-victimization, yet ultimately strive to illustrate how victims can 

positively overcome an arduous high school environment. Presenting the glee club as a form of 

social support, the writers of Glee labor to implement a solution for individuals dealing with the 

afflictions of intolerance by delineating conventional methodologies for overcoming social 

strain. Agnew et. al. argues factors such as conventional social supports, self-esteem, school 

attachment, and moral beliefs may diminish the effects of social strain (44). Throughout the 

series, the downtrodden members of New Directions employ such elements of social bonding in 

an effort alleviate their strain and successfully navigate intolerable situations.  
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The glee club depicted within the series allows the students to find a form of social 

connection in their high school dystopia, and, appropriately, discover a “New Direction” for 

coping with social strain. Rather than solving their problems through maladaptive channels, as 

many students do (e.g. dropping out of school, fighting back, suicide, homicide, etc.), the social 

outcasts of Glee find salvation through social bonding and the power of music. Singing about 

their social strains, hopes, and dreams empowers the glee club to distance themselves from their 

problems and ultimately reveal core truths about themselves (Kosnik 370). Hiddlestone notes, 

that “being true to oneself—and finding acceptance for that—is a continuing theme in Glee, 

perhaps the show’s most important one. [The club] realiz[es] that they’re a group not in spite of 

their differences but because of them. Who they are, whether that makes them popular or not, is 

the source of strength” (76, 77, italics in text). New Directions allows the club’s members to 

embrace their identities and successfully form attachments with similar peers that fully 

understand the agony of not fitting in at a typical American high school.  

Furthermore, the writers of Glee argue that extracurricular activities allow socially 

strained adolescents to feel connected to society and their schools. The arts, as illustrated in Glee, 

help students find solace when navigating the rigorous social structures impeding their 

acceptance in a high school hell. New Directions provides a source of relief for bullied students 

at WMHS by advocating group inclusion; an action that ultimately ties the downtrodden students 

to their school, helps them embrace their peculiarities, and ultimately alleviates their 

despondency. Therefore, the primary aim of Glee is twofold: the writers delineate the negative 

effects of ostracism and bullying as a means to present social bonding as a positive method for 

overcoming social strain. The writers of Glee subject the series’ characters to peer-victimization 

to accurately depict an increasing social problem in American high schools and successfully 
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illustrate the torment many students face on a daily basis. However, rather than coping with their 

pain through maladaptive channels (as many student’s do) the members of New Directions find 

salvation at WMHS though their engrossment in glee club and the social bonding it promotes.  

“It’s All Fun and Games till It’s Not”: The Effects of Peer-Victimization on Adolescents 

In the wake of several horrific school tragedies, most notably the shootings at Columbine 

High School in 1999, the conception of bullying transformed. Rather than just being perceived as 

an omnipresent rite of passage, peer-victimization became a pressing social problem affecting 

adolescents. In 2002, the American Medical Association began adopting anti-bullying measures 

through the endorsement of a “zero tolerance” approach to peer-victimization and encouraged 

medical professionals to identify and aid patients that may be victims of school bullies (Menard 

and Grotpeter 182). President Barack Obama, “shocked and saddened” by the suicides of several 

homosexual students in American schools, released a message denouncing homophobic bullying 

and provided words of hope for the gay community in 2010 (It Gets Better.org). Peer-

victimization is more prevalent for LGBTQ students, so it is not surprising that homosexual 

adolescents’ sense of belonging in school is significantly lower than their heterosexual 

counterparts (Piöderl, Faistauer and Fartacek 820). While Glee illustrates many forms of bullying 

behavior throughout its first three seasons, the writers focus much of their attention on 

examining the effects of homophobic bullying and consistently present peer-victimization as a 

violent response to violations of heteronormative behavior throughout the series. Being 

perceived as gay is the greatest threat for many adolescent males, and, for this reason, many 

young men strive to position themselves against homosexual students in an effort to maintain 

hegemonic masculinity in a period witnessing shifting boundaries of sexuality (Bortolin 210).  
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The negative consequences of peer-victimization on an adolescent’s mental health is a 

persistent theme in Glee—and rightfully so—as the issue has become a major social problem for 

schools around the globe. Adrienne Nishina states that 75% of the youth they interviewed in a 

recent study reported being a victim of a bully, and, on any given day, 50% of the students 

witnessed an act of peer-victimization take place at their school (37). Nancy G. Guerra, Kirk R. 

Williams and Shelly Sadek likewise note that 60% of primary-school-aged children identify as 

the victim of a bully (296), and Sandra Bortolin found that 60% of LGBTQ students feel 

threatened by their school environment and 90% have been harassed as a result of their sexual 

orientation (201). The prevalence of bullying in schools around the world is staggering, and the 

emotional strains that result are detrimental to many adolescents’ well being: peer-victimization 

can cause an adolescent to become unhappy, confused, and lose self-esteem.  In addition, a 

bullied student may have trouble concentrating in school, refuse to attend classes all together, 

and more serious problems such as psychosomatic illness, depression, physical injury, suicide, 

antisocial behavior, violence, and homicide may result as a consequence of peer-victimization 

(Menard and Grotpeter 182). The writers of Glee strive to depict the horrific effects of peer-

victimization to accurately render a significant social problem, and, in turn, employ the glee club 

throughout the series as a positive solution for alleviating the social strains that result from 

consistent persecution.  

As a show that follows several male students with a passion for singing and dancing, 

Glee openly challenges traditional understandings of masculinity and delineates the effects of 

homophobic bullying throughout several of its episodes. Andrew Wackerfuss suggests that many 

of the homophobic anxieties men have stem from perceived deviations of hegemonic masculinity 

that were ingrained in society as early as the Victorian era: “these characteristics—lack of 
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assertiveness, fear of other boys, musical talent, and publically expressed emotional ties to 

women” violate gender norms and are thus punishable by taunting and outright violence in a 

heteronormative society (145, 141). Homophobic tendencies advance during the developmental 

years of pre-pubescence until adolescence, as boys begin to employ hyper-masculine behaviors 

in an effort to portray the most hegemonic constructions of masculinity (McCann, Plummer, and 

Minichiello 507). These findings are consistent with the binary oppositions constructed in Glee. 

The popular boys at WMHS, a group consisting of football players and other jocks, rival the glee 

club by serving as the voice of heteronormative masculinity: Glee club, as one football player 

states, is “embarrassing, we’re dudes! Getting all hot and bothered about singing a Kesha song. 

It’s freaking weird” (“Sylvester Shuffle”). Such homophobic attitudes grant the club the 

moniker, “homo explosion,” and, for this reason, many of WMHS’s male students actively 

position themselves against the club (“Pilot”). In an effort to not be perceived as gay, the jocks at 

WMHS adopt aggressive dispositions and violently confront all deviations to traditional gender 

norms. As Dave Karofsky, Glee’s primary bully, states, “I don’t sing and dance. I walk tall and 

carry a big stick [;]” a stick that he regurarly uses to break the will of WMHS’s glee club—

especially, Kurt (“Sylvester Shuffle”).  

As WMHS’s most pronounced homosexual student, Kurt is a regular victim of 

homophobic bullying and the negative effects of his strained existence act as a major narrative 

throughout season two of Glee. Karofsky, a hyper-masculine “Neanderthal who ma[kes] it his 

mission to make [Kurt’s] life a living hell” (“Never Been Kissed”), physically attacks Kurt, 

steals his personal possessions, and even threatens to kill him throughout several of the season’s 

episodes (“Furt;” “Substitute”). The abuse Kurt endures throughout Glee’s second season is 

pervasive, and, as a result, his characterization shifts from a flamboyant and confident male 
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singer into a scared and withdrawn victim of peer-victimization. In the episode “Furt,” Kurt 

nicely summarizes the feelings of strain he endures as a victim of Karofsky’s persistent 

homophobic bullying: “It’s the fear that is the worst. I never know when it’s coming. I can’t 

concentrate. I don’t feel like I’m part of this school at all. I feel like I’m in a horror movie where 

this creature follows me—terrifying me—and there’s nothing [my teachers] can do about it.” 

Kurt’s social strain alienates him from WMHS, and, for this reason, he is forced to find an 

avenue for escaping the intolerable situation produced by his constant anxiety.  

Kurt’s fear derives from that fact that his teachers cannot “expel a student because he 

scares [him]” and that, concerning his continual abuse, his principal believes that “high school is 

a dry run for the rest of your life—it’s rough—people can be mean” (“Furt”) Because he cannot 

find the help he needs, Kurt becomes disengaged from WMHS and begins exhibiting antisocial 

behaviors by opposing authority figures and refusing to engage in class activities (“Furt”). 

Threatened by his school environment, Kurt isolates himself from his friends in glee club and 

believes that the strain caused by Karofsky’s homophobic taunts “is his hill to climb alone” 

because he feels his teachers, “like everyone else in this school . . . are too quick to let 

homophobia slide” (“Never Been Kissed”). Glee presents, through WMHS’s passive reactions to 

homophobia, a common problem schools have in dealing with homophobic bullying: schools 

struggle to define what actually constitutes bullying behavior (as Sylvester states, Karosfky 

would have to physically harm Kurt to be expelled), and homophobic bullying is not taken very 

seriously as it is often seen as a “natural reaction [;]” i.e. typical teasing behavior produced by a 

heteronormative society (Roberts 12). In dealing with Kurt’s peer-victimization, Sylvester cannot 

stop the bullying behavior until it escalates into a violent confrontation, and she stereotypically 

makes jokes about Kurt’s sexuality in an effort to preserve proper forms of masculinity. Bortolin 
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argues that high schools perpetuate “a ‘hidden curriculum’ that reinforces heterosexuality as the 

acceptable pattern of relating and loving” and thus “reinforces masculine norms as dominant” 

(202-203). For this reason, homosexuality is not addressed in many high schools around the 

world and the problems adolescents may come across in indentifying as gay are often ignored in 

such environments. Being bullied by their peers further confuses homosexual adolescents that 

are already disconcerted by their sexuality, and heteronormative practices put forth by the school 

environment render homophobic bullying nearly invisible (Roberts 22).  

The social strain produced as an effect of Karofksy’s continual abuse and the coping 

strategies Kurt employs as a response to his victimization are representative of the reactions 

many homosexual adolescents have when victimized by a homophobic bully. As Bortolin notes, 

bullied LGBTQ youth report lower grade point averages, are more likely to drop out of school 

than bullied heterosexual adolescents, and, when harassed, are less likely to seek help from their 

school’s faculty because they perceive them as unsupportive (202). Kurt demonstrates all of 

these behaviors: He has trouble focusing on his academics due to fear produced by his bully and 

he struggles to comprehend school assignments because he does not identify with the hegemonic 

masculinity advocated by his school’s heteronormative curriculum. Furthermore, as noted, Kurt 

believes the faculty at WMHS cannot stop peer-victimization, and he ultimately retreats from his 

intolerable school environment—essentially pushed out by his oppressor, Karofsky—by 

transferring to Dalton Academy, an expensive private school with a “zero tolerance” approach to 

bullying. Unable to find solidarity in a public high school, Kurt leaves WMHS—regurarly 

expressing the strain he feels as a result of losing his close friends—and refuses to return until 

his fear of Karofsky can be alleviated. This response is in line with reality: Wallace reports that 

one-third of LGBTQ students skip at least one day of school per calendar year because they feel 
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threatened in their environment, and one-third feel that others ignore their victimization (737). 

Therefore, the writers of Glee present the negative effects of homophobic bullying with grim 

verisimilitude to expose the social strain many homosexual students face on a daily basis.  

While bullied at WMHS, Kurt feels alone: an emotion produced both by the alienation 

constructed by his bully and his inability to express homosexual desire in a heteronormative 

school environment. As a result, Kurt ultimately becomes depressed (as many adolescents do), 

because of his peer-victimization. Many students who are regular victims of bullies are 

significantly more depressed and functionally impaired than adolescents that are not bullied 

(Klomek et. al 508), and may demonstrate greater symptoms of loneliness and low-self worth 

(Lim et. al 2). Kurt’s loneliness is illustrated in the episode, “Duets,” as he struggles to find a 

common bond with his peers. Kurt, unable to find a traditional partner with whom he can 

perform a duet, constructs imaginary bonds in an effort to eliminate his isolation yet ultimately 

discovers that even having a friendship with a heterosexual student puts himself and others at 

risk as bullies strive to maintain heteronormative relationships. As Finn Hudson states, “I don’t 

have a problem with gay dudes. Everyone else does and we’re living in their world, and in their 

world singing a duet with Kurt is a death sentence” (“Duets”). Kurt desires the aspirational 

references put forth by WMHS (i.e. peer-acceptance), however, because he does not conform to 

the standard of masculinity maintained by the “herd,” is blocked from obtaining his goal and 

must live in an intolerable situation.  

Negative feelings such as isolation and loneliness produced by peer-victimization put 

bullied youth at a greater risk for suicidality: an effect of social strain illustrated throughout 

several episodes of Glee. Throughout the first two seasons, Glee humorously portrays suicide as 

a negative consequence of school bullying and social strain. For example, in the episode, 
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“Comeback,” Sylvester attempts “Sue-I-Cide” with an overdose of gummy vitamins because she 

is humiliated following the Cheerio’s loss at nationals (“Comeback”). In the episode “Mattress,” 

the members of glee club completely reject the notion of taking a yearbook photo because the 

extent of bullying and vandalism that resulted as a response to the club’s group photos in the past 

was so extreme that it drove ex-glee club member, Peter Gellar, to have a nervous breakdown 

and become a vagrant better known as Patches, and caused Tawny Peterson to kill herself by 

sticking a knife in her head. Albeit humorous depictions, it is important to note that Glee presents 

suicide in Durkheimian terms. Individuals that struggle to achieve societal goals or are affected 

by noxious stimuli take, or attempt to take, their lives as a response to their anomic condition 

(Durkheim 219).  

In season three, Glee approaches adolescent suicide with a more serious tone and 

employs grim verisimilitude to expose the tragic effects of homophobic bullying. In “On My 

Way,” Karofsky—now a reformed bully dealing with his closeted homosexual feelings—is outed 

by his former clique at WMHS and is subsequently taunted with anti-gay slurs. The word “fag” 

is written in bold letters across his locker at school, and when returns home he discovers his 

Facebook page is littered with homophobic taunts: on the website, he is told “to go back in the 

closet” and repeatedly called a “homo” (“On My Way”). Karofsky’s homosexual orientation and 

peer-victimization is important to the message of Glee for several reasons. First, it illustrates that 

bullies—like their victims—also struggle with social strain.  Anat Brunstein Klomek et. al found 

that people demonstrating bullying behavior are more susceptible to depression (508). Therefore, 

the show suggests, as Blaine informs Kurt, victims of bullies should “teach him, confront him, 

call him out” because they need help just as much as the victim (“Never Been Kissed”). 

Secondly, through Karofsky’s characterization, Glee suggests extreme homophobia is associated 



194 
 

with homosexual arousal, as recent studies suggest (Adams, Wright, and Lohr 440). Glee allows 

adolescents that are questioning their sexuality to identify with Karofsky’s strain, and ultimately 

argues that they should accept themselves rather than allowing their secret to turn into rage. 

Lastly, and most importantly, Karofsky’s tragic story exposes the strain of being a closeted 

homosexual in a heteronormative high school environment. Stephen T. Russell et. al report that 

depression and suicidality is more prevalent for bullied LGBTQ youth that are questioning their 

sexuality (224), and Jason A. Wallace states that “LGBT youth are three to four times more 

likely to attempt suicide than straight peers” (740). Through Karofsky and Kurt’s 

characterization, the writers of Glee illustrate the negative effects of peer-victimization to 

delineate maladaptive coping strategies many students take when dealing with feelings of social 

strain.  

Unable to cope with the strain produced by peer-victimization, Karofsky returns home, 

examines some his childhood toys, puts on his best suit, straps a belt around his neck, and 

subsequently hangs himself in his bedroom closet; symbolically returning to a place where his 

sexuality is concealed and the social strain that stems from his homophobic peers can no longer 

harm him: He indeed does exactly what the “herd” desires by going back in the closet. While 

Karofsky’s suicide attempt shocks WMHS and a few of his bullies learn that it “is all fun and 

games till its not,” many of the students continue to mock Karofsky by begging him to “try, try 

again” and wishing him “better luck next time” (“On My Way”). By conceding that complete 

solidarity in high school is improbable, Glee suggests that many adolescents will continue to 

struggle to find acceptance in their high school hells. The writers of Glee aim to tell the stories of 

several adolescent pariahs in an effort to expose the peer-victimization many students face on a 

daily basis. By portraying the negative effects of ostracism, the writers strive to foster 
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identification with the show’s cast of characters to provide a solution to ostracism through its 

consistent promotion of social bonding as a response to social strain.   

Bullies and social strain will remain omnipresent, and thus the only escape for many 

adolescents is to cope with their victimization using conventional or deviant strategies. Like 

Karosfky, many adolescents cope with peer-victimization by taking or attempting to take their 

lives as recent scholarship suggests. Glee desires to expose the tragic events that may occur as a 

result of an adolescent’s peer-victimization, yet, of course, does not condone deviant coping 

strategies. For this reason, the aim of Glee is twofold: the series subjects its characters to an 

intolerable situation as a means to have them overcome their adversity via social bonding. The 

writers of Glee argue that school activities, such as glee club, can help adolescents positively 

cope with peer-victimization and strain by bonding them to their school and society. This is in 

line with current research. Studies suggest that deviant coping strategies are most expected from 

youth with a lack of social support (Hay and Meldrum 447), and adolescents that form stronger 

conventional bonds are less likely to respond to social strain using unconventional channels 

(Menard and Grotpeter 185). In opposition to a highly abusive school environment that fosters 

social strain, Glee presents New Directions as a form of social support for its ostracized students. 

The club encourages its members’ bonding to society, and teaches the adolescent pariahs to cope 

with their constant peer-victimization and strain using conventional rather than deviant channels.  

Stopping Thirteen Black Holes: Social Bonding as Glee’s Solution to Social Strain 

The writers of Glee, as argued, isolate the glee club from WMHS to delineate the social 

strain many students face in American high schools. In response to the show’s delineations of 

peer-victimization and ostracism, the series employs the glee club as a catalyst for social 

bonding. Recent studies suggest that school climate and the formation of stronger ties to society 



196 
 

can alleviate feelings of social strain that adolescents encounter as a result of peer-victimization. 

Eric A. Stewart, for example, argues that creating a sense of community within a school 

environment reduces incidents of student misbehavior (580). Guerra, Williams, and Sadek, 

likewise note, that “survey data revealed that positive school climate was negatively associated 

with bullying and victimization” (307), and Menard and Grotpeter advocate for schools to alter 

school climate and promote stronger bonds between students in an effort to construct successful 

bullying intervention programs (198-199). Much of these findings are in line with social bonding 

theory, as delineated in Travis Hirschi’s Causes of Delinquency. 

 Hirschi’s social bonding theory perceives an adolescent’s socialization as the foremost 

factor in predicting deviant behavior. It assumes that conventional institutions (e.g. families, peer 

groups, and schools) can curb delinquency, as such positive agents of socialization inculcate 

normative behavior and tie the individual to society. Adolescents are less likely to engage in 

risky or deviant behavior if they form strong bonds to society, because such actions threaten the 

social relationships and values that they develop within conventional institutions. A bullied 

adolescent will be less likely to commit suicide if he/she truly believes that their life will 

improve. Furthermore, a strong attachment to a particular class or hobby can prevent socially 

strained students from dropping out of high school, and a single friendship can greatly influence 

a bullied adolescent’s self-worth. Individuals that cope with social strain through maladaptive 

channels typically have low conventional social support (Hay and Meldrum 447). For this 

reason, developing strong social bonds is vital for producing a positive school climate and 

increasing student morale.    

 As a group of outcasts and misfits, the members of the glee club represent a highly 

strained segment of a typical high school population. As mentioned, bullied homosexual 
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adolescents run a greater risk for suicidality and depression than their heterosexual counterparts. 

Glee examines these issues through the characterization of the show’s homosexual characters: 

Kurt, Karofsky, and Blaine. Likewise, Santana Lopez is alienated from her grandmother when 

she reveals she is bisexual. While the strains of homophobic bullying are the most pervasively 

illustrated in Glee, the series successfully explores the struggles of WMHS’s straight students as 

well. Quinn Fabray embraces glee club following her teen pregnancy, and must overcome the 

difficulties that stem from becoming a teen mom. Jennifer Manlove reports “almost 60% of teens 

with a school-aged pregnancy dropped out at some point between 8th and the equivalent of 12th 

grade” (199). In addition, the club accommodates several overweight students, a minority group 

that is regurarly victimized by bullies, and a handicapped adolescent that is not only socially but 

also physically impeded from his aspiration to become a dancer. Yet, in the wake of all the strain 

and oppression the members of glee face at WMHS they ultimately find a form of salvation 

through the elements of social bonding produced by the club. The writers of Glee juxtapose the 

glee club with the aggressive herd mentality demonstrated by the popular students at WMHS, 

and presents the club as a place “kids go when no one else would take them; a safe place” (“New 

York”). While strain theory suggests that the members of glee are likely to cope with their 

painful situations through deviant acts, and, indeed, Glee illustrates this reaction to some extent, 

the show ultimately portrays the club as a method for its socially strained characters to cope in a 

positive manner.  

 Throughout many of the show’s episodes, the writers of Glee suggest that extracurricular 

activities, such as glee club, can improve school climate and stop delinquency. In “Hairography,” 

for example, a rival glee club director informs Schuester that her “choir is the only thing that 

keeps [her] girl’s from recidivism.” In an effort to curb bullying behavior at WMHS, Schuester 
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likewise informs the football team that a “Philippine prison put on a mega performance of 

‘Thriller’ and put it on Youtube. In the four months it took to rehearse that number, prisoner on 

prisoner crime dropped 80%. Doing that together, as a team, created a unity in that prison” 

(“Sylvester Shuffle”). In the very same episode, Shannon Beiste suggests that a high school team 

winning a major event fosters social solidarity: “you have to understand what winning means to 

a community. Grades go up, the streets are cleaner, [and] crime goes down. It’s a sense of pride, 

unity, and this school deserves that” (“Sylvester Shuffle”). Glee consistently illustrates the 

hypotheses of social bonding theory by suggesting adolescent involvement in school activities 

hinders deviant behavior by inculcating positive values and thus alleviating feelings of social 

strain.  

The writers of Glee’s suggestions that school clubs foster a positive school climate, help 

boost bullied youth’s self-worth, and deter deviant behavior correspond with current research 

findings. Stan and Julia Davis suggest that joining “an extracurricular activity or club, in which 

[students] will meet classmates who share common interests, is a powerful way to promote 

friendships. Students gain self-confidence, connect with new people, learn to reinvent 

themselves, etc.,” and is therefore a positive tool for helping adolescents dealing with the strains 

of peer-victimization (185). Many of these suggestions derive from social bonding theory. 

Hirschi’s social bonding theory presents attachment to positive peers, belief in societal norms, 

and commitment and involvement in conventional activities as the foremost reasons adolescents 

avoid deviant actions (17, 20). Davis and Davis (employing social bonding theory) advocate for 

teachers to construct lessons that focus on inclusion, friendship, problem solving, goal setting, 

sticking up for others, and to encourage students to join a wide range of extracurricular activities 

as a means to strengthen their bonds to school (120). The glee club at WMHS imbues all of these 
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lessons, and advances its members’ bonds to society by teaching them to find hope for their 

futures while imprisoned in a school that hates them.  

Through music, the members of glee find a common bond with one another—a similar 

passion and goal—that allows them to find happiness in their high-school hell. As Schuester 

suggests, “glee club is about a myriad of voices coming together as one” (“Laryngitis”) Although 

many of the students at WMHS are victims of ostracism and peer-victimization, the club grants 

the students a sense of solidarity and allows them to form social connections with similar peers. 

The writers of Glee suggest that if WMHS were to cut the club it would result in the production 

of “thirteen black holes” (“Dream On”), because the glee club provides the members hope for the 

future and fosters social bonding by imparting conventional goals and friendships. The club is 

thus presented as the only thing keeping its members tied to society throughout the series, 

because, as Rachel suggests, the pariahs feel that the only thing “going for [them] is that we 

believe in ourselves and what we are sing about” (“Sectionals”). Glee thus delineates the 

hypotheses of Hirschi’s social bonding theory by presenting the club as a method for tethering 

socially strained adolescents to society. As an extracurricular activity, the glee club provides 

conventional fellowship that its members can become fully involved in: it is an activity that 

endorses attachment to similar peers and instills feelings of pride and belief within a group of 

severely disheartened adolescents.  

Attachment  

 Hirschi’s social bonding theory suggests that individuals with low levels of social support 

are more likely to engage in deviant behavior (139). Therefore, an adolescent with little to no 

friends at school is more likely to cope with the strains of high school in a negative manner. In 

contrast, adolescents with a strong friendship at school—even one single positive relationship—
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typically report higher levels of bonding to school (Yu and Gamble 821). This concept is 

illustrated through Kurt’s characterization in Glee as he isolates himself from his friends while 

bullied at WMHS, yet finds happiness at Dalton academy because he connects to another student 

dealing with similar problems. At Dalton Academy, Kurt meets the series second openly 

homosexual character and his feelings of isolation cease. The glee club at WMHS aims to foster 

similar connections and allows the social outcasts to find a common bond with each other. Bev 

Katz Rosenbaum argues that, “Glee’s most important message is that there is no such thing as a 

winner or loser, a popular kid or a nerd—we are all just gloriously human” (11). As Finn Hudson 

suggests at the end of the pilot episode, “Don’t you get it? We’re all losers” (“Pilot”). By 

indentifying as socially strained outcasts, the members of glee club discover solidarity within 

their small group and consistently overcome their high school hell by standing up for each other 

in the face of peer-victimization.   

Throughout the second season of Glee, Kurt’s characterization drastically shifts from a 

confident singer into a scared and withdrawn victim of peer-victimization. He is mocked by her 

peers, and is shunned by a large population of WMHS. As a result of his alienation, Kurt isolates 

himself from her peers and becomes bitter within a school system fails to protect him. While 

bullied, Kurt repudiates the pedagogy of WMHS and often disrespects his teachers. He believes 

that no one truly understands his pain, and he spends much of the season confused and alone. 

Kurt’s isolation and strain progress throughout the series, however, he ultimately overcomes his 

feelings of alienation through his attachment to conventional peers in the glee club. Although 

Kurt is alienated at WMHS because of his sexual orientation, the club embraces him and strives 

to alleviate his social strain. The members of glee club consistently defend Kurt from his bullies, 

and “no matter what it costs [them, have] his back” (“Furt”). The friendships the glee club fosters 
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are presented in the series as constructing a “new generation of dude who [sees] things 

differently,” and, for this reason, the members believe that although they are considered outcasts 

they “are all freaks together and . . . shouldn’t have to hide it” (“Theatricality”). Concerning the 

support the glee club provided during his time of need, Kurt states that his friends taught him 

how to be a better man because the they “never saw [him] for the things that made [them] 

different . . . because in [the club] it doesn’t matter if you’re gay or straight. What matters is we 

are friends” (“Goodbye”). Through Kurt’s characterization in season two, the writers of Glee 

argue that attachment to conventional peers is vital to a student’s well-being. Kurt’s friendships 

in the glee club help him alleviate his feelings of social strain, as his friends ultimately help him 

overcome his desire to withdraw from WMHS.   

In addition to positive peer influences, Hirschi suggests strong attachments to parents and 

teachers are vital for producing strong social bonds and deterring deviant behavior. During 

Kurt’s transition in season two, his father regularly comes to his son’s aid by striving to stop the 

peer-victimization that is taking place at WMHS. Burt Hummel supports his son’s sexuality and, 

in reference to homophobia, states in “Theatricality,” that he “can’t have that kind of poison 

around.” In “Preggers,” Burt embraces his son following the revelation of his homosexuality by 

stating that, “if that’s who you are there is nothing I can do about it, and I love you just as 

much.” Burt’s acceptance of Kurt’s sexuality allows them to form are strong social bond that 

alleviates the feelings of confusion and strain produced by WMHS’s heteronormative school 

environment. Kurt suggests that his father’s approval and that “being part of glee club . . . has 

shown [him] that [he] can be anything” (“Preggers”). Therefore, Kurt’s strong attachments to 

conventional institutions allow him to discover a positive outlet for coming to terms with his 
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sexuality and helps him successfully overcome the social strain that results from his peer-

victimization.  

Karofsky, in contrast, has low social attachments following the discovery of his 

homosexuality at WMHS. Throughout season three, he slowly begins acknowledging his 

homosexual desires and regularly frequents gay bars in an attempt to find connections with 

similar peers. He informs Kurt in “The First Time” that the patrons of the bar like him, and, as a 

result, he feels accepted. Such feelings briefly alleviate Karofsky’s aggressive behaviors and he 

temporarily accepts his own sexuality finding solace through social bonding. However, 

following the revelation of Karofsky’s homosexuality at WMHS, his primary attachments reject 

him and, as a result, he loses his social bonds and identity as a football player. As a result, he 

attempts suicide. Following this attempt, he informs Kurt that he was driven to the action due to 

his loss of social support: Karofsky states that, his “supposed best friend [told him] he never 

wants to talk to [him] again, [and his] mom [told him he has] a disease and maybe [he] can be 

cured” (“On My Way”). Karofsky’s deviant actions are therefore presented in Glee as a product 

of low social bonding. The writers of Glee illustrate the importance of attachment through a 

twofold process: they portray the negative effects of peer-victimization as a means to delineate 

the importance of strong social bonds during the volatile period of adolescence.   

Belief  

 Hirschi argues that conventional institutions inculcate positive values and reduce deviant 

behavior by reinforcing faith in the social structure. Believing in something is a regular motif 

that runs throughout the first three seasons of Glee. The first real song sung by the glee club is 

Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believing,” several episodes examine issues of faith such as “Grilled 

Cheesus,” and the show consistently focuses on the members’ aspirations to become 
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performance artists. Belief in conventional norms is vital for keeping an adolescent bound to 

society and deterring them from delinquency. If an adolescent truly believes the rules of society 

are just, they are less likely to break them. Belief, as presented in Glee, is the glee club’s 

confidence that their anomic condition will be alleviated as a result of hard work and dedication 

to their passions; that it will one day indeed “get better.” Glee is a vehement proponent of the “It 

Gets Better” campaign and regurarly airs the organization’s anti-bullying PSAs during its 

episodes. The organization’s message is also weaved into the show’s storylines. Following 

Karofsky’s suicide attempt, the glee club is given an assignment to think about their future and 

dream about something they hope to one day accomplish—whether it be to eat their first 

tablespoon of peanut butter, or graduate from high school (“On My Way”). After attempting 

suicide, Karofsky fears returning to school because many of his old friends hate him as a result 

of his sexuality yet he is ultimately comforted by Kurt’s suggestion that it will get better because 

he will one day reclaim his attachments to society. Kurt asks Karofsky to think about his hopes 

for the future: Karofsky pictures himself as a successful sports agent with a handsome partner 

and son living in the city of his dreams far away from the intolerance of Lima (“On My Way”). 

During his vision of the future, Karofsky lets out a single tear and states, “I’m so happy right 

now” (“On My Way”). It is ultimately the belief that he will one day find joy that provides 

comfort to the socially strained adolescent, makes him happy to be alive and ultimately regret his 

suicide attempt. 

 Belief allows the students of WMHS to endure their high school hell, by giving them 

hope that they will escape their intolerable situation and that they will become successful adults 

through their dedication to music. As mentioned, Rachel suggests that the only thing “going for 

[the glee club] is [that they] believe in [themselves] and what [they] are singing about” 



204 
 

(“Sectionals”). Music has a cathartic effect in Glee by instilling confidence in the glee club 

members that they can overcome their oppression. The glee club indeed believes in what they are 

singing about, and what they sing about is the eventual alleviation of social strain.  In “Original 

Song,” the glee club writes their own music for the first time in the series’ history, and the two 

songs they compose for nationals provide insight into the show’s primary message. Alone on 

stage, Rachel belts out “Get it Right”: a song illustrating the strain the club endures at WMHS. 

She states that she “wish[es] [she] could run / away from this sinking ship going under” and that 

“the weight of the world / is on [her] shoulders” (Lines 2-6).  Rachel presents herself as a 

socially strained individual trying to find a way to cope with a painful existence. She is 

obviously lost, and does not know which direction to turn: “What can you do when your good 

isn’t good enough / And all that you touch tumbles down” (7-8). The adolescent pariah is 

illustrated as an untouchable, a leper shunned from society that must find a method for survival.  

The solution to such feelings of isolation and social strain is presented in the club’s 

second song, “Loser Like Me”: a number directly following Rachel’s somber ballad. Throughout 

the song, the glee club openly expresses their belief in the eventual suppression of social strain 

by suggesting that while “you may think that I’m a zero /. . . anyone you wanna be / probably 

started off like me” (1-3) While others may perceive the club as a “freakshow,” they believe that 

with “just a little time / [they] bet you change your mind” (4-5). The members are confident that 

their oppression will end and that they will eventually become the stars they aspire to be. 

Although the students understand their goals will be difficult to obtain, they believe the 

acquisition of their aspirations is “an inevitability” and perceive the glee club as extracurricular 

activity that teaches students “how to dream” (“Dream On;” “Nationals”). This belief in the 

eradication of strain through hard work and dedication allows the adolescent pariahs to overcome 
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their social strain, and cope with their negative feelings in a positive manner by empowering the 

students and bonding them to society. The glee club provides hope for the members’ futures and, 

as a result, influences their commitment and involvement to WMHS.   

Commitment/Involvement  

In addition to attachment to close friends and belief, Hirschi argues that commitment and 

involvement in conventional activities decreases an adolescent’s likelihood to cope with strain 

through deviant actions for two reasons. First, an individual fully engrossed in positive activities 

simply does not have adequate time to engage in delinquent behavior (22). Secondly, and more 

importantly, commitment to a particular activity teaches positive values and gives an individual a 

sense of purpose by instilling a desire for goal achievement (27-28). Throughout the first three 

seasons of Glee, the plot focuses on a glee club that must overcome adversity by winning several 

singing competitions. Although the glee club is highly disrespected at WMHS, the thought of 

winning nationals provides the pariahs a sense of hope that propels them to keep working at their 

craft. Likewise, the thought of becoming a famous singer allows the club’s members to think 

about their academic futures, dream about music scholarships for college, and avoid their fear of 

being a “Lima loser” that will one day get stuck in Ohio with a “dead end job living hand in 

mouth with a kid you didn’t intend to have” (“The Rhodes Not Taken”). Working towards a 

particular goal creates a sense of solidarity within the club, and the outcasts focus more on their 

weekly assignment than the fact that they are consistently bullied. Furthermore, the ostracized 

students regurarly transform their strain into a source of strength by singing about it. 

Humorously defining the purpose of glee club, Sylvester suggests it is a club promoting the 

“nattering of trite platitudes about how the human condition can be improved by, yes, singing 

about it” (“Journey”). Albeit a condescending remark, Sue’s observation reiterates the primary 
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aim of Glee: the series ultimately illustrates the manner social strain can be overcome through 

social bonding.  

Furthermore, Sylvester’s slight remark delineates an important motif in glee as the show 

regurarly positions the importance of arts education against an educational system that devalues 

it. As mentioned, the popular cliques of WMHS avoid the glee club in fear of being labeled gay 

or a loser, and openly attack the club as a result. Furthermore, budget cuts at WMHS consistently 

place the club in jeopardy. Principal Figgins informs Schuester early in the series that without a 

win at nationals all glee club funding will go to Sylvester. Sylvester’s sole purpose on the show, 

as stated in “Night of Neglect,” is to “call into question the whole purpose of arts education,” and 

derail the success of the glee club. Current educational policy, such as No Child Left Behind, 

does little to increase support for arts education often cutting it all together (Grey 9). While the 

majority of the population (including principals and superintendents) believe the arts are vital to 

an adolescent’s education, recent statistics demonstrate a drastic decrease in classes focusing on 

the arts: “survey results indicated that approximately one third of elementary students received 

no instruction in the arts (including music), and only 25% of high school students were enrolled 

in any arts courses (Abril and Gault 68-69). Glee regurarly portrays these educational trends 

throughout its episodes. Through WMHS’s approach to funding and Sylvester’s villainous 

characterization, the writers of Glee present a sad reality that many students with a passion for 

the arts are being neglected due to budget cuts and an educational policy that devalues art 

education.  

In contrast, Schuester, as the director of New Directions, represents the voice of arts 

education and consistently defends his program against current trends in educational policy. 

Through his actions and the benefits the social outcasts of WMHS reap as members of the club, 
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the writers of Glee argue that the arts allow socially strained adolescents to feel connected to 

society and find a positive outlet for overcoming social strain in a negative school environment. 

The members feel courageous when they stand up and sing about their lives (“Audition”), and 

the charisma and talent that goes unseen in the halls of WMHS become the center of attention 

when they are singing on stage (Kosnik 377). Furthermore, singing allows socially strained 

individuals to find a source of happiness, as music, the series suggests, “helps with depression 

and elevates the mood” (“Comeback”). The writers of Glee illustrate this function of music in the 

episode, “Comeback.” Socially strained and contemplating suicide after her loss at nationals, 

Sylvester is brought back from the brink of death through music. To “alleviate [Sylvester’s] 

crippling depression,” Schuester takes her to a hospital to sing songs with children suffering with 

illness. Following a rendition of “This Little Light of Mine,” Sylvester realizes that her loss at 

nationals is far from the worst thing that could happen to her, and, inspired by Schuester’s “field 

trip to the house of sad,” she returns to WMHS a better woman—one more receptive of arts 

education. Throughout Glee’s three seasons, Sylvester’s characterization shifts from an 

aggressive bully to an ambivalent adherent of arts education as she saves the club from 

destruction several times. By embracing the arts, Sylvester transcends her role as the show’s 

villain and ultimately discovers friendship and happiness through her involvement in the glee 

club’s activities.   

Glee presents the arts as the only thing tethering a group of bullied outcasts to society. 

Albeit the arts have been called into question since the days of Plato, they have proven to be a 

vital part of an adolescent’s education. Karen Lee Carroll argues that the arts “boost self-

confidence among children who are behind . . . help children develop a sense of personal agency 

. . . allow a number of children to work as a cooperative unit in an effort to foster an appreciation 
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of an appropriate balance between concern with self and concern for others. . .[and] provide 

opportunities for children to experience and express feelings” (11). Elliot Eisner, likewise notes, 

that the arts help children understand relationships, teach them to solve problems, discern that 

which cannot be expressed, and constructs a curriculum that symbolizes to youth what adults 

perceive as important (72-75). The glee club portrayed in Glee teaches its members how to cope 

with their negative emotions through music, as singing provides a form of catharsis and allows 

them to develop a sense of pride by instilling hope for the future and teaching them positive life 

lessons. The club allows the pariahs to be a “part of something that’s proud to have [them] 

(“Mattress”), to be honest with themselves, and, as a result, the club ultimately shows the 

students what it truly means to be human (“Journey”). In doing so, the club provides a positive 

outlet for coping with social strain as it provides a form of salvation for “thirteen black holes” 

navigating a high-school hell by bonding them to each other and their society.  
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CONCLUSION 

The rise of isolating behavior and the disintegration of human connections in America has 

ultimately constructed a society that breeds mental illness, as evinced by the explosion of 

depression and general anxiety that has developed over the past decade. Furthermore, the social 

structure of the United States serves as a catalyst for both crime and violence by fostering social 

strain as aspirational references are impeded from a large portion of the society thereby 

promoting negative feelings that an individual may potentially respond to via maladaptive 

channels. To assuage the rising social strain in American culture we must reexamine our 

individual goals, and realize, as Selby warned in 1978, that “the American Dream is not only 

futile but self-destructive” (Requiem v). Levine suggests that America takes up a “Commonsense 

Rebellion”  

that posits that “our emotional and behavioral problems are natural human reactions to the 

institutionalization of society and the resulting loss of (1) autonomy—self-direction, 

experiencing potency, and the capacity and ability to self-govern, (2) community—strong 

bonds among small groups that provide for economic security and emotional satisfaction; 

and (3) humanity—the variety of ways of being human, the variety of satisfactions, and the 

variety of negative reactions to feeling controlled rather than understood (Commonsense 4, 

italics in text).  

Yet, American culture refuses to engage with such commonsense and avoids offering effective 

solutions to the institutionalization of social strain. Messner and Rosenfeld suggest that both 

liberals and conservatives are “prisoners to the dominate culture. Conservatives and liberals alike 

embrace the American Dream without reservation and search for an eternal ‘enemy’ with which 
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to engage in a war . . . and neither group entertains the possibility that the enemy comes from 

within, that causes of crime lie within the dominant culture itself.” (101).   

 If America is to challenge the omnipresence of social strain, the US will require social 

reorganization and many institutional reforms. First, American society and the mass media need 

to place less emphasis on the act of conspicuous consumption as the only true maker of success. 

The fetishism of money leads to higher rates of social strain as the acquisition of wealth becomes 

the sole purpose of life. As a result, Americans are overworked, stressed, and depressed. 

Furthermore, when such goal acquisition is blocked it can serve as a catalyst for criminal and/or 

violent behavior. Thus, America needs to strive to eliminate the strains conducive to crime and 

work to alter people’s perceptions of aspirational references so that they are less likely to view 

particular strains as severe or unjust (Agnew, Pressured 190). As evinced in Requiem for a 

Dream, the consumer culture becomes a cage for the American citizen that—much like a rat in a 

Skinner Box—that continuously seeks his/her next fix through consumption. This so called 

“Pursuit of Happiness” leaves many Americans depressed and aggrieved: As the American 

Dream presupposes inherent universalism and the promise of success reaped through hard work.  

Secondly, America needs to reflect on its steadfast dedication to individualism as “the 

obsession with the individual, when combined with the strong achievement orientation in 

American culture, exacerbates the tendency towards anomie” (Messner and Rosenfeld 70). 

Reforming both the family and educational system in American culture could potentially 

promote stronger ties to community and deter criminality, as Hirschi suggests. Due to the ever-

increasing demands of work and education, many individuals find themselves isolated as the 

economic realm overpowers the social. As evinced in Prozac Nation, Wurtzle finds herself the 

victim of a broken home that leads to her depressive symptoms: as she becomes a pawn in her 
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parent’s divorces settlement. In Gone Girl, the demands of economic power and male 

entitlement lead to violence much like Walter White in Breaking Bad. Walter only perceives his 

obligation as a father and husband in economic terms and therefore deviates when his role of the 

“breadwinner” is lost. Messner and Rosenfeld suggests we need to instill a much “greater 

recognition and appreciation for the institutional realms that are currently subservient to the 

economy. More specifically, social roles such as parenting, ‘spousing,’ teaching, learning, and 

serving the community will have become, as ends in themselves, meaningful alternatives to 

material acquisition” (110). Schools can likewise strive to foster a stronger sense community 

within their buildings by promoting anti-bullying programs and assuring that a student does not 

find themselves alone.   

America must such set out to eliminate an atmosphere of shame and the violence it 

produces in those unable to successfully cope with its excruciating weight. As argued, the 

consumer culture and shifting notions of the American Dream heighten feelings of Mertonian 

anomie and have led to an age of depression. Contemporary society has witnessed a loss of 

social bonds and an increase of externality that results from greater emphasis on individualism 

and fierce competition in the wake of the great recession. The elevation of strain and shame 

produced by this age of depression, criminological speaking, is an impetuous for violent 

behavior that America unfortunately observes on a consistent basis in the form of mass 

shootings. In order to alleviate the problem, we must reclaim the social bond and, in doing so, 

sow seeds of love while eliminating those of shame.  
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