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About 
Gender forum is an online, peer reviewed academic journal 
dedicated to the discussion of gender issues. As an 
electronic journal, gender forum offers a free-of-charge 
platform for the discussion of gender-related topics in the 
fields of literary and cultural production, media and the arts. 
Inaugurated by Prof. Dr. Beate Neumeier in 2002, the 
quarterly issues of the journal have focused on a multitude 
of questions from different theoretical perspectives of 
feminist criticism, queer theory, and masculinity studies. 
gender forum also includes reviews and occasionally 
interviews, fictional pieces and poetry with a gender studies 
angle. 
Opinions expressed in articles published in gender forum 
are those of individual authors and not necessarily endorsed 
by the editors of gender forum.  
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Editorial  

 

 

 
The last year was a year of transition for Gender Forum: An Internet 
Journal for Gender Studies, which is now entering its twentieth year. As 
the new general editor of Gender Forum, I would like to take this 
opportunity to thank Beate Neumeier, the founding editor and outgoing 
general editor of the journal, for her decade-long services to Gender 
Forum. I am in awe of what you and your editorial teams have created 
over the last twenty years and honored that you trust me to continue your 
work. I would also like to thank Sarah Youssef for her tireless work as 
managing editor of the journal during the years prior to my arrival and for 
your willingness to share your expertise during the transition between 
editorial teams. Your work, like the work of many managing editors, 
review editors, and student assistants before you, has been invaluable for 
keeping the journal afloat. Your dedication to the idea behind the Early 
Career Researchers Issues, in particular, has been an inspiration. I hope 
the new team can continue the work of Gender Forum in your spirit. 

This year was not only a year of transition for the journal'; it was also 
the second year of the Covid pandemic. This pandemic has brought with 
it challenges for everyone, but it has undoubtedly brought more 
challenges for some than others, further exacerbating the inequalities that 
exist in academia. As a free open access online journal invested in 
intersectional feminist publishing practices, Gender Forum is dedicated 
to promoting the work of early-career researchers, marginalized scholars, 
and precariously employed scholars working in the fields of gender and 
queer studies. Scholars from these groups have been hit hardest by the 
adverse effects of the pandemic on scholarly working conditions, 
especially if they have also had young children or if they have been living 
with pre-existing medical conditions.  

Here at Gender Forum, we want to acknowledge the energy it takes 
to publish in times like the ones we are living in now, especially when your 
financial situation is not stable, when your future is insecure, when 
concerns for your own health or the health of others keep you away from 
networking opportuQLWLHV��DQG�ZKHQ�\RX�GRQpW�KDYH�D�URRP�RI�\RXU�RZQ�
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to work in or enough time for your research due to care-taking 
responsibilities. We also want to acknowledge the pressures that come 
with deciding not to publish because the hurdles to submit work are too 
ELJ��7KLV�SUHVHQW�LVVXH�RQ�q*HQGHU��9LROHQFH��DQG�WKH�6WDWH�LQ�6SHFXODWLYH�
)LFWLRQr�DQG�WKH� IROORZLQJ� two are going to come out later than we had 
originally intended. We have been trying and will continue to try to process 
and publish accepted submissions in a timely manner because we know 
that career opportunities can depend on the timeliness of publications. 
Yet, we have also been trying and will continue to  try to keep the 
publishing process attuned to the needs of the people hoping to work with 
us. If you are one of these people, do not hesitate to ask questions about 
the publishing process and let us know about things that might help us to 
work with you more productively. We are looking forward to your 
submissions and proposals. 

 
Judith Rauscher  
General Editor  
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Introduction: Gender, Violence, and the State in 
Contemporary Speculative Fiction 
Edited by Judith Rauscher and Marta Usiekniewicz 

 

 

 

Speculative fiction encompasses various types of exploratory genres and 
media, including science-fiction, fantastic artworks, utopian and 
dystopian writing, weird fiction and film, as well as post-apocalyptic 
narratives in literature, on screen, and in video and online games. 
Depending on their research interests, scholars of speculative fiction 
across different media have outlined a variety of histories of the genre. 
Many of the literary texts evoked in these histories combine imaginaries 
of social and political organization with explorations of gender and issues 
RI�YLROHQFH��)RU�H[DPSOH��7KRPDV�0RUHpV�Utopia (Lat. 1516, Engl. 1551) 
imagines a more egalitarian society that nonetheless remains strictly 
patriarchal. It also imagines a perfect government that ensures prosperity 
and peace by fighting preventive wars, encouraging (assisted) suicide, 
administering the death penalty to adulterers, and promoting corporal 
SXQLVKPHQW� IRU�XQUXO\�ZRPHQ�DQG�FKLOGUHQ��0DUJDUHW�&DYHQGLVKpV�The 
Description of a New World, Called The Blazing-World (1666), a text in 
which women leaders bring about a utopian society through armed 
invasion, anticipates late 19th-century feminist utopian visions such as 
0DU\� %UDGOH\� /DQHpV� Mizora: A Prophecy (1880-����� ZKHUH� ZRPHQpV�
liberation is achieved through a state-driven biopolitical project of 
selective reproduction that eradicates both men and racial others. Mary 
6KHOOH\pV�JRWKLF�QRYHO�Frankenstein; or the Modern Prometheus (1818) 
famously examines the gendered implications of creativity, science, and 
reproduction, but it can also be read as a commentary on different types 
of gendered violence and how they are perpetuated by formal and 
informal social institutions such as universities or the nuclear family. In H. 
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*��:HOOpV�VFLHQFH�ILFWLRQ�FODVVLF�The Time Machine (1895), to give a final 
example, human beings have evolved into two separate but co-
dependent species: the predatory Morlocks breed and slaughter the 
gentle Eloi, who no longer present recognizable gender differences, 
EHFDXVH��DV�:HOOpV�QDUUDWRU�QRWHV��WKH\�DUH�NHSW�LQ�D�SUH-social and pre-
political state of abundance in which competition and interpersonal 
YLROHQFH�LV�DOPRVW�QRQH[LVWHQW��D�IDFW�WKDW�KDV�PDGH�D�qVSHFLDOL]DWLRQ�RI�
WKH�VH[HVr�REVROHWH�  

Twentieth-century speculative literature and media, too, have 
frequently addressed issues of gender, violence, and the state. In the 
Jules Vernes inspired silent movie Le Voyage dans la Lune (1902), often 
considered one of the first, if not the first, SF movie, for instance, a group 
of sages/state-officials travels to the moon, presumably to study and 
conquer it. Defeated by the moon people, who wear headdresses 
reminiscent of traditional African masks, the explorers/invaders return to 
Earth with one of the moon warriors, who is subsequently paraded in a 
triumphal procession, in which male soldiers and female dancers 
represent the gendered dimensions of nationalist and imperialist 
practices of citizenship. During the 1930s and 40s, superheroes such as 
Superman and Captain America appeared in US comics, protecting the 
United States and the world from the attacks of fictional aliens and less-
than-fictional Nazis. These hypermasculine supersoldiers were soon 
joined by Wonder Woman and Supergirl, who represented different 
variations of an idealized yet violent (American) femininity. With the rise in 
Britain and the US of New Wave SF during the 1960s, feminist science 
fiction during the 1970s and 80s, and dystopian and post-apocalyptic 
fiction from the 1980s onward, authors such as J. G. Ballard, Ursula Le 
Guin, Octavia Butler, Joana Russ, Samuel R. Delany, and Gerald Vizenor 
explored connections between (state) violence, capitalism, and its 
alternatives, technological and scientific progress, and the intersections 
of gender, race, class, and sexuality. Explorations of similar topics 
together with their ethical implications can also be found (with varying 
complexity) in SFF blockbusters such as Mad Max (1979), Blade Runner 
(1982), Water World (1995), and Independence Day (1998), as well as in 
speculative TV, such as in the different Star Trek series or series such as 
Babylon 5 (1993-1998), The X Files (1993-2018) or Stargate SG-1 
(1997-2007).  

Whether as literary texts, film, TV series, comics, or other forms of 
cultural expression, contemporary speculative fiction continues to 
discuss (state-)violence and the gendered nature of socio-political 
relations. It shows how certain gender roles, certain kinds of gender 
expressions, and certain forms of desire are normalized by the state and 
its formal and informal institutions, while others are punished and 



Introduction: Gender, Violence, and the State in Contemporary Speculative Fiction 
 
 

 
Gender Forum Issue 80 (2021) | 5  

 
 

obscured, whether through direct, structural, or cultural violence. 
Speculative fiction evokes the successes and failures of familiar as well 
as unfamiliar political systems together with the various communities and 
interpersonal relationships that these systems produce. It also imagines 
what happens to social relations in the absence of a state or traditional 
forms of organized government. In doing so, it invites reflection on the 
limitations and potentialities of the modern nation-state in the early 
twenty-first century, as well as on the various threats to democracy that 
characterize our current moment. It also invites a more sustained critical 
examination of how gendered violence is intertwined with different 
political systems and social formations, of the kinds of violence that these 
systems legitimize and delegitimize, and of the ways in which issues of 
gender inform these processes of de-/legitimization. Finally, it allows for 
imagining alternative political structures and social formations that might 
do without, or at least less violence, whether physical or psychological, 
direct or indirect, structural or cultural. 

This special issue of Gender Forum is part of a two-issue series 
dedicated to analyzing representations of gender, state, and violence in 
contemporary speculative fiction. We have been as open with the 
GHILQLWLRQ�RI�WKH�ZRUG�qFRQWHPSRUDU\r�DV�RXU�FRQWULEXWRUV�VXJJHVWHG�WKDW�
we be through their choices of primary materials. As a result, half of the 
contributions in the two issues focus on 21st-century works, while the 
other half deal with works released or published before the turn of the 
Millennium. The selected essays present a variety of theoretical 
approaches to a diverse selection of primary sources from the 
Anglophone world. This exclusive focus on Anglophone texts and visual 
media was not intended but  is doubtlessly a result of our own disciplinary 
location in (North) American Studies, which brings with it certain interests 
and networks, but also certain lacunae. Still, we hope that the 
contributions collected in this issue will also be useful for scholars of 
speculative works in languages other than English as much as for 
scholars of gender studies, queer studies, and cultural violence studies 
who would otherwise not turn to speculative genres and media. After all, 
the essays that we received in response to our call for submissions touch 
on many issues that are pertinent for literary and cultural studies at large, 
including debates about social and environmental injustice, the limits of 
human agency and control, the tension between resistance and 
complicity, and the cultural, social, and political conditions necessary not 
only for individual survival but for collective well-being.  

All four essays featured in the present issue reveal the need to 
reconsider and revise traditional SF tropes and narrative models 
associated with imagined worlds, sometimes by following the critical 
revisions of these tropes and models in the chosen works and sometimes 
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by reading the works against the grain. Melodie Anne Roschman, in her 
essay "Religious Nationalism, Embodied Violence, and Feminist 
Subversion in Naomi Alderman's The Power," argues persuasively that 
$OGHUPDQpV�QRYHO�XVHV�WKH�SROLWLFDO�ODQJXDJH�RI�$PHULFDQ�HYDQJHOLFDOLVP�
to disguise gendered oppression as a matriarchal rule, a rhetorical move 
that is revealed through the ways in which gender variance and 
TXHHUQHVV�DUH�WUHDWHG�LQ�WKH�WH[W��6WHIDQ�6FKXEHUWpV�q3OD\LQJ�DV�DJDLQVW�
Violent Women: Imagining Gender in the Postapocalyptic Landscape of 
The Last of Us Part II'' examines the various types of violence committed 
by and against the female characters featured in the popular game to 
discuss the narrative and ludic strategies employed both to justify physical 
and symbolic violence in the story world and to call into question such 
justifications. Like the post-apocalyptic world of The Last of US, the future 
ZRUOG� GLVFXVVHG� LQ� /LQGD� +HVVpV� DQG� ,QD� %DW]NHpV� WH[W� q*HQGHU� DQG�
9LROHQFH�LQ�3DQGHPLF�)XWXUHV�LQ�/DULVVD�/DLpV�Tiger Flur�LV�RQH�LQ�ZKLFK�
the (nation-)state as we know it has been replaced by a different kind of 
political organization, here a FRUSRUDWH�RQH��/DLpV�QRYHO��+HVV�DQG�%DW]NH�
argue, portrays the various dimensions of gendered, classed, and 
racialized violence that result from the exploitation and commodification 
of queer, non-white female bodies in the wake of a global pandemic while 
also questioning the utopian potential of the all-female communities that 
KDYH�HPHUJHG�LQ�LWV�DIWHUPDWK��)LQDOO\��6DVFKD�.OHLQpV�q2XWODZ�7HUULWRULHV��
Negotiations of Gender and Race on the American Inner-City Frontier in 
U.S. Urban Crime and Sci-Fi Gang FiOPV�RI�WKH�����V�DQG���Vr�WDNHV�D�
broader historical view of the developments of a violent, masculinized, 
and racialized film genre. His discussion of SF films and their precursors 
illustrates the ways in which the vigilante script has traditionally been used 
to legitimate state power in the service of white supremacy and 
heteropatriarchy, while certain revisions of this script, for example, in 
Blaxploitation and speculative cinema, may have the potential to 
challenge these ideologies along with the institutions upholding them. 
)LQDOO\��LQ�WKHLU�UHYLHZ�RI�5\DQ�/HH�&DUWZULJKWpV�Peculiar Places: A Queer 
Crip History of Rural Nonconformity (2020), G Angel discusses a study 
WKDW�FRQWLQXHV�WKH�LVVXHpV�WKHPH�RI�GHFRQVWUXFWLQJ�8�6�-American cultural 
narratives, albeit in a different context: they suggest that the monograph 
under review provides an alternative history of the anti-idyll in American 
FXOWXUH� WKDW� qFKDOOHQJHV� WKH� UHDGHU� WR� FRQVLGHU� WKH� FRPSOH[�
interconnections and interdependencies of race, class, gender, sexuality, 
DQG�DELOLW\�LQ�UXUDO�VSDFHV�LQ�DQ�HIIHFWLYH�DQG�DFFHVVLEOH�PDQQHU�r 

As the first part of our double issue goes online and as we are working 
to prepare the second part, which will feature another set of essays 
discussing cultural representations of gender, violence, and the state in 
speculative fiction and film, we would like to thank our reviewers for their 
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willingness to GHGLFDWH�WKHLU�WLPH�WR�LPSURYLQJ�RWKHU�VFKRODUVp�ZRUN�DQG�
our contributors for their willingness to engage with the blind peer reviews 
as well as our own suggestions for revisions of their submissions. We 
would also like to thank the small team of student research assistants and 
interns who have been supporting our work as (guest) editors for this 
issue of Gender Forum. Thank you, Julia Hahn-Klose for creating a 
wonderful new design for the journal and taking care of much of the 
formatting of this issue, Tensae Desta for the diligent proofreading and 
providing additional feedback to contributors, and Izel Ercanoglu for 
designing the cover and helping with the formatting and the website. We 
FRXOGQpW�KDYH�GRQH�WKLV�ZLWKRXW�\RX�  

 
Judith Rauscher and Marta Usiekniewicz  
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Gender, Bodies, and American Christian Nationalism in Naomi 
%PHIVQERȪW�The Power  

Melodie Roschman, University of Colorado Boulder, United States 

 

 

 
 

Abstract 
1DRPL�$OGHUPDQpV�The Power (2016) imagines a world in which women develop the 
ability to deliver powerful electric shocks, reversing gender relations and leading to 
the establishment of global matriarchy enforced by violence. While the existing 
scholarship by José M. Yebra and Alyson Miller focuses on the figure of Mother Eve 
as a critique of global patriarchal religion as well as the relationship between religious 
and state power in Bessapara, I attend to the often-neglected figure of Margot, a 
rising American politician. In this paper, I examine the rhetoric surrounding Margot, 
arguing that Alderman uses Margot to satirize contemporary white evangelical 
Christianity and its accompanying right-wing political agendas. I explore the historic 
connections between abstinence-only sex education, patriarchy, and nationalism, 
DQDO\]H�WKH�QRYHOpV�SDURG\�RI�$PHULFDQ�SROLWLFDO�UKHWRULF��FRPSDUH�WKH�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�
0DUJRWpV�TXHHU-coded daughter Jocelyn to gay conversion therapy, and examine 
WKH�QRYHOpV�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�ERWK�VH[XDO�DQG�PLOLWDU\�YLROHQFH� Ultimately, I argue that The 
PowerpV� GHSLFWLRQ� RI� D� VH[XDOO\� YLROHQW�� QDWLRQDOLVWLF�� DQG� XOWLPDWHO\� DSRFDO\SWLF�
American matriarchy is in fact a representation of American evangelicalism that has 
qFKDQJHG�+HU�JDUPHQW�PHUHO\r������� 
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-RXVSHYGXMSR��Ȭ4PE]MRK�[MXL�E�2YGPIEV�&SQFȭ 
In her account of a visit to a youth rally organized by Silver Ring Thing, a 
USA-based sexual purity organization, Sara Moslener relates the lyrics of an 
original song performed for the mostly-WHHQ�DXGLHQFH��q7KH�ZRUOG�VD\V�XVH�
a conGRP�� ,I�ZH�WROG�\RX�\RXpG�EH� ILQH��ZHpG�EH� O\LQJ�WR�\RXU�IDFH�,WpV� OLNH�
SOD\LQJ�ZLWK�D�QXFOHDU�ERPE��<RX�FRXOG�ZLSH�RXW� WKH�ZKROH�KXPDQ�UDFHr�
�q1XFOHDUr�������7KH�VRQJ��0RVOHQHU�QRWHV��ZKLOH�PHDQW�WR�EH�KXPRURXV�DQG�
hyperbolic, is part of a larger rhetorical trend within the American white 
evangelical Christian sexual purity movement of the late twentieth and early 
twenty-ILUVW�FHQWXULHV��D�WUHQG�LQ�ZKLFK�WHHQDJHUVp�LQGLYLGXDO�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�
VH[XDO� DEVWLQHQFH�� KHWHURQRUPDWLYLW\�� DQG�ZRPHQpV� VXEPLVVLRQ� LV� GLUectly 
OLQNHG�WR�QDWLRQDO�SRZHU�DQG�PLOLWDU\�VXFFHVV��q7KH�PRUDO�absolutism of the 
SXULW\� PRYHPHQW�r� VKH� H[SODLQV�� qFDQQRW� EH� FRQYH\HG� ZLWKRXW� WKH�
construction of a moral economy that works alongside the larger cosmic 
EDWWOH�EHWZHHQ�JRRG�DQG�HYLOr��Virgin 262). In the rhetoric of Silver Ring Thing 
and other similar organizations, teenagers are actors in a battle for American 
sovereignty and national cohesion: for the nation to be pure and strong, they 
must be pure and strong as well. Conversely, if teenagers choose to have 
premarital sex, use birth control, or question traditional gender roles, they 
WKUHDWHQ�WR�GHVWUR\�WKH�QDWLRQ�DQG�KDVWHQ�6DWDQpV�WULXPSK�LQ�WKH�LPPLQHQW�
apocalypse. While such connections between military nationalism, 
Christianity, and adolescent sexuality may seem laughable or limited to fringe 
groups, the influence of purity rhetoric, abstinence-only sex education, and 
nationalism is prevalent in twenty-first century American discourse and 
legislation. As Heather Hendershot explains, evangelical Christian 
abstinence campaigns of the early 1990s found purchase in federal and 
state legislation, leading to funding for abstinence-only sexual education 
programs in public schools that continued through the Bush, Obama, and 
Trump eras (Fox et al. 497).1 q&KDVWLW\ persists as a moral movement in 
PXFK�RI�WKH�PHGLD�DGGUHVVHG�WR�HYDQJHOLFDOV�r�VKH�H[SODLQV��qEXW�RXWVLGH�RI�
that community evangelical politicians have transformed chastity into a 
health PRYHPHQW� XQGHU� WKH� EDQQHU� RI� oDEVWLQHQFH�p� (YDQJHOLFDOV� KDYH�
succeeded in bringing abstinence into the public sphere, in part at least, by 
obscuring the evangelical roots of their anti-sex (and anti-safe-sex) 

 
1 Funding for abstinence-RQO\� VH[� HGXFDWLRQ� ZDV� VLJQLILFDQWO\� UHGXFHG� GXULQJ� 2EDPDpV�
SUHVLGHQF\�� EXW� QRW� HOLPLQDWHG�� 'RQDOG� 7UXPSpV� DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�� SUHGLFWDEO\�� UHGXFHG�
funding for comprehensive sex education and increased the funding for abstinence-only 
sex education once again. 



+IRHIV��&SHMIW��ERH�%QIVMGER�'LVMWXMER�2EXMSREPMWQ�MR�2ESQM�%PHIVQERȪW�The Power 
 

Gender Forum Issue 80 (2021) | 10  
 

PRYHPHQWr������2 By disguising moral judgments about gender and sexuality 
as public health policy, evangelical purity advocates were able to embed 
their teachings about the relationship between gender, sex, and nation within 
mainstream political and educational rhetoric. 
 

6LOYHU�5LQJ�7KLQJpV�HTXLYRFDWLRQ�RI�SUH-marital sex using a condom and 
widespread nuclear destruction not only offers a window into the rhetoric of 
the evangelical sexual purity movement and its wide-ranging political effects; 
LW�DOVR�SURYLGHV�XVHIXO�FRQWH[W�IRU�1DRPL�$OGHUPDQpV������IHPLQLVW�G\VWRSLD��
The Power. ,Q�WKLV�SDSHU��,�H[DPLQH�WKH�QRYHOpV�WUHDWPHQW�RI�UHOLJLRXV power, 
gendered violence, sexuality, and nationalism. While the existing scholarship 
focuses on The PowerpV� GHSLFWLRQ� RI� WKH� SURSKHWLF� 0RWKHU� (YH� DQG� KHU�
founding of a global matriarchal religion, I argue that The Power also 
functions as a specific critique of white American evangelicalism and its 
rhetorics of patriarchal dominance, sexual purity, and national power. 
7KURXJK� DQ� H[DPLQDWLRQ� RI� WKH� UKHWRULF� XVHG� E\� WKH� QRYHOpV� $PHULFDQ�
politician Margot, a comparison of the queer figure of Jocelyn to gay 
conYHUVLRQ�WKHUDS\�UKHWRULF��DQG�DQ�H[DPLQDWLRQ�RI�WKH�QRYHOpV�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�
both sexual and military violence, I argue that The PowerpV�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�D�
sexually violent, nationalistic, and ultimately apocalyptic American 
matriarchy is one of an American evangeOLFDOLVP� WKDW� KDV� qFKDQJHG�+HU�
JDUPHQW�PHUHO\r������� 
 

American Evangelicals, Gender, and Sex 
Before commencing my argument in earnest, I would like to provide some 
EDFNJURXQG� IRU� P\� GHSOR\PHQW� RI� WKH� WHUP� qHYDQJHOLFDOr� DQG� P\�
accompanying theoretical framework. Contemporary American evangelical 
Christians do not adhere to one creed, share one common theological 
understanding, or belong to one denomination. Indeed, self-identified 
evangelicals often disagree upon who belongs within this category. The most 
FRPPRQO\� DJUHHG� XSRQ� GHILQLWLRQ� RI� qHYDQJHOLFDOr� LV� OLNHO\� WKH� RQH� SXW�
forward by historian David Bebbington in 1989, in which he identifies 
evangelicals as Christians who share four main qualities: biblicism (a high 
UHJDUG� IRU� WKH�%LEOH��� FUXFLFHQWULVP� �D� IRFXV� RQ� -HVXVp� FUXFLIL[LRQ� DQG� LWV�
saving effects), conversionism (a believe that humans need to be converted 

 
2 I do not discuss the evangelical politics of abortion in this essay, but it is worth noting that 

abstinence-only sex education is pushed as one part of a platform that claims to be invested 
in reducing abortion; this is not supported by the evidence (Santinelli et al. 273). As Randall 
Balmer has elucidated, evangelicals historically did not oppose abortion, but seized on it as 
a useful political issue several years after Roe v. Wade passed when they realized that their 
pro-segregation politics were becoming unviable.  
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WR� &KULVWLDQLW\��� DQG� DFWLYLVP� �WKH� EHOLHI� WKDW� IDLWK� VKRXOG� LQIOXHQFH� RQHpV�
public life) (Bebbington 4).3 That being said, historians and commentators 
have come to specifically understand American white evangelicals from the 
1970s through the present day as being a group united as much by their 
similar cultural touchstones and political affiliations as by their theological 
similarities. Historian Kristen Kobes Du Mez argues throughout Jesus and 
John Wayne (2020), her study of evangelical masculinity and nationalism, 
that today evangelicals self-LGHQWLI\� SULPDULO\� DORQJ� SROLWLFDO� OLQHV�� q0DQ\�
$PHULFDQV�ZKR�QRZ�LGHQWLI\�DV�HYDQJHOLFDOV�r�VKH�ZULWHV��qDUH�LGHQWLI\LQJ�ZLWK�
this operational theologyuone that is Republican in its politics and 
trDGLWLRQDOLVW� LQ� LWV� YDOXHVr� ����� )XUWKHUPRUH�� ,� ZDQW� WR� HPSKDVL]H� WKH�
whiteness of the evangelical movement I am examininguwhile there are self-
identified evangelicals within every major ethnic group in the United States, 
the evangelical rhetoric I analyze in this paper originates with white leaders 
and organizations, and implicitly supports the project of white supremacy.4 
As Kobes Du Mez notes, it is significant that 81% of white evangelicals voted 
for Donald Trump in 2016. She argues that the white evangelical embrace 
RI� 7UXPS� ZDV� WKH� qFXOPLQDWLRQ� RI� HYDQJHOLFDOVp� HPEUDFH� RI� PLOLWDQW�
masculinity, an ideology that enshrines patriarchal authority and condones 
WKH� FDOORXV� GLVSOD\� RI� SRZHU�� DW� KRPH� DQG� DEURDGr� ����� 7KLV� LGHRORJ\� LV�
specifically invested in the protection of white, heterosexual womanhood by 
white men, and the maintenance of the United States as a white 
supremacist, patriarchal Christian military power. 5 

 
3 As Kristen Kobes Du Mez points out, this definition is complicated by the fact that many 

people who claim the term evangelical hold views traditionally defined as heresy, and many 
people who do hold these four distinctives do not identify as evangelicals. In one study, for 
example, just 25 percent of Black &KULVWLDQV� ZKR� VXEVFULEH� WR� DOO� IRXU� qHYDQJHOLFDO�
GLVWLQFWLYHVr�VHOI-identify as evangelical (6).  

4 :KLOH�WKLV�SDSHU�GRHV�QRW�H[SRXQG�XSRQ�WKH�QRYHOpV�WUHDWPHQW�RI�UDFH��$O\VRQ�0LOOHU�DQd 
Abigail Nussbaum have both rightly criticizing The Power for overgeneralizing experiences 
of gendered oppression while overlooking the axis of racial oppression. This is especially 
curious because two of its characters are non-white: Tunde is Nigerian, and Allie is biracial, 
but their status as people of color is never relevant to their storylines (save for some 
racialized dislike of Allie by her stepparents at the beginning of the novel).  

5 As Moslener examines in her history of American purity campaigns, contemporary purity 
campaigns and abstinence-only sex education are the descendants of eugenicist 
propaganda and, even earlier, 19th century attempts to prevent white women from having 
sex with Black men. For a thorough genealogy of purity culture, see 0RVOHQHUpV�H[FHOOHQW�
Virgin Nation (2015). For more on the white supremacy of the Trump campaign and 
SUHVLGHQF\�� VHH� -HDQ� *XHUUHURpV�Hatemonger: Stephen Miller, Donald Trump, and the 
White Nationalist Agenda (2020).   
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With this understanding in mind of evangelical ideology and rhetoric as 
primarily political and cultural in nature, I focus on the following two central 
characteristics of American evangelicalism in this paper: heteronormative, 
complementarian understandings of gender and sexuality, and a 
commitment to maintaining national power.  Complementarian theology is a 
theological and cultural mindset that asserts that God created men and 
women to occupy distinct, fixed, and separate roles: men are called to lead, 
protect, and be breadwinners, and women are called to submit, nurture, and 
be homemakers.6 While proponents of complementarian theology frame it as 
qVHSDUDWH� EXW� HTXDO�r� FULWLFV� DUJXH� WKDW� FRPSOHPHQWDULDQLVP� SHUSHWXDWHV�
ZKLWH�SDWULDUFKDO�SRZHU�DQG�PDNHV�QR�VSDFH�IRU�ZRPHQpV�HPSRZHUPHQW�RU�
LGBTQ+ identities. Kobes Du Mez argues that complementarian theology 
evolved as a direct reaction to the feminist and gay rights movements of the 
����V� DQG� ����V�� qWKH� YLUXOHQFH� ZLWK� ZKLFK� FRQVHUYDWLYH� &KULVWLDQV�
RSSRVHG� JD\� ULJKWV�r� VKH�ZULWHV�� qZDV� URRWHG� LQ� WKH� FXOWXUDO� DQG� SROLWLFDO�
significance they placed on the reassertion of distinct gender roles during 
those decades. Same-sex relationships challenged the most basic 
DVVXPSWLRQV�RI�WKH�HYDQJHOLFDO�ZRUOGYLHZr�������$V�,�QRWH�LQ�P\�LQWURGXFWLRQ��
the evangelical commitment to heteronormative, patriarchal gender roles is 
directly linked to the strength and perpetuation of the American nation state 
DV�D�&KULVWLDQ�PLOLWDU\�SRZHU��q$�IDWKHUpV�UXOH�LQ�WKH�KRPH�r�.REHV�'X�0H]�
H[SODLQV�� qLV� LQH[WULFDEO\� OLQNHG� WR�KHURLF� OHDGHUVKLS�RQ� WKH�QDWLRQDO�Vtage, 
DQG�WKH� IDWH�RI� WKH�QDWLRQ�KLQJHV�RQ�ERWKr������0XFK�DV� LQ�WKH�6LOYHU�5LQJ�
Thing rhetoric cited above, in this framing the maintenance of strong and 
distinct gender roles and sexual norms is directly related to national power. 
Because of this investment in power and control, evangelical rhetoric 
frequently employs threats of violence, chaos, suffering, and even death to 
reinforce gender and sexuality norms. As Jason Bivins explains in Religion of 
Fear (2008), evangelical messaging provides its audience with a clear 
picture of a world clearly divided between good and evil, in which evangelical 
Christiansutheir teachings, their convictions, and their choicesustand 

 
6 The most prominent advocate for complementarian theology is probably the Council on 

Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, an evangelical parachurch organization created in 
1987 by several evangelical leaders, including Wayne Grudem and John Piper, aiming to 
qVHW� IRUWK�WKH�WHDFKLQJV�RI� WKH�%LEOH�DEout the complementary differences between men 
and women, created equally in the image of God, because these teachings are essential 
IRU�REHGLHQFH�WR�6FULSWXUH�DQG�IRU�WKH�KHDOWK�RI�WKH�IDPLO\�DQG�WKH�FKXUFKr��q0LVVLRQr���7KH�
Council has released two notable statements: the Danvers Statement, in 1989, which 
RSSRVHV� ZRPHQpV� RUGLQDWLRQ� DQG� JHQGHU-neutral Bible translations, and the Nashville 
Statement, in 2017, which condemns gay and trans identities as incompatible with 
Christianity and the Bible.  
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alone and steady in the face of chaos. This messaging infuses political and 
social issues wLWK�P\WKLF� LPSRUWDQFH��qFUHDWRUV�SURYLGH�IRU�DXGLHQFHV�DQG�
readers an interpretive template that posits demonological causes for 
political decline, and they situate readers in a historical framework and define 
for audiences a coherent, unchanging place theUHLQr��%LYLQV�����4XHVWLRQV�
about sexual orientation, gendered bathroom use, female clergy, and other 
shifts in understands of gender and sexuality have cosmic stakes: culture 
warriors understand themselves as battling for the soul and survival of the 
nation. As I demonstrate in the following analysis, The Power both reflects 
this relationship between heteronormativity and national power and draws 
attention to it by inverting it through its depiction of a violent, matriarchal 
United States.  

The Power and Religion 
The Power provides readers with a vision of a society in which women 
suddenly discover they possess organs that allow them, much like electric 
eels, to deliver powerful electric shocks to attackers or victims. In the years 
following this discovery, the balance of power around the world gradually 
shifts, as women first seek revenge for misogynistic violence, then come to 
dominate politics, media, religion, the military, and everyday life, before 
eventually bringing about nuclear war and apocalypse. Alderman traces 
these developments mainly through the eyes of four characters: Tunde, a 
1LJHULDQ� SKRWRMRXUQDOLVW� DQG� WKH� QRYHOpV� RQO\�PDOH� SURWDJRQLVW�� 5R[\�� WKH�
powerful and cynical daughter of a British crime boss; Margot, a mid-level 
American politician, and Allie, an abused foster child who becomes the 
SURSKHW�DQG�IDFH�RI�D�QHZ��PDWULDUFKDO�UHOLJLRQ�EDVHG�DURXQG�q0RWKHU�(YH�r�
The Mother Eve religion eventually spreads worldwide, reinterpreting diverse 
religious texts to centralize female power, and aids in propping up 
Bessapara, a matriarchal military state in former Moldova. Further 
complicating the text is a frame narrative, set in a matriarchal mirror of our 
contemporary publishing world, in which the young male author Neil Adam 
$UPRQ��DQ�DQDJUDP�RI�q1DRPL�$OGHUPDQr��ZUites to his mentor, an arrogant 
female author named Naomi, about his new speculative historical novel, also 
entitled The Power. 8SRQ�LWV�SXEOLFDWLRQ��$OGHUPDQpV�QRYHO�JHQHUDWHG�D�JUHDW�
deal of buzz and critical acclaim, in no small part because it resulted from a 
mentorship program that paired Alderman with legendary science fiction 
author Margaret Atwood. Due to this mentorship as well as thematic links 
between the works, critics have connected The Power WR� $WZRRGpV� RZQ�
gendered dystopia, 7KH�+DQGPDLGpV� 7Dle (1985). NPRpV� /\QQ� 1HDU\�� IRU�
H[DPSOHV��ZULWHV�WKDW�qLW�VHHPV�ILWWLQJ�WKDW������KDV�EHHQ�ERRNHQGHG�E\�WZR�
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QRYHOV�DERXW�ZRPHQ�DQG�SRZHUr��7KH�+DQGPDLGpV�7DOH, which reached best-
VHOOHU� OLVWV� IROORZLQJ� WKH� QRYHOpV� VXFFHVVIXO�+XOX� DGDSWDWLRQ� DQG� WKH������
election of President Donald Trump, and The Power, which had just won the 
%DLOH\�:RPHQpV�3UL]H�IRU�)LFWLRQ�DQG�DSSHDUHG�RQ�VHYHUDO�\HDU-end best-of 
lists.7 Despite critics making connections between the themes of The 
+DQGPDLGpV�7DOH�and The Power��IHZ�KDYH�FRQQHFWHG�WKH�QRYHOVp�GHSLFWLRQV�
of American Christianity. Extremist Christianity is, of course, at the heart of 
7KH�+DQGPDLGpV�7DOH, as numerous critics have explored in depth.8 What 
little scholarship exists concerning The Power, however, has mostly 
overlooked the heritage of specifically American Christianity that 
backgrounds the novel. José M. Yebra, in his study of violence and dystopia 
in The Power, noteV� WKDW� qWKH� QRYHO� LV� GHHSO\� HPEHGGHG� LQ� WUDGLWLRQ��
particularly Judaeo-Christianity and its palimpsestic substrate, namely 
QDWXUH� DQG� ELRORJ\r� ������ +H� IRFXVHV�PDLQO\� RQ� WKH� FRQQHFWLRQ� EHWZHHQ�
Mother Eve teachings and violence; when he critiques religious radicalism in 
the novel, however, he connects it mainly to Islamic terrorism (79). Alyson 
0LOOHU��PHDQZKLOH��UHIHUV�LQ�SDVVLQJ�WR�WKH�QRYHOpV�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�qDEVWLQHQFH�
FXOWXUH�r�EXW�IRFXVHV�PRVW�RI�KHU�VWXG\�RQ�WKH�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�VH[XDO�YLROHQFH�
and its relationship to power (409). Neither of these critics dwell on the 
figures of Margot and Jocelyn, instead locating most of their examination of 
religion in the text on the central religious figure of Mother Eve. As such, I 
suggest, my examination of evangelical purity rhetoric and gendered 
nationalism within The Power is a novel and meaningful intervention. 

While it is tempting to read The Power as a vision of matriarchy or a 
feminist dystopia, I read the novel primarily as satire of current patriarchal 
poweruincluding contemporary American evangelicalism. As Lucy Atkins 
argues, Alderman uses textual codes to signal parody, framing her novel 
XVLQJ�D�qVHOI-referential play on notions of fact and fiction, authorship, genre 
DQG�JHQGHUr��n.p.). By reading the novel as satire, the reader is encouraged 
not only to imagine a strange and eventually horrific alternate society, but 
UDWKHU�WR�DOVR�UHFRJQL]H�WKH�SDUDOOHOV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�QRYHOpV�VRFLHW\�DQG�RXUV��
7KH�QRYHOpV�PDWULDUFK\��0LOOHU�DUJXHV��IXQFWLRQV�qLQ�WKH�QDUUDWLYH�>f@ not to 
suggest a new way of being, but rather to underline an existing dynamic in 

 
7 While The Power was published in the UK in 2016, it was released in the United States in 

2017, where it received widespread acclaim and press coverage.  
8 6HH�� IRU�H[DPSOH��.ULVW\�7HQEXVpV� q3DOLPSVHVWXRXV�9RLFHV�� ,QVWLWXWLRQDOL]HG�5HOLJLRQ�DQG�

the SubjugatLRQ� RI� :RPHQ� LQ� 0DUJDUHW� $WZRRGpV� 7KH� +DQGPDLGpV� 7DOHr�� &KULVWDEHOOH�
6HWKQDpV�qo1RW�DQ�LQVWUXFWLRQ�PDQXDOp��(QYLURQPHQWDO�GHJUDGDWLRQ��UDFLDO�HUDVXUH��DQG�WKH�
politics of abortion in 7KH�+DQGPDLGpV� 7DOHr�� DQG�5D\�+RUWRQpV� q,V� 7KHUH� D�&RQWH[W� IRU�
Gilead? Reading 7KH�+DQGPDLGpV�7DOH and Lila XQGHU�WKH�&KULVWLDQ�5LJKW�r� 
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ZKLFK�VHOI�DQG�RWKHU�SHUSHWXDOO\�FROOLGHr��������6KH�TXRWHV�135pV�0LFKDHO�
6FKDXE��q:KDW�D�PDQ�UHDGV�DV�D�KRUULI\LQJ�G\VWRSLD��D�ZRPDQ�UHDGV�DV�D�
fairly accurate state of WKH�ZRUOG�DV� LW� LV� WRGD\r��������:KLOH� ,�FRUURERUDWH�
0LOOHUpV�DVVHUWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�QRYHO�IXQFWLRQV�DV�D�VDWLUH��,�EHOLHYH�WKDW�LQ�IRFXVLQJ�
her attention on the figure of Mother Eve/Allie, and worldwide patriarchy 
more broadly, she overlooks the specificity oI� $OGHUPDQpV� SDURG\� RI�
American evangelical rhetoric. 

Margot Cleary and the Politics of Evangelicalism 
A close examination of the figures of Margot and Jocelyn Cleary 
demonstrates how Alderman specifically satirizes contemporary evangelical 
Christianity and its ties between gender, sexuality, and nationalism. As a mid-
level American politician in the rapidly changing United States of The Power, 
Margot Cleary provides a window into American politics before, during, and 
after the shift between patriarchy and matriarchy. In the turmoil that follows 
ZRPHQpV�VXGGHQ�DFTXLVLWLRQ�RI�VXSHULRU�SK\VLFDO�SRZHU��0DUJRW�UHSRUWV�IHDU�
DQG�RXWUDJH�IURP�UHOLJLRXV�OHDGHUV��q3UHDFKHUV�DQG�WHOHYDQJHOLVWV�JUDE�WKH�
news and squeeze it, finding in the sticky entrails the unmistakable signs of 
WKH�LPSHQGLQJ�HQG�RI�GD\Vr�������,Q�RQH�RI�KHU�FKDSWHUV��$OOLH�FRUURERUDWHV�
WKLV� UHDFWLRQ�� QRWLQJ� WKDW� qLQ� WKRVH� GD\V�� LQ� WKH� 6RXWK�� WKHUH� ZHUH� PDQ\�
preachers who explained it: this is a punishment for sin, this is Satan walking 
among us, this LV�WKH�VLJQ�RI�WKH�HQG�RI�GD\Vr�������7KLV�UHDFWLRQ�UHIOHFWV�WKH�
logic of an evangelical worldview as outlined above by Bivins, in which 
disruptions to existing gender dynamics are understood as apocalyptic and 
threatening to national security.9 We see a similar connection, for example, 
in the famously controversial remarks of American evangelical leader Jerry 
Falwell Sr. following 9/11.10 In an appearance on fellow evangelical leader 
3DW�5REHUWVRQpV�The 700 Club�� )DOZHOO� GHFODUHG�� q,� UHDOO\�EHlieve that the 
pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the 
lesbians >f@�,�SRLQW�WKH�ILQJHU�LQ�WKHLU�IDFH�DQG�VD\�o\RX�KHOSHG�WKLV�KDSSHQpr�
�q)DOZHOOr���)DOZHOO��PXFK�OLNH�WKH�WHOHYDQJHOLVWV�LQ�$OGHUPDQpV�QRYHO��GUDZV�
a direct line between national disaster and deviance from heteronormativity, 
suggesting a cyclical cause-and-effect relationship between gender and 

 
9 Though to be fair, gender norms notwithstanding, any human developing powers similar to 

those of an electric eel or a member of the X-Men would no doubt be (pardon the pun) 
shocking. 

10 Falwell Jr. is also the founder of the evangelical Liberty University, one of the largest 
Christian universities in the world. His son and its current president, Jerry Falwell Jr., is 
IDPRXVO\�D�FORVH�IULHQG�DQG�SROLWLFDO�DOO\�RI�'RQDOG�7UXPS��LQ�ZKRP�KH�VD\V�qevangelicals 
KDYH�IRXQG�WKHLU�GUHDP�SUHVLGHQWr��0D]]D��� 
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sexual deviance and attacks on the state. In The Power, religious fear of the 
shift in gendered power is matched by political anxiety. However, much as 
in the rhetoric surrounding purity culture and abstinence-only sex education 
LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�WRGD\��ZKHQ�UHDFWLRQV�WRZDUGV�ZRPHQpV�HOHFWURVKRFN�
powers appear in the political realm in the novel, politicians initially use more 
veiled language to convey their messages.  

,Q�KHU�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�$PHULFDQ�SROLWLFDO�UHDFWLRQV�WR�WKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�qWKH�
SRZHU�r11 Alderman explicitly invokes the language of evangelical sexual 
SXULW\��7KURXJKRXW�WKH�QRYHO��ZRPHQpV�DELOLW\�WR�HOHFWURshock is sexualized: 
Tunde gets aroused at the idea of being shocked by a crush, Roxy has boys 
begging her to shock them during sex, and Margot compares her first 
H[SHULHQFH� XVLQJ� WKH� SRZHU� WR� ORVLQJ� KHU� YLUJLQLW\�� q,W� IHHOV� DV� QDWXUDO� DV�
DQ\WKLQJ�VKHpV�HYer done, as known and understood as the first time she had 
VH[��DV�KHU�ERG\�VD\LQJ��+H\��,�JRW�WKLVr�������&RUUHVSRQGLQJO\��WKH�ILFWLRQDO�
government direction about how to regulate the power parody existing 
American conservative government instruction regarding sexuality: 

7KH�RIILFLDO�OLQH�IRU�QRZ�IURP�WKH�0D\RUpV�RIILFH��KDQGHG�RXW�RQ�SKRWRFRSLHG�VKHHWV�
WR�VFKRROV�DFURVV�WKH�PDMRU�PHWURSROLWDQ�DUHD� LV��DEVWLQHQFH��-XVW�GRQpW�GR� LW�� ,WpOO�
SDVV��:H�NHHS�WKH�JLUOV�VHSDUDWH�IURP�WKH�ER\V��7KHUHpOO�EH�DQ�LQMHFWion within a year 
RU� WZR� WR� VWRS� WKLV� WKLQJ� KDSSHQLQJ� DQG� WKHQ�ZHpOO� DOO� JR� EDFN� WR� QRUPDO�� ,WpV� DV�
upsetting for the girls to use it as it is for their victims. (70)  

There are two aspects of this passage that I want to highlight. The first, and 
most obviRXV�� LV� LWV�HFKR�RI�HYDQJHOLFDO�SXULW\� ODQJXDJH��qDEVWLQHQFH��-XVW�
GRQpW�GR�LW�r�*LUOVp�XVH�RI�WKH�SRZHU�LV�VHHQ�DV�DEQRUPDO�DQG�WKUHDWHQLQJ�WR�
their male peers and to society as a whole, reflecting purity rhetoric such as 
that seen in the introduction to this paper. As Moslener writes: 

[..] purity culture demonstrates how sexual immorality poses a legitimate threat to 
the individual and to the collective well-being of the American citizenry. In doing so, 
evangelical purity culture marks adolescent sexual purity as a venue rife with 
opportunities for personal transformation, national revitalization, and quite possibly, 
the salvation of American civilization. (Virgin 15) 

$V�0RVHOHQHUpV analysis suggests, we can find a second aspect of purity 
rhetoric in the above passage from The Power: the argument that sex is 
damaging not only to others and to the nation but also to the self. The 
JRYHUQPHQW�DUJXHV�WKDW�XVLQJ�WKH�SRZHU�LV�qDV�XSVHWWLQJ for the girls to use 
DV�LW�LV�IRU�WKHLU�YLFWLPVr�������%\�IUDPLQJ�JLUOVp�XVH�RI�WKH�SRZHU�DV�PXWXDOO\�

 
11 7HUPV�DUH�ERXQG�WR�JHW�FRQIXVLQJ��ZKHQ�,�UHIHU�WR�qThe Powerr ,pP�GLVFXVVLQJ�WKH�QRYHO��
ZKHQ� ,� UHIHU� WR�qSRZHUr� ,pP�VSHDNLQJ�RI� WKH�JHQHUDO� WKHRUL]DWLRQ�RI� UHODWLRQV�RI�YLROHQFH��
control, and influHQFH��ZKHQ�,�UHIHU�WR�qthe SRZHUr�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�QRYHO�,pP�UHIHUULQJ�
WR�ZRPHQpV�HOHFWURVKRFN�DELOLWLHV��� 
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damaging, the government assumes that there cannot be consenting, 
pleasurable uses of the power (an assumption that we see refuted 
throughout the novel). Furthermore, this passage also works to cast teenage 
girls as passive and equally victimized, suggesting an effort to maintain a 
status quo in which boys are naturally active and girls are naturally passive. 
7KLV�UKHWRULF�VXUURXQGLQJ�JLUOVp�SRZHU�VKLIWV�Ln correspondence with changes 
LQ�WKH�VWUXFWXUH�RI�VRFLHW\��ODWHU�RQ�LQ�WKH�QRYHO��UKHWRULF�DURXQG�WHHQ�JLUOVp�
use of the power more closely reflects evangelical descriptions of male 
sexuality.  

As women become the dominant gender in The Power, Alderman uses 
Margot to satirize evangelical attitudes towards both male power and male 
sexuality.  One of the first hints of this shift occurs when Margot finds out that 
her daughter Jocelyn has participated in shocking and seriously injuring a 
PDOH� FODVVPDWH�� qo7KHUH� ZHUHfWKUHH� RWKHU� JLUOV"pr� 0DUJRW� VXSSOLHV� LQ�
UHVSRQVH�WR�KHU�GDXJKWHUpV�DVKDPHG�VLOHQFH��qo,�NQRZ�WKH\�VWDUWHG�LW��7KDW�
ER\�VKRXOG�QHYHU�KDYH�EHHQ�QHDU�\RX��7KH\pYH�EHHQ�FKHFNHG�RXW�DW�-RKQ�
0XLU��<RX� MXVW�JDYH� WKH�NLG�D�VFDUHpr� ������ ,Q� WKLV�VFHQH��0DUJRt employs 
minimizing techniques to absolve Jocelyn of responsibility for violence: she 
blames her peers for their bad influence, as well as victim-blaming the boy 
for putting himself in the situation where he got hurt. In doing so, she mirrors 
patriarchal constructions of masculine power and coy feminine weaknessu
constructions that exist within American society as a whole but are especially 
egregious within evangelical purity rhetoric. As Hendershot explains in her 
analysis of conservative evangelical culture, evangelical narratives of power 
and sexuality tend to frame teenage girls simultaneously as sexless beings 
desperate for affection and as dangerous temptresses whose bodies invite 
attack; boys, meanwhile, are seen as being completely at the mercy of their 
sex drives. Hendershot writes:  

By constructing a teen body utterly lacking self-control, a body that can only be 
controlled or cured by a spiritual commitment to chastity, evangelical books, 
magazines, and videos may not only be dangerous to teen self-image but also may 
encourage boys to be sexually violent and girls to see submission to sexual violence 
as natural. Boys and girls who are repeatedly told that at a certain point they are no 
longer in control may as a result feel less in control, and it may actually be more 
GLIILFXOW�WR�VWRS�VH[XDO�DFWLYLW\�LI�RQH�FRQFHLYHV�RI�RQHpV�ERG\�DV�D�UXQDZD\�WUDLQ������ 

As Hendershot notes, a construction of the body as dangerous and difficult 
to control absolves boys of moral responsibility for their actions and furthers 
victim blaming for girls. This logic parallels the logic of the above passage, in 
which Margot constructs Jocelyn as blameless within the interaction with the 
injured boy. Lest the connection between violence and teenage sexuality 
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seem dubious herH�� ,� WXUQ� WR�0DUJRWpV� WKRXJKWV�D� IHZ�VHQWHQFHV� ODWHU�� LQ�
ZKLFK�VKH�FRQVLGHUV�-RFHO\QpV�LQDELOLW\�WR�WDON�WR�KHU�PRWKHU�DERXW�KHU�DFWLRQV�
DQG�IHHOLQJV��q0DUJRW�UHPHPEHUV�WU\LQJ�WR�WDON�WR�KHU�RZQ�PRWKHU�DERXW�ER\V�
or the stuff that happened at parties. About how far was too far, where a 
ER\pV�KDQG�VKRXOG�VWRS��6KH�UHPHPEHUV�WKH�DEVROXWH�LPSRVVLELOLW\�RI�WKRVH�
FRQYHUVDWLRQVr�������+HUH��0DUJRW�H[SOLFLWO\�OLQNV�-RFHO\QpV�XVH�RI�WKH�SRZHU�
to her own adolescent experienceunot only of sexuality, but also of sexual 
threat. The irony, however, is of course that now her daughter is in the 
position of the aggressor, not the victim.  

This societal shift towards excusing powerful women for their aggression 
and framing men as in need of protection becomes especially clear in the 
QRYHOpV�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�0DUJRWpV�SROLWLFDO�WUDMHFWRU\��0DUJRW�EHJLQV�KHU�ULVH�WR�
power by advocating for training camps in which teen girls teach each other 
to use the power effectively. She frames this project as a civic one, in which 
teenagers will learn to harness and control abilities that would otherwise be 
incredibly dangerous. In a television appearance promoting the program, 
VKH� TXRWHV� D� %LEOLFDO� SDVVDJH�� qo,Q� WLPHV� OLNH� WKHVH�� ZH� VKRXOG� SUREDEO\�
UHPHPEHU� ZKDW� WKH� %LEOH� VD\V�� oWKH� KLJKHVW� DPRQJ� XV� DUHQpW� DOZD\V� WKH�
ZLVHVW��DQG�WKH�ROGHU�JHQHUDWLRQ�LVQpW�DOZD\V�WKH�EHVW�WR�MXGJH�ZKDWpV�ULJKW�p�
She smiles. Quoting the BibleuD�ZLQQLQJ�VWUDWHJ\r������12 Two things are 
notable about this passage. The first is the most obvious: Margot cynically 
deploys the Bible as a politically strategic intertext, indicating the popularity 
of Biblical messaging with American voters and suggesting that politicians 
often use Biblical intertext for political gain without necessarily believing the 
%LEOHpV PHVVDJHV��6HFRQGO\��0DUJRWpV�FKRLFH�RI�YHUVH� UHIOHFWV�WKH�VKLIWLQJ�
public attitudes regarding gender. She frames herself simultaneously as an 
underdoguQRW�qWKH�KLJKHVW�DPRQJ�XV�r�DV�ZHOO�DV�D�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�RI�\RXWK�
and innovationuQRW� SDUW� RI� qWKH� ROGHU� JHQHUDWLRQ�r� 6KH� DGGV� WR� WKLV�
LPSUHVVLRQ�E\� KDYLQJ� -RFHO\Q� MRLQ� KHU� DQG� qWHVWLI\r� WR� WKH� GDPDJH�RI� KHU�
HQFRXQWHU�ZLWK� WKH�ER\� VKH�KXUW�� qo,W�ZDV� VFDU\�pr� -RFHO\Q� VD\V�� qo,� KDGQpW�
learned how to control it. I was worried I could have really hurt him. I 
wisheGf,�ZLVKHG�VRPHRQH�KDG�VKRZQ�PH�KRZ�WR�XVH�LW�SURSHUO\��+RZ�WR�
FRQWURO� LWpr� ������ %\� KDYLQJ� -RFHO\Q� SURPRWH� KHU� DJHQGD��0DUJRW� XVHV� D�
rhetorical tactic that, while common, is especially pervasive in abstinence-

 
12 Margot is likely paraphrasing 1 Corinthians 1:27-29uq%XW�*RG�FKRVH�WKH�IRROLVK�WKLQJV�RI�

the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. 
God chose the lowly things of this world and the despised thingsuand the things that are 
notuWR�QXOOLI\�WKH�WKLQJV�WKDW�DUH��VR�WKDW�QR�RQH�PD\�ERDVW�EHIRUH�KLPr��1,9���7KLV�YHUVH�LV�
famously usedufar more earnestlyuin WKH�FOLPD[�RI�0DGHOHLQH�/p(QJOHpV�A Wrinkle in Time.  
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only messaging: the appeal to the remorseful young person. In this tactic, 
popularized by anti-drug PSAs and afterschool specials, a teenager recounts 
how they lacked the knowledge and control to self-regulate, made a terrible 
mistake, and wish that their peers could learn from them to prevent being 
hurt. As Caroline Blyth explains, cautionary tales framed as testimony from 
peers are popular evidence for writers and activists advocating for sexual 
SXULW\��WHHQVp�q>f@�YLUJLQLW\�LV�IHWLVKL]HG��DQG�LWV�oORVVp�LV�PRXUQHG�DV�D�VRXUFH�
of their remorse, unhapSLQHVV��DQG�VLQr�������-RFHO\QpV�VWDWHPHQW�IROORZV�WKH�
same blueprint as these cautionary tales: she used the power (her sexuality) 
instead of knowing how to control it, she is remorseful and hurt, and she 
wishes that she had someone to teach her how to control the power (her 
sexuality).  

$V�0DUJRWpV�SROLWLFDO� ULVH�GHPRQVWUDWHV��KRZHYHU��DEVWLQHQFH�UKHWRULF�
and evangelical gender roles are often a smokescreen for the promotion of 
JHQGHUHG�SRZHU�DQG�QDWLRQDO�VHFXULW\��7KH�WXUQLQJ�SRLQW�LQ�0DUJRWpV�FDUHHU�
comes while she is running for governor, in a televised debate with her rival 
DQG� IRUPHU� ERVV�� 'DQLHO�� 'DQLHOpV� WHDP� SXUVXHV� WUDGLWLRQDOO\� JHQGHUHG�
attacks, accusing her of being cold and hard and a neglectful mother and 
failed wife, and they appear to be working until Margot gets angry and 
VKRFNV�'DQLHO�VOLJKWO\��:KLOH�YRWHUV�FODLP��LQ�SROOV��WR�GLVDSSURYH�RI�0DUJRWpV�
use of violence, she wins in a landslide:  

It turns out the voters lied. Just like the accusations they always throw out at hard-
working public servants, the goddamned electorate turned out to be goddamned 
liars themselves. They said they respected hard work, commitment, and moral 
FRXUDJH��7KH\�VDLG�WKDW�WKH�FDQGLGDWHpV�RSSRQHQW�KDG�ORVW�WKHLU�YRWH�WKH�PRPHQW�
she gave up on reasoned discourse and calm authority. But when they went into the 
YRWLQJ� ERRWKV� LQ� WKHLU� KXQGUHGV�� DQG� WKRXVDQGV�� DQG� WHQV� RI� WKRXVDQGV�� WKH\pG�
WKRXJKW��<RX�NQRZ�ZKDW��WKRXJK��VKHpV�VWURQJ��6KHpG�VKRZ�WKHP�������� 

7KURXJK� WKH� YRLFH� RI� 'DQLHOpV� IXULRXV� FDPSDLJQ� PDQDJHU�� $OGHUPDn 
FRQWUDVWV� YRWHUVp� DWWHVWHG� YDOXHVuhard work, commitment, and moral 
courageuZLWK�WKHLU�DFWXDO�DOOHJLDQFH��VWUHQJWK��DV�VHHQ�WKURXJK�qULJKWHRXV�r�
retaliatory violence. Though The Power was published in Britain a week 
before the 2016 American election, MargRWpV� HOHFWLRQ� EHDUV� D� VWULNLQJ�
similarity to the surprising triumph of Donald Trump, who rode to power 
supported by a base of white evangelicals. While media outlets covering 
7UXPSpV�FDPSDLJQ�DQG�HOHFWLRQ�LQWR�RIILFH�UHHOHG�LQ�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�
how so many professed Christians would vote for a candidate who seemingly 
betrayed their moral values, other critics argued that Trump represented a 
form of militant masculinity and brash thirst for power that reassured 
evangelical voters. As Adam Serwer famously argued in a piece for The 
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Atlantic, entitled q7KH�&UXHOW\�,V�WKH�3RLQW�r�q7UXPSpV�RQO\�WUXH�VNLOO�LV�WKH�FRQ��
his only fundamental belief is that the United States is the birthright of 
straight, white, Christian men, and his only real authentic pleasure is in 
FUXHOW\r��Q��S����.REHV�'X�0H]��PHDQZKLOH��SRLQWV�WR�HYDQJHOLFDO�VXSSRUW�RI�
Ronald Reaganuanother Hollywood figure who promised to protect 
American interests and take hardline stances against crime and 
communismuover devoted Baptist Jimmy Carter as a precedent for this 
seeming hypocrisy: a precedent that Alderman implicitly draws on with 
0DUJRWpV� HOHFWLRQ�� 0DUJRWpV� HOHFWLRQ� PDUNV� D� WXUQLQJ� SRLQW� IRU� JHQGHUHG�
power in the novel, as well as offering a sharp critique of contemporary 
evangelical politics: voters and politicians alike, Alderman suggests, may 
claim moral superiority, but their real alliance is with power, violence, and 
defiant aggression. 

Conversion Therapy, Homophobia, and the Queerness of Jocelyn 
My analysis of Margot as a critique of evangelical nationalism and purity 
rhetoric is complicated and deepened by the queer coding of her daughter, 
Jocelyn. Jocelyn is positioned throughout the novel as an unruly figure not 
only for her inability to control her power, but also for its frequent inexplicable 
absence. After her first television appearance, before the complete shift in 
global gender dynamics, Jocelyn receives hate mail linking her unruliness to 
DQ�LQDELOLW\�WR�FRQIRUP�WR�JHQGHU�UROHV��q<RX�ZDQW�WR�NQRZ�why"r�KHU�FULWLF�
ZULWHV��q<RX�ZDQW�WR�NQRZ�LI�DQ\RQH�HOVH�LV�KDYLQJ�WURXEOH��WRR"�<RX�GRQpW�
know the half of it, sister. This rabbit hole goes all the way down. Your 
gender-bending confusion is just the start of it. We need to put men and 
ZRPHQ� EDFN� ZKHUH� WKH\� EHORQJr� ������ 7KH� OHWWHU� ZUiter explicitly links 
-RFHO\QpV� VWUXJJOHV� ZLWK� KHU� ERG\� DQG� SODFH� LQ� VRFLHW\� DV� OLQNHG� WR� KHU�
LQDELOLW\� WR� FRQIRUP� WR� H[LVWLQJ� JHQGHU� UROHV�� GHVFULELQJ� KHU� DV� qJHQGHU-
EHQGLQJ�r�7KH�XVH�RI�WKLV� WHUP� LV�HVSHFLDOO\�IDVFLQDWLQJ��VLQFH�DW� WKLV�SRLQW�
Jocelyn does not dress or act in any gender nonconforming way, nor have 
men traditionally had electroshock powers. Rather, the letter writer is 
WKUHDWHQHG� E\� -RFHO\QpV� SRZHU� DV� D� ZRPDQ� DQG� EHOLHYHV� WKDW� D� VWULFW�
adherence to traditional roles will rehabilitate the status quo. Notably, 
however, even as women are widely embraced as the more powerful gender, 
Jocelyn remains coded as queer. She begins secretly dating Ryan, a boy she 
met online who has a secret, low-functioning skeinuthe in-universe term for 
WKH�EXQGOH�RI�QHUYHV� ORFDWHG�RQ�ZRPHQpV�FROODUERQHV�WKDW�DOORZV� WKHP�WR�
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electroshock peopleuGXH� WR� D� qFKURPRVRPDO� LUUHJXODULW\�r13 -RFHO\QpV�
attraction to Ryan is described as simultaneously physical and emotional: 
she enjoys talkiQJ�WR�VRPHRQH�ZKR�DOVR�GRHVQpW�KDYH�PXFK�FRQVLVWHQW�SRZHU�
LQ�WKHLU�VNHLQ��EXW�DOVR��q-RV�TXLWH�OLNHV�JLUOV��6KH�TXLWH�OLNHV�ER\V�ZKR�DUH�D�
ELW� OLNH�JLUOVr� �������7KH�QRYHO�GRHV�QRW�GLUHFWO\�GHVFULEH�-RFHO\QpV�VH[XDO�
orientation or gender identity other than with this statement: it does not name 
her as queer, bisexual, or some other identity, nor does Jocelyn unpack the 
physical essentialism of her comparison of Ryan to a woman because of their 
VKDUHG� VNHLQ�� 7KLV� LV�� DUJXDEO\�� GXH� WR� $OGHUPDQpV� IUDPLQJ� RI� JHnder as 
binary and physically-determined throughout The Power. As Constance 
*UDG\�FULWLTXHV��qDW�QR�SRLQW�GRHV�VKH� ORRN�DW�ZKDW� LW�ZRXOG�PHDQ�IRU� WKH�
WUDQV� FRPPXQLW\�� ,WpV� DV� WKRXJK� $OGHUPDQ� FDQQRW� LPDJLQH� FULWLTXLQJ� RXU�
current patriarchal system of gender without erasing trans people from the 
ZRUOG�� ZKLFK� LV� RQH� RI� WKH� IXQGDPHQWDO� IDLOXUHV� RI� WKLV� QRYHOr� �Q�� S����
Nevertheless, if one continues to read the novel partially as a satire of 
HYDQJHOLFDO�&KULVWLDQLW\��WKHQ�-RFHO\QpV�TXHHUQHVVuDQG�0DUJRWpV�WUHDWPent 
of heruare especially pointed.  

I argue that The PowerpV�FRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�-RFHO\QpV�HUUDWLF�VXSSO\�
of electricity and her queerness serves to satirize evangelical narratives of 
homosexuality, gender, and national power. Miller has criticized the 
depiction of Jocelyn in the novel, arguing that: 

Given that Jos is one of the few characters signified as queer, there is, arguably, a 
SUREOHPDWLF�LPEULFDWLRQ�RI�KHU�G\VIXQFWLRQDO�VNHLQ�DQG�DQ�oRWKHUHGp�VH[XDO�LGHQWLW\��
Such a pairing evokes a rhetoric of biological fault, an error of neurological wiring 
WKDW�PLJKW�EH�UHFWLILHG�YLD�WKH�UHJLPH�RI�0DUJRWpV�1RUWK6WDU�WUDLQLQJ�FDPSV��D�oIRUFH�
IRU�JRRGp�GHVLJQHG�WR�WUDLQ�DQG�UHJXODWH�WKH�XVH�RI�WKH�SRZHU�LQ�\RXQJ�JLUOVr�������� 

While I believe that Miller is correct LQ� UHFRJQL]LQJ� WKH�QRYHOpV�FRQQHFWLRQ�
EHWZHHQ�-RVpV�VH[XDO�LGHQWLW\�DQG�DSSDUHQW�ELRORJLFDO�G\VIXQFWLRQ��,�DVVHUW�
that she overlooks how The Power uses Jocelyn to satirize evangelical 
rhetoric regarding queernessuHVSHFLDOO\�PDOH�qKRPRVH[XDOLW\�r�:KLOH�WKHre 
are outliers amongst evangelicals, the vast majority of evangelicals 
throughout modern history have condemned nonheteronormative gender 
expressions and sexual orientations as explicitly sinful and incompatible with 
Christian faith. This condemnation stems in part from an anxiety regarding 
the unruly queer body: a body thatuas evangelical Christian leaders readily 

 
13 'HVSLWH�KLV�qFKURPRVRPDO�LUUHJXODULW\�r�-RFHO\Q��DQG�WKH�QDUUDWRU��H[FOXVLYHO\�UHIHU�WR�5\DQ�

as a boy, not as nonbinary, intersex, or transgender. As I discuss further later in this paper, 
the novel does not feature a serious engagement with trans identities or other forms of 
gender diversity.  
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admituthreatens complementarian gender roles and patriarchal 
masculinity.14 This sense of threat is demonstrated by the rhetoric and 
practices put forward by evangelical proponents of so-called gay conversion 
therapy. Proponents of gay conversion, whether encouraging at-home study 
and reflection or urging concerned parents to enroll their errant offspring in 
camps and programs, frame the queer individual as a) fundamentally flawed 
or deviant, and b) capable of being rehabilitated (Bjork-James 647).15 This 
model is framed in explicitly gendered terms: queer individuals experience 
qVDPH-VH[� DWWUDFWLRQr� EHFDXVH� RI� FKLOGKRRG� WUDXPD� RU� D� IDLOXUH� RI� WKHir 
relationship with their parents, and they can be cured through a combination 
of religious faith and gender conformity. As Kristin Wintermute describes, for 
H[DPSOH�� DW� ([RGXV� ,QWHUQDWLRQDO� PHHWLQJV� qZRUNVKRSV� IRFXVHG� RQ�
embracing traditional masculinity or femininity, as antidotes to being gay. 
Conference attendees also took part in gender-conforming activities, such 
as the men playing football and the girls wearing make-up, as conditioning 
WRZDUGV�EHFRPLQJ�ZKDW�o*RG�ZDQWVp�\RX�WR�EHr��Q�S����*HQGHU�FRQIormity is 
VHHQ� DV� WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�� WKH� ERG\� LV� SOLDEOH�� EXW� *RGpV� SRZHU� RI�
transformation is not enough; it must be augmented by performing 
heteronormative masculinity and femininity. The focus on adhering to strict 
gender roles within gay conversion therapy suggests the anxiety at its core: 
not that the non-conforming individual is sinful, but rather that the unruly 
individual is a threat to the continuation of patriarchal masculinity and 
complementarian understandings of gender and sexual orientation. Within 
WKLV� FRQWH[W�� WKHQ�� WKH� FRQQHFWLRQ� EHWZHHQ� -RFHO\QpV� TXHHUQHVV� DQG� KHU�
qIDXOW\�ZLULQJr�WKDW�QHHGV�WR�EH�IL[HG�DW�WKH�1RUWK6WDU�WUDLQLQJ�FDPSV�VKRXOG�

 
14 7KLV�LV�VHHQ�FOHDUO\��IRU�H[DPSOH��LQ�WKH�q1DVKYLOOH�6WDWHPHQWr��������IURP�WKH�SUHYLRXVO\�

introduced Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, which argues that individuals 
cannot simultaneously be Christians and affirm LGBTQ+ identities, and was co-signed by 
RYHU�����HYDQJHOLFDO� OHDGHUV�� ,Q� OLQNHG�DUWLFOHV�� WKH�1DVKYLOOH�6WDWHPHQW�DIILUPV�qGLYLQHO\�
ordained differences between male and female reflect[ing] GoGpV�RULJLQDO�FUHDWLRQ�GHVLJQr�
DQG�GHQLHV�qWKDW�VH[XDO�DWWUDFWLRQ�IRU�WKH�VDPH�VH[�LV�SDUW�RI�WKH�QDWXUDO�JRRGQHVV�RI�*RGpV�
RULJLQDO�FUHDWLRQr� �%RO]-Weber n.p.) In response, progressive Lutheran pastor and writer 
Nadia Bolz-Weber led her LGBTQ+ affirming congregation, House for All Sinners and 
Saints, in composing The Denver Statement, which critiqued evangelical connections 
between holiness, masculinity, and complementarianism, and insisted on the legitimacy of 
LGBTQ+ Christians and bodies.  

15 Ex-gay ministULHV�LQFOXGLQJ�([RGXV�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�DQG�)RFXV�RQ�WKH�)DPLO\pV�/RYH�:RQ�2XW�
were both popular and profitable in the 1990s and early 2000s, but have faced increasing 
scrutiny and opposition in recent years. In 2009, the American Psychological Association 
issued a statement criticizing sexual conversion therapy as both unscientific and damaging, 
and a growing number of states have passed laws making it illegal for licensed counselors 
to practice conversion therapy with underage patients (Bjork-James 650).  
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EH� UHDG� DV� D� UHIHUHQFH� WR� HYDQJHOLFDO� UKHWRULFpV� IUHTXHQW� FRQQHFWLRQV�
between queerness and the healthuor frailtyuof the nation. As Moslener 
notes, evangelical connections between queerness and the health of the 
VWDWH�GDWH�EDFN�WR�WKH�&ROG�:DU��q1XPHURXV�OHDGHUV�EHOLHYHG�WKDW�QRW�RQO\�
was homosexuality an acceptable practice under the Soviet regime, as were 
other forms of sexual anarchy, but that American homosexuals were 
VXVFHSWLEOH� WR� EODFNPDLO� E\� FRPPXQLVW� VSLHVr� �q1XFOHDUr� ������ /DWHU��
evangelical critics identified the AIDS epidemic as signaling a fundamental 
threat queerness posed both to individual health and to public life.16 
8QGHUVWRRG�WKURXJK�WKLV�IUDPHZRUN��WKHQ��WKH�qUHKDELOLWDWLRQr�RI�WKH�TXHHU�
figure is not merely a question of personal morality or spirituality, but rather 
is essential to the endurance of the nation.   

With this context in mind, then, I assert that Jocelyn is framed as a 
biologically deviant figure with a dysfunctional skein in need of rehabilitation 
not because Alderman sees queerness as a moral error or bodily weakness, 
but because evangelical rhetoric does. Throughout the novel, both Jocelyn 
and her critics use language to describe her skein and her relationships that 
echo the language of gay conversion therapy and queer Christian 
experience. Shortly after encouraging Jocelyn to break up with her boyfriend 
Ryan, for example, Margot frames herself as a benevolent figure wanting to 
help Jocelyn live a whole and correct life:  

q,� VWLOO� WKLQN� ZH� FDQ� ILQG� VRPH� KHOS� IRU� \RX�� ,I� ZH� FRXOG� ILQG� VRPHRQH� WR� KHOS�
\RXfZHOO��\RXpG� MXVW�EH�DEOH� WR� OLNH�QRUPDO�ER\V�r�-RV�SXWV�KHU�FXS�GRZQ�RQ�WKH 
WDEOH�VORZO\��6KH�VD\V��q'R�\RX�UHDOO\�WKLQN�VR"r�$QG�0DUJRW�VD\V��q,�NQRZ�LW��KRQH\��
,�NQRZ�LW��<RX�FDQ�EH�MXVW�OLNH�DOO�WKH�RWKHU�JLUOV��,�NQRZ�ZH�FDQ�IL[�LW�IRU�\RX�r������� 

,Q�WKLV�SDVVDJH��0DUJRW�H[SOLFLWO\�OLQNV�-RFHO\QpV�RZQ�JHQGHU�FRQIRUPLW\��qMXVt 
OLNH�DOO� WKH�RWKHU�JLUOVr��ZLWK�KHU�VH[XDO� UHODWLRQVKLSV� �VKHpG�EH�DEOH� WR� OLNH�
qQRUPDO�ER\Vr���)XUWKHUPRUH��VKH�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�-RFHO\QpV�JHQGHU�FRQIRUPLW\�
FDQ� EH� HQIRUFHG� DQG� WKDW� E\� EHLQJ� qIL[HGr� DQG� OHDUQLQJ� WR� EH� D� SURSHU�
woman, Jocelyn will eradicate both her queerness and her difficulties using 
WKH� SRZHU��0DUJRWpV� VROXWLRQ� IRU� -RFHO\QpV� qSUREOHPr� LV� WR� HQUROO� KHU� LQ� D�
NorthStar training camp, one of her experimental camps that train women to 

 
16 This narrative proved so effective and pervasive that it has endured in evangelical circles 

even as the AIDS epidemic has diminished in the United States and AIDS is no longer 
H[SHULHQFHG�LQWHUQDWLRQDOO\�DV�D�SULPDULO\�qJD\�GLVHDVH�r�$V�%LYLQV�H[DPLQHV�LQ�Kis study of 
evangelical Hell Houses (elaborate immersive theater experiences depicting sinful 
lifestyles), many narratives attempt to simultaneously depict gay men as sexually 
promiscuous and dying of AIDS (a 1970s-80s stereotype) while also depicting them as 
perversely seeking the right to marry in parodic gay weddings (a twenty-first century 
phenomenon) (154).  
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use their poweruand prepares them to be private mercenaries. If one reads 
the NorthStar training camps partially as an analogue for gay conversion 
therapy camps, then Alderman is suggesting that by attempting to eradicate 
-RFHO\QpV�TXHHUQHVV�DQG�WHDFK�KHU�WR�HPERG\�JHQGHUHG�SRZHU��0DUJRW�LV�
also encouraging her daughter to prop up national power and protect the 
nation-state through violence. This reading is reinforced in the only scene set 
at one of the camps, in which Jocelynustill unable to control her power 
despite traininguaccidentally shocks a trespasser to death, and then is 
SUDLVHG�DQG�KHOG�XS�DV�D�KHUR�DQG�DQ�H[HPSODU��������q,WpV�JUHDW�WR�NQRZ�
WKDW� ZH� KDYH� \RXQJ� ZRPHQ� OLNH� \RX� UHDG\� WR� GHIHQG� WKH� FRXQWU\�r� WKH�
breathy young anchor tells her on television later that week, reinforcing that 
when Jocelyn exhibits power and violence she is read as a good woman and 
protector of national security. Despite her training at the NorthStar camps, 
KRZHYHU��-RFHO\Q�FDQQRW�qIL[r�KHU�VNHLQuor by extension, her queerness, a 
situation that leaves her anguished and feeling inadequate. Near the end of 
the novel, in a private meeting with Mother Eve, Jocelyn once again mirrors 
the language of evangelical queer experience, begging Mother Eve to fix her. 
q3OHDVHf3OHDVH�KHDO�PH�DQG�PDNH�PH�QRUPDO�r�VKH�EHJV��q3OHDVH�DVN�*RG�
to take WKLV�EXUGHQ�IURP�PH��3OHDVH�OHW�PH�EH�QRUPDOr��������7KH�LPSOLFDWLRQ�
is clear: despite all the training, patriotic bravado, and social encouragement 
LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��-RFHO\QpV�VWDWXV�DV�D�TXHHU�ILJXUH�LV�XQDOWHUDEOHuand despite a 
shift from a patriarchal religion to a matriarchal one, her political and social 
ZRUOGV�VWLOO�FRQYLQFH�KHU�WKDW�*RG�ZDQWV�KHU�WR�EHFRPH�qQRUPDO�r 

Conclusion: Matriarchal Power, Matriarchal Violence 
By way of conclusion, I turn to two of the violent results of the gendered 
power and violent nationalism exhibited by Margotuand, by extent, 
evangelical Christianity. While an extensive analysis of the depiction of sexual 
violence in The Power is beyond the scope of this project, I cannot proceed 
without noting the pervasive threat and depiction of rape in the novel. Rape 
is present at the outset in its patriarchal world, practiced systemically against 
sex workers and personally against the foster child Allie, and it endures in 
the new matriarchal society, as seen horrifyingly as a weapon of war in later 
scenes set in Bessapara. Alyson Miller has addressed The PowerpV�GHSLFWLRQ�
of sexual violence deftly, suggesting the novel frames sexual violence as 
qLQWULQVLF�WR�WKH�H[HUFLVH�RI�DXWKRULW\r���������)RU�WKH�SXUSRVHV�RI�WKLV�SURMHFW��
however, I am more interested in how these eruptions of sexual violence are 
framed as the inevitable outcome of subtler attitudes from figures like 
Margot. In a diplomatic meeting in Bessapara late in the novel, Margotunow 
a U. S. Senatorupromises to look the other wD\� UHJDUGLQJ� %HVVDSDUDpV�
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oppression of men and rampant state-sanctioned rape, excusing it as 
qFXOWXUDO�GLIIHUHQFHVr�������17 While Margot does not rape anyone nor ever 
explicitly condones rape in the course of the novel, she does begin to display 
casually condescending and sexist attitudes towards attractive men that 
suggests she now sees them primarily as sexual objects and believes her 
political and physical power gives her a right to their bodies. Ogling Tunde, 
VKH�QRWHV�WKDW�KH�LV�qKDQGVRPH�DV�KHOOr�DQG ZRQGHUV�qKRZpV�VKH�VXSSRVHG�
WR�WDNH�KLP�VHULRXVO\�QRZ��ZKHQ�VKHpV�VHHQ�KLV�EURDG�VKRXOGHUV�DQG�QDUURZ�
ZDLVW��DQG�WKH�UROOLQJ�ODQGVFDSH�RI�REOLTXHV�DQG�GHOWV��JOXWHV�DQG�SHFVr�LQ�KLV�
live reports from tropical locations (245). Later in the scene, Margot uses her 
power to sleep with an attractive young male intern, with the implication that 
he owes her sexual favors because she is his political superior (251). 
Through the figure of Margot, Alderman satirizes the hypocrisy of so-called 
moral authorities who promote sexual purity while also reinforcing patriarchal 
power. As Kobes Du Mez notes, while American evangelical leaders have 
frequently perpetuated an image of the benevolent patriarch who protects 
white womanhood, children, and the nation, in reality the evangelical they 
KDYH� SUHDFKHG� D� qYLVLRQ� RI� &KULVWLDQ� PDVFXOLQLW\uof patriarchy and 
submission, sex and power >f@ that promised protection for women but left 
women without defense, one that worshiped power and turned a blind eye 
WR� MXVWLFHr� ������18 In the figure of Margot, Alderman demonstrates the 
absurdity of any claim that the superior power of one gender will lead to the 
protection of other genders rather than their exploitation. Far from being a 
feminist vision of an empowered woman in politics advocating for justice for 
the oppressed, Margot duplicates the abuse of power practiced by male 
church authorities and political figures alike in contemporary American 
society.  

The denouement of The Power simultaneously satirizes the end goal of 
evangelical politics while also critiquing the inevitable destruction caused by 
untrammeled thirst for power and violence.19 The novel ends in nuclear war, 

 
17 For a disturbing account of how evangelical politicians in the United States often lend 

support to more extremist gendered projects abroad, see -HII�6KDUOHWpV�The Family: Power, 
3ROLWLFV��DQG�)XQGDPHQWDOLVPpV�6KDGRZ�(OLWH (2008).  

18 This was demonstrated vividly in the #ChurchToo movement, in which women who had 
experienced sexual abuse within the context of Christianity shared their stories in response 
to the larger #MeToo movement. For more on the #ChurchToo movement see founder 
EmiO\� -R\pV� #ChurchToo: How Purity Culture Upholds Abuse and How to Find Healing 
(2021).  

19 As Andrews F. Hermann explains, among more right-wing evangelicals and similarly 
extreme right-wing politicians, apocalypse is one of the major focuses and goals of 
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FRQGRQHG�E\�PHQpV�ULJKWV�DFWLYLVWV��H[LOHG�6DXGL�$UDELDQ�JHQHUDOV��0RWKHU�
Eve (now dictator of Bessapara), and Margot alike. Margot, in particular, 
sees her advocacy for war simultaneously as retribution for her Jocelyn being 
horribly injured in combat, as a way of finally destroying patriarchy, and as a 
way of asserting American sovereignty.20 q0\� FRXQWU\� FRPHV� ILUVW�r� VKH�
GHFODUHV�� q:H� QHHG� VWURQJ� OHDGHUVKLSr� ������� ,Q� 0DUJRWpV� DGYRFDF\� IRU�
nuclear war, we see a logical outcome of dogmatic nationalism and the 
uplifting of any gender as physically superior and entitled to power and 
control. Margot has served throughout the novel as a parody of evangelical 
rhetoric and politics; when she self-righteously brings about nuclear war, 
Alderman suggests the horrifying end game of the evangelical agenda that 
props up abstinence campaigns and sanctifies patriarchy. While Silver Ring 
Thing may claim that safe sex is like a nuclear bomb, The PowerpV�VDWLULFDO�
treatment of American politics, purity culture, and patriarchy suggests that 
HYDQJHOLFDO�&KULVWLDQ�UKHWRULF�LV�IDU�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�qZLSH�RXW�WKH�ZKROH�KXPDQ�
UDFHr��0RVOHQHU�q1XFOHDUr�������� 

 
  

 
evDQJHOLFDO�&KULVWLDQLW\��q)XQGDPHQWDO�HYDQJHOLFDOV�EHOLHYH�WKDW�LQ�WKH�FRPLQJ�ILQDO�EDWWOH��
America will fight on the side of Israel, and in order to do that it must remain a Christian 
nation. America must remain pure. Purity is imperative: individually, sexually, and nationally 
(416).  

20 Jocelyn, now a soldier abroad in a war zone, is nearly fatally electrocuted during an 
altercation in which her skein fails to provide her with ample power.  
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Playing as/against Violent Women: Imagining Gender in the 
Postapocalyptic Landscape of The Last of Us Part II 1  

Stefan Schubert, Leipzig University, Germany 
 

 
Abstract 
This article examines how femaleness and femininity are constructed in the 2020 
video game The Last of Us Part II (TLoU2), analyzing how it imagines gender 
narratively, visually, and ludically. The game is set in a postapocalyptic future in 
which the majority of the population has turned into zombie-like creatures, while the 
surviving parts of humanity have formed new societies and groups that fight against 
each other. Players control two characters, Ellie, who was already featured in the 
first TLoU, and Abby, who is initially set up as the antagonist of the story and whom 
Ellie determines to kill in an act of revenge. TLoU2 is thus one of very few mainstream 
video games that champion (especially active, dominant, and, indeed, violent) 
female characters as protagonists. In order to examine the depiction of gender in 
the game, I approach TLoU2 through an affective framework that analyzes the nexus 
of violence, femininity, and empathy. I argue that TLoU2 constructs violence as 
liberating and emancipating for its female protagonists in a postapocalyptic world 
that itself was created and is regulated by violence. Simultaneously, the game insists 
on the importance of balancing potentially justified violence with empathy for the 
position and perspective of others. It establishes this point both diegetically in the 
story of its two protagonists and extradiegetically in how players are forced to act 
DJJUHVVLYHO\� DJDLQVW� FKDUDFWHUV� WKH\� KDYH� JURZQ� WR� HPSDWKL]H� ZLWK�� D� oOXGR-
DIIHFWLYHp� GLVVRQDQFH� WKDW� FRQVFLRXVO\� DQG� SURductively discomforts the act of 
playing.  

 
1 I want to thank the editors of this special issue, Judith Rauscher and Marta Usiekniewicz, 

as well as the two anonymous reviewers for their many insightful comments and 
suggestions, which have vastly improved this contribution. 
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1. Introduction: The Last of Us Part II and Gendered Anti-Fandom 
When the video game The Last of Us Part II was released in June 2020, it 
garnered a polarized reaction: game critics and journalists praised the game 
as one of the best available for the PlayStation 4, while some players 
seemingly considered it a definite failure. This divided reception was 
encapsulated in the average scores that the website Metacritic tracks for 
oFULWLF�UHYLHZVpu95 out of 100 right aIWHU� WKH�JDPHpV�UHOHDVHuand for the 
oXVHU�VFRUHp������RXW�RI�����7DVVL���$V�LW�WXUQHG�RXW��WKH�JDPH�ZDV�VXEMHFW�WR�
oUHYLHZ-ERPELQJ�p�D�FRQFHUWHG�HIIRUW�E\�SOD\HUV�RI�FHUWDLQ�FRPPXQLWLHV��PRVW�
RI�ZKRP�KDG�QRW�KDG�WKH�WLPH�WR�ILQLVK�WKH�JDPH��WR�oERPEDUGp�WKe game with 
bad reviews. Despite this concerted effort, which seems to have been driven 
by a particularly outspoken minority of players, The Last of Us Part II has now 
been cemented as one of the most highly praised video games in gaming 
history, collectinJ�qPRUH�JDPH�RI� WKH�\HDU�DZDUGV� WKDQ�DQ\�RWKHU� UHOHDVH�
HYHUr��&DOYLQ��DQG�DW�WLPHV�EHLQJ�FDOOHG�D�qZRUN�RI�DUWr��*OHQQRQ���<HW�HYHQ�
after so many months of critical acclaim and popular success, disdain for the 
game still remains strong in some digital communities (Trumbore). While 
WKHUH�DUH�FHUWDLQO\�OHJLWLPDWH�FRPSODLQWV�DJDLQVW�WKH�JDPH��WKH�NLQG�RI�oKDWH-
ZDWFKLQJp� RU� oDQWL-IDQGRPp� �FI�� &OLFN�� WKDW� VRPH� JDPHUV� KDYH� RUJDQL]HG�
around focuses not so much on the game itself but on what some players 
think it represents. Put differently, the outrage says something about a 
particular segment of (US) gaming culture rather than about the quality of 
the game. Indeed, the main complaints lodged against The Last of Us Part II 
in these critiques (cf. Trumbore) have to do with how it represents gender, 
DOOHJLQJ� WKDW� WKLV� LV� D� JDPH� PDGH� E\� DQG� LQWHQGHG� IRU� qoVRFLDO� MXVWLFH�
ZDUULRUVpr��7UXPERUH��EHFDXVH�LW�IHDWXUHV�D�IHPDOH�SURWDJRQLVW��(OOLH��ZKR�LV�
shown in a same-sex relationship, a second female protagonist (Abby) 
whose muscular physique is not normatively feminine, and another character 
(Lev) who is transgender (Byrd; Glennon; Trumbore).2 For any other type of 
fictional narrative, and perhaps especially works of speculative fiction in 
other media, the inclusion of these characters might not have been 
particularly noteworthy, but in the realm of video games, non-normative 
forms of sexuality and gender identity are still rarely represented. In The Last 

of Us Part II, as Jen Glennon summarizes, the presence of queer characters 

 
2 Many of these players would certainly criticize this as an unfair characterization, claiming 
LQVWHDG� WKDW� WKHLU� FRPSODLQWV� DUH� PHUHO\� DERXW� WKH� JDPHpV� VWRU\� GHFLVLRQV�� +RZHYHU��
besides a few other aspects of the game that get targeted in these reactions, most of the 
complaints can be linked back to a sexist and frequently explicitly anti-feminist ideology, a 
tendency within video-game communities that has already been explored in considerable 
detail (cf. Cote; Fox and Tang). 
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KDV� OHG� WR� D� QXPEHU� RI� RXWVSRNHQ� SOD\HUV� EHLQJ� qDQJHUHG� E\� ZKDW� WKH\�
perceived as [game developer] Naughty Dog and game director Neil 
'UXFNPDQQpV�GHVLUH�WR�oIRUFHp�OHIW-leaning views on gender and sexuality into 
WKH�JDPHr��*OHQQRQ�� 

In this sense, the backlash against the game certainly fits into the 
regressive political climate that has predominantly been visible in the United 
6WDWHV�ERWK�LQ������DQG�LQ�SUHYLRXV�\HDUV��QRW�MXVW�VLQFH�7UXPSpV�HOHFWLRQ��
but certainly amplified by it). On a smaller scale, the controversy around The 

Last of Us Part II is also related to the notorious Gamergate harassment 
campaign, which has brought to light the deep-seated anti-feminist and anti-
TXHHU� VHQWLPHQWV� LQ� VRPH�VHJPHQWV�RI� WKH� oJDPLQJ�FRPPXQLW\p� �FI��&RWH�
177-87; Murray, On Video Games 35-�����+RZHYHU��,�SRVLW�WKDW�WKH�JDPHpV�
content is worth a much closer look than is possible within these broader 
oSROLWLFDOp�VWURNHV�LPSOLHG�LQ�WKH�FRQWURYHUV\�VXUURXQGLQJ�WKH�JDPHpV�DOOHJHG�
oIHPLQLVW�DJHQGD�p�,Q�SDUWLFXODU��,�ZRXld like to propose that the game uses its 
SRVWDSRFDO\SWLF� VHWWLQJ� WR� FRPSOLFDWH� DQG� GHIDPLOLDUL]H� oWUDGLWLRQDOp�
conceptions of femininity common in speculative fiction as well as in video 
games, particularly through the omnipresence of violence. 

The Last of Us Part II is a sequel to a game by the same name released 
in 2013. Both present a fictional world in which the United States suffered an 
outbreak of a mutated cordyceps fungus that turns infected humans into 
highly aggressive zombie-like creatures (callHG�o,QIHFWHGp�LQ�WKH�JDPH���7KH�
outbreak occurred in 2013, with the first game taking place twenty years 
later, in 2033, and the second one mainly in 2038 (while also including a few 
flashbacks). Both games depict a ruined civilization, a world in which nature 
has reclaimed some of the cities that humans have abandoned and in which 
danger is ever-present not only because of the roaming Infected but also 
because different groups of humans vie for authority over the remaining 
cities. In the original game, players control a character called Joel, a 
VPXJJOHU� ZKR� OLYHV� LQ� %RVWRQpV� TXDUDQWLQH� ]RQH�� ZKLFK� LV� XQGHU� WKH�
totalitarian rule of the militarized FEDRA (Federal Disaster Response 
Agency), one of the last remnants of the US government. Joel travels 
westward across the US to deliver a teenage girl, Ellie, to a group of 
scientists called the Fireflies. Ellie is immune to the infection and hence of 
interest to the scientists. Over the course of the journey, Ellie and Joel 
gradually form a close bond. Only when they reach the Fireflies in Salt Lake 
City does Joel learn that in order for the scientists to try to create a cure, Ellie 
would have to die. As a result, Joel proceeds to kill most of the Fireflies in 
order to save Ellie from this procedure and lies to her afterwards, claiming 
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that they were unable to develop a cure and that there are other immune 
people.3  

In the sequel, players control Ellie instead of Joel. Through later 
flashbacks, they find out that she has grown distant from Joel after 
discovering the truth about his actionsushe was especially furious that he 
chose her life over the chance for a cure. Early on in the second game, Joel 
is killed by Abby, whose fatheruas players find out much lateruwas killed 
E\� -RHO� ZKHQ� KH� UHVFXHG� (OOLH� IURP� WKH� )LUHIOLHV�� )ROORZLQJ� -RHOpV� EUXWDO�
murder, Ellie in turn plots to take revenge. Accompanied by her girlfriend 
Dina, she tracks down Abby in Seattle. Players first witness the three days 
(OOLH�VSHQGV�LQ�6HDWWOH�IURP�KHU�SHUVSHFWLYH��WKHQ�WKH\�VZLWFK�RYHU�WR�$EE\pV�
during the same time. The game concludes after multiple pursuits and 
confrontations between the two characters, who, eventually, forsake their 
plans for revenge and go their separate ways. The switch from (mainly) 
controlling Joel in the first game to playing as both Ellie and Abby in the 
VHTXHO� UHFRQWH[WXDOL]HV� WKH� IUDQFKLVHpV� SRVWDSRFDO\SWLF� VHWWLQJ� E\� Oetting 
players explore it from the perspective and through the experiences of two 
different (but equally violent) female characters. 

In terms of the gameplay (i.e., the way in which the game works and 
players interact with it), The Last of Us Part II (TLoU2) is an action adventure. 
Players control Ellie and Abby from a third-person perspective. With the 
camera positioned behind their avatars, players move through the 
environment, fight against Infected and human enemies with a variety of 
weapons, sneak around them, find helpful equipment, and overall traverse 
WKH� JDPHpV� SRVWDSRFDO\SWLF� ZRUOG� LQ� RUGHU� WR� SXUVXH� (OOLHpV� DQG� $EE\pV�
individual goals. There are a number of cutscenes in the game, i.e., filmic 
sequences when players have to watch the narrative unfold without any 
possibility to intervene. In addition to that, dialogues between characters also 
WDNH�SODFH�oDXWRPDWLFDOO\p�ZKLOH�SOD\HUV�DUH�LQ�FRQWURO�RI�WKH�SURWDJRQLVWV��DQG�
can, for instance, move away from a character they are speaking to). In order 
tR�JOHDQ�PRUH�QDUUDWLYH� LQIRUPDWLRQ�RQ�ZKDW�KDV�KDSSHQHG� LQ� WKH�JDPHpV�
storyworld, players can also overhear conversations between other 

 
3 Most of the characters and narrative events from the first game are important for the second 

one, yet I will focus on the latter in this article and refer to the previous one only if it is 
relevant for understanding aspects of the second game. Thematically, there are also 
important parallels between the two titles, and there is quite a bit of scholarship on the first 
game that can help contextualize the second one as wellufor instance on nature and the 
environment (cf. Green), fatherhood (cf. Hill; Cruea), femininity (cf. Jones), and whiteness 
(cf. Murray, On Video Games 109-21). 
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characters, find hidden notes and documents, and pay particular attention 
to their visual surroundings. It is especially through this kind of environmental 
VWRU\WHOOLQJ��YLD�WKH� oQDUUDWLYH�EDFNJURXQGp��FI��0DJQHW��6FKXEHUW������ WKDW�
players can gain more information about how society is structured in the 
JDPHpV�SRVWDSRFDO\SWLF�ZRUOG��IOHVKLQJ�RXW�WKH�ILFWLRQDO�VHWWLQJ�� 

The protagonists arrive at the main setting of the game, Seattle, years 
after FEDRA has given up control of it. Through a number of dialogues and 
additional documents, they learn that the Washington Liberation Front (WLF, 
or Wolves), to which Abby also belongs, has taken over after a protracted 
ZDU�DJDLQVW�)('5$pV�PLOLWDU\�IRUFHV�� ,Q�������PDQ\�SDUWV�RI� WKH�FLW\�KDYH�
been left to the Infected, while the remaining territories are fought over by 
the WLF and the Seraphites, a group of people depicted as a fanatic and 
primitivist cult. Ellie gets attacked by both groups when she encounters them 
in the city, and she also witnesses them fight against each other. Violence 
WKXV� LV�RPQLSUHVHQW� LQ�WKH�JDPHpV�ZRUOG��ERWK�SK\VLFDOO\�DQG�V\PEROLFDOO\��
The Seraphites, for instance, uphold a repressive and heteropatriarchal 
gender regimeuwhen the trans character Lev refuses to be married off as a 
wife to another Seraphite and shaves his head in defiance (and in a symbolic 
act of asserting his masculinity and maleness), he is ordered to be killed. In 
this sense, while US society and the US government as players know them 
from their extradiegetic world seem to have collapsed in the game (as is 
common in postapocalyptic scenarios), the new social order and the 
individual groups that the game depicts have created their own particular 
systems that exert power through force. That is, in the postapocalyptic 
absence of a government, these smaller groups have formed communities 
that enforce order and control in a way that builds on violence, similar to how 
a more centralized state would. 

Overall, the game offers an intriguing case study of a postapocalyptic 
world made playable in which violence is a central element narratively, 
visually, and ludically. At the same time, violence is closely connected to how 
the game constructs the gender identities of its two protagonists. Since there 
is, as of now, little scholarly engagement with the game,4 I want to focus on 
D�VOLJKWO\�EURDGHU�UHDGLQJ�RI�WKH�JDPHpV�JHQGHU�SROLWLFV��SDUWLFXODUO\�LQ�WHUPV 
of its construction of femininity. Specifically, I want to examine the game 
through an affective framework and especially consider the nexus of 
violence, femininity, and empathy that I see as central for the cultural work 

 
4 There have, however, been quite a lot of critical discussions of the game on blogs and other 
ZHEVLWHV�� IRU� LQVWDQFH� DURXQG� /HYpV� WUDQV� QDUUDWLYH� �FI��0XQF\��0DF/HRG�� RU� JHQGHUHG�
violence (cf. Flores). 
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that the game does. Exploring this nexus will allow me to punctuate this 
overarching analysis with a few close readings of TLoU2 that show how 
narrative, visuals, and gameplay affect representations of violence, 
femininity, and empathy in the game. Overall, I argue that TLoU2 constructs 
violence as liberating and emancipating for its female protagonists in a 
postapocalyptic world that itself was created and is regulated by violence. 
Simultaneously, the game insists on the importance of balancing potentially 
justified violence with empathy for the position and perspective of those 
others who are perpetrators or may become victims of violence. It 
establishes this point both diegetically in the story of its two protagonists and 
extradiegetically in how players are forced to act aggressively against 
characters they have grown to empathize with, an affective dissonance that 
consciously discomforts the act of playing. 

2. Contextualizing Violence, Femininity, and Empathy in (Postapocalyptic) Video 
Games 
A large number of video games could be said to be part of speculative fiction, 
science fiction, fantasy, and related genres. This is true for the earliest video 
or computer games (Tringham 1) just as much as for more recent ones, even 
though more recent games sometimes evince less direct or visible links to 
such easily identifiable generic roots (Tringham 13). Partly, this is also 
because genre can be seen as designating two different aspects of games. 
2QH�FRXOG�EH�FDOOHG� oJDPHSOD\�JHQUH�p� VR� WKH�GLIIHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�D� UROH-
playing game or a strategy game or a racing game, while the other could be 
XQGHUVWRRG�DV�WKH�oQDUUDWLYH�JHQUHp�WKDW�LV�FRPPRQO\�XVHG�RXWVLGH�RI�YLGHR-
game parlance: a role-playing game can be science fiction or fantasy or 
Western, etc. (cf. also Apperley). The The Last of Us series is arguably 
rooted quite strongly in the narrative genre of postapocalyptic fiction, of 
which there have been many video games of diverse gameplay genres 
especially in the last decade (cf. Pérez-Latorre). Since TLoU2 is thematically 
quite rich (touching on questions of survival, grief, trauma, revenge, justice, 
love, family, and many others), I want to focus on only three aspectsuand 
their interconnectionsuthat, I argue, stand out in this postapocalyptic world: 
violence, femininity, and empathy. I will briefly accentuate these vast topics 
in terms of how they figure in video games like TLoU2 in particular. 

Much has been written about violence in video games, and especially 
outside the scholarly realm, violence is still often the predominant cultural 
lens through which games are discussed, in addition to more focused 
academic studies (cf., e.g., Markey and Ferguson). However, I am not 
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interested here, as most of the nonacademic and some of the academic 
studies are, in the psychological effects playing violent video games might 
have, but rather in the functions and meanings of violence within a game like 
TLoU2, in which social relations are such a large part of world-building. Some 
gameplay genres centrally build on players performing violence and are 
consequently constructed around competition and domination, which, in 
turn, such games envision primarily as physical conflicts. Generally 
speaking, the violence that is often featured in works of speculative fiction 
either on the representational level or as a subject matter certainly exists in 
most postapocalyptic video games as well. Yet, in action adventures, this is 
intensified by the violent actions that often constitute the main gameplay. In 
this article, my focus will be on the (inter)active potential of (and limits to) 
performing violence as an integral and constitutive part of playing the 
gameuand, during that process, of making sense of it and of the social 
relations that it depicts. In order to examine the representation of violence in 
TLoU2, I will analyze what the game does and does not allow players to do, 
what it forces them to do, how it portrays violence visually (including what is 
and what is not shown), and how it features violence narratively. 

In comparison to the long established issue of violence in games, gender 
and sexual identities have received attention only in more recent scholarship 
on video games (cf., e.g., Malkowski and Russworm; Ruberg and Shaw; 
Murray, On Video Games; Wysocki and Lauteria). Both scholars and cultural 
critics have pointed out the continuing representational problems of many 
video games. This includes a general lack of representation of non-normative 
gender identities on the one hand and stereotypical, often sexualized 
portrayals of female characters on the other. TLoU2 offers more complex 
representational politics, and studying its portrayal of femaleness and 
femininity can be linked in particular to the act of playing (and performing 
acts of violence) as these female and more or less feminine characters. 
Since playing is inherently an active process, featuring female and feminine 
protagonists in video games already complicates a stereotypical association 
of femininity with passivity. Instead, the kinds of active, dominant, and violent 
femaleness that Ellie and Abby exhibit in the game could also be framed as 
QRWLRQV�RI�oIHPDOH�PDVFXOLQLW\p��+DOEHUVWDP���0\�LQWHUHVW�OLHV�LQ�WUDFLQJ�KRZ�
the game depicts its female protagonists as engaging in behavior that is 
VWHUHRW\SLFDOO\�FRGHG�IHPLQLQH�RU�PDVFXOLQH�LQ�WKH�SOD\HUVp�ZRUOGV�DQd in how 
these gendered associations (in particular in reference to violence) might 
ZRUN�GLIIHUHQWO\�LQ�WKH�JDPHpV�SRVWDSRFDO\SWLF�VHWWLQJ� 
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Lastly, I want to suggest that these issues of violence and femininity can 
be especially productively explored in video gamesuand in TLoU2 in 
particularuWKURXJK� D� UHDGLQJ� RI� WKH� JDPHpV� DIIHFWLYH� GLPHQVLRQ�� DQG�
specifically in terms of how TLoU2 transports empathy. The study of emotion, 
feeling, and affect has become more influential in cultural studies for a few 
years nRZ��SURPSWLQJ�VRPH�WR�VSHDN�RI�DQ�oDIIHFWLYH�WXUQ�p�DQG�PRUH�UHFHQWO\�
such investigations have extended to video games as well (cf. Anable; 
0XUUD\��q$PHULFDr���+HUH��,�DP�SDUWLFXODUO\�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�ZKDW�6RUD\D�0XUUD\�
FDOOV� oSROLWLFDO� DIIHFWp�� qD� GLIIXVH� VWructure of what Ann Cvetkovich has 
GHVFULEHG�DV�oUHODWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�HPRWLRQDO��WKH�FXOWXUDO�DQG�WKH�SROLWLFDO�pr�
DQ�qDIIHFWLYH�FRPSRQHQW�>WKDW@�FDQ�JDWKHU�XS�LQWHQVLWLHVr��q$PHULFD�r�SDUD��
3). While Murray traces this dimension of political affect through the visual 
landscapes that video games evoke (which is potentially a very fruitful 
approach for TLoU2 as well), my reading will focus more on how characters 
in the game transfer certain affects onto the players. For that, I build on Sara 
$KPHGpV� ZRUN�� ZKLFK� KDV� KLJKOLJKWHG� qKRZ� HPRWLRQV� ZRUN� WR� VKDSH� WKH�
oVXUIDFHVp�RI�LQGLYLGXDO�DQG�FROOHFWLYH�ERGLHVr������,Q�WKLV�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�
understanding of affects or emotions (which, in line with Ahmed [205-08], I 
understand as less easily distinguishable from each other as some scholars 
SRVLW���FHUWDLQ�HPRWLRQV�oVWLFNp�WR�D�ERG\�DQG�FDQ�JHW�WUDQVIHUUHG�WR�DQRWKHU�
person when these bodies encounter each other, a process that, if 
transferred to video games, could also be traced from fictional character to 
extradiegetic player.  

Studying affect in fictional texts can potentially invite criticism of 
q>S@KHQRPHQRORJLFDO� LPSUHFLVLRQr� �$QDEOH� ���� 7U\LQJ� WR� FLUFXPYHQW� WKDW�
PHWKRGRORJLFDO� ULVN�� ,�ZDQW� WR�DQDO\]H�ZKDW� FRXOG� EH� FDOOHG� WKH� oDIIHFWLYH�
DIIRUGDQFHVp�RI� WKH�JDPH� Caroline Levine has made the term affordance 
SURGXFWLYH�IRU� OLWHUDU\�DQG�FXOWXUDO�VWXGLHV� LQ�XVLQJ�LW�qWR�GHVFULEH�SRWHQWLDO�
XVHV�DQG�DFWLRQV�ODWHQW�LQ�PDWHULDOV�DQG�GHVLJQVr������VKLIWLQJ�DWWHQWLRQ�DZD\�
IURP�D�WH[WpV� oLQWHQGHGp�XVDJH�WRZDUGV�WKH�qSRWHQWLalities [that] lie latentu
though not always obviousuLQ�DHVWKHWLF� DQG� VRFLDO� DUUDQJHPHQWVr� ��-7). 
Extending this to questions of affect, the affective affordances of a text can 
be understood as describing how its material, medial, or formal properties 
shape LWV�DIIHFWLYH�UHVRQDQFHV��([DPLQLQJ�D�JDPHpV�DIIHFWLYH�DIIRUGDQFHVu
i.e., the narrative, visual, and ludic elements that enable and encourage a 
particular structure of feelinguis thus meant as a means of analyzing how a 
game makes its players feel, and how it can trigger empathy or apathy 
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through the act of playing.5 7KLV� RYHUDOO� LQWHUHVW� LQ� WKH� JDPHpV� DIIHFWLYH�
dimension will guide my analyses in the following sections. 

3. Violence in TLoU2 
Violence is omnipresent in TLoU2. Like in many postapocalyptic works, the 
world that the game depicts has partly regressed to championing physical 
strength and to solving conflicts through violence. While the game depicts a 
few self-sustaining and peaceful locations (e.g., the town of Jackson that 
Ellie has been living in for a few years), there is also a constant need to 
protect these settlements from the Infecteduand from other humans. 
Outside of these settlements, many autocratic and warring groups seem to 
exist, evidenced by the conflLFWV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�:/)�DQG�WKH�6HUDSKLWHV��(OOLHpV�
interactions with members of these groups in Seattle, or also by the 
existence of gangs like the Rattlers, a group of heavily armed slavers that 
Ellie and Abby encounter in Santa Barbara toward the end of the game. In 
addition to the physical violence manifesting in these conflicts, many of the 
communities or factions in the game have also been formed around systems 
of social and symbolic control, such as the strictly heteronormative role that 
the Seraphites prescribe for Lev and how they deny the validity of his 
trans/gender identity. The storyworld that the game constructs thus features 
numerous instances of physical and symbolic violence in its settings and its 
character interactions. Additionally, the (often brutal and tragic) deaths of 
characters form a main part of the narrative as well, overall establishing the 
pervasiveness of violence in this postapocalyptic setting. 

Arguably the most viscerally and cognitively disconcerting 
representation of violence in TLoU2 is in its gameplay. Ellie and Abby shoot 
other humans and Infected with a variety of guns and arrows, stab them with 
numerous melee weapons that they can find in the environment, kill them 
silently with a shiv, or in more dramatic fashion with hand-crafted bombs, 
mines, or molotov cocktails. While the game, in many areas, also offers 
players a stealth-centered approach to advancing in the game, focused on 
circumventing rather than fighting enemies, there are a number of 
encounters which produce conflicts that have to be solved with physical 
violence. Since almost every area in the game is filled with various enemies, 
thinking of ways to fight and dispose of them is, in many ways, the main 
method of progressing in the gameuand thus also of advancing the story. 

 
5 In other words, this is not an LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�RI�DQ�HPSLULFDO�SOD\HUpV�IHHOLQJV�ZKHQ�SOD\LQJ�WKH�

game but of the structures that the game provides for how players are supposed to feel, for 
instance because of the bodily display of emotion of a fictional character. 



Playing as/against Violent Women 
 

Gender Forum Issue 80 (2021) | 39  
  

Given that ludic violence is such a central element, it is crucial to consider 
how it is visually (and aurally) depicted in the game. For instance, thinking 
about the affective affordances of some first-person shooter games, killing 
oKRUGHVp�RI�HQHPLHV�FDQ�SURGXFH�D�GHVHQVLWL]LQJ�WHQGHQF\��VLQFH�oIDFHOHVVp�
masses are more difficult to recognize and feel for than individual human 
beings. Instead, TLoU2 opts for a particularly visceral display of physical 
violence that highlights the effect of violence on individual characters. 
Specifically, it represents violence in a highly realist mode, comparable to 
how postmodern genre films such as examples of revisionist Westerns 
reacted to earlier glorified portrayals of violence in the classical Western by 
including the physical, and literally bloody, consequences of violent actions 
(Loy 122). To create this effect of realism, the game features elaborate 
character models that visibly react to Ellie or Abby hitting and shooting them. 
The game not only shows their deaths in notably gory detail but also includes 
JUXHVRPH�VFUHDPV��GUDZLQJ�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�SDLQ�DQG�VXIIHULQJ�WKDW�(OOLHpV�
DQG�$EE\pV�DFWV�RI�YLROHQFH�FDXVH��ZKLFK�KHOSV�WR�DFWXDOO\�PDUN�WKDW�YLROHQFH�
DV�D�VLJQLILFDQW�DVSHFW�RI�WKH�JDPHpV�ZRUOG� 

Although players look at their avatar from behind their shoulders, there 
are many semi-scripted encounters in the game in which the camera is 
explicitly positioned differently in order to highlight the brutality of a murder. 
For instance, when Dina tries to save Ellie but then is struggling for her life 
against the WLF member Jordan, playersuas Ellieurush toward his back 
DQG�UHFHLYH�D�SURPSW�WR�oVWULNH�KLPp��FKDSWHU�q6HDWWOH�'D\����(OOLH�r���:KHQ�
they do, a brief cutscene seamlessly takes over: as Ellie grabs Jordan around 
his back and shoulder, the camera spins around 180 degrees to show their 
faces. Ellie (who at this moment is not controlled by the player) stabs Jordan 
twice in the neck with her switchblade, and each time a hit lands, the camera 
jerks to the rLJKW��VLPXODWLQJ�WKH�NQLIHpV�PRWLRQ��6LPXOWDQHRXVO\��WKH�FDPHUD�
PRYHV�HYHQ�FORVHU�RQWR�-RUGDQpV�IDFH��ZLWK�EORRG�JXVKLQJ�RXW�RI�KLV�PRXWK�
DQG� QHFN�� (OOLHpV� IDFH� DQG� KHU� UHDFWLRQV� DUH� DOVR� FOHDUO\� YLVLEOH� LQ� WKLV�
particular shotushe does not seem particularly shocked at her own actions 
but instead content in having managed to overpower Jordan. His body then 
falls to the floor, positioned at the bottom of the frame, and players hear his 
choking and gurgling noises. He rolls out of frame and dies, which leaves a 
shot that shows Ellie and Dina standing over him. While, in terms of camera 
positioning, this scene is filmed through an external focalizer, the 
composition increases the identification with both characters: Jordan 
VXIIHULQJ�WKH�FRQVHTXHQFHV�RI�(OOLHpV�EUXWDO�DFWLRQV��DQG�(OOLHpV�LQWHQVLW\�DQG�
VDWLVIDFWLRQ� ZLWK� WKHP�� DV� VKH� H[FODLPV�� q*RW� \RX�� PRWKHUIXFNHU�r� :KLOH�
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excessive violence might be an everyday reality in the world of TLoU2, the 
game stages this violence in a way that makes it spectacular, precisely so 
as not to appear mundaneubut instead to shock and disturb. This 
GUDPDWL]DWLRQ� DOVR� PDNHV� WKH� SOD\HUVp� JDPHSOD\� PRUH� PHDQLQJIXO� RQ� D�
narrative level, displaying the consequences their ludic actions have on the 
character they are playing just as much as on the other characters in the 
world. Such scenes are repeated throughout the game, and they can often 
lead to discomfort with what is being displayeduor with what players have 
to do to complete the game successfully.6 

The choices that the game does and does not offer in terms of how 
violence is being used by its protagonists are crucial in provoking an 
emotional reaction from players. Generally, players are free to roam around 
the different areas of the game, to explore them in detail or ignore them, and 
to choose how exactly to engage with the many other characters (most of 
them enemies) in the game. However, the main story of TLoU2 is linear, with 
no significant choices, featuring a low amount of narrative agency (cf. 
Schubert 36-37). This combination of ludic freedom and narrative 
constraints is also evident in the depiction of violence, as in the cutscene just 
discussed. The way the death of another character is staged in the game 
illustrates this connection even better: after a long chase, Ellie finally catches 
XS�WR�1RUD��RQH�RI�$EE\pV�IULHQGV��DQG�ZDQWV�WR�NQRZ�ZKHUH�H[DFWO\�$EE\�LV�
KLGLQJ��q6HDWWOH�'D\����(OOLH�r���0RPHQWV�DJR��1RUD�JRW�LQIHFWHG��ZLWK�QR�ZD\�
to save her life, so she sees no point in helping Ellie, at least not until Ellie 
retorts��q,�FDQ�PDNH�LW�TXLFN��2U�,�FDQ�PDNH�LW�VR�PXFK�ZRUVH�r�7KH�VHTXHQFH�
that follows is once again a cutscene where the camera switches between 
looking at Ellie and at Nora, all bathed in red from the emergency light of the 
building. When Nora declares initiDOO\�WKDW�VKH�LV�qQRW�JLYLQJ�XS�>KHU@�IULHQG�r�
the camera is positioned above Ellie, looking down onto the crouching Nora, 
DQG� WKHQ� WXUQV�DURXQG�WR�VKRZ�(OOLHpV� IDFH�� LQ�D�VOLJKW� ORZ-angle shot that 
VXJJHVWV�1RUDpV�SHUVSHFWLYH��(OOLH�VHHPV�WR�VWUXJJOH�ZLWK what to do for a 
while, but after a few seconds, a button prompt pops up on the screen, 
indicating to players to push the square button on their controller. When they 
GR�VR��(OOLH�KLWV�1RUDpV�IDFH�ZLWK�D�SLSH�WKDW�VKH�SLFNHG�XS�HDUOLHU��DQG�ZKLOH�
the camera remains in the same position, blood is seen splashing upwards 

 
6 This is especially the case in the scenes that pit Ellie and Abby against each other, which I 

will discuss in more detail below. Additionally, the violent and brutal nature of deaths in the 
world of the game is also displayed whenever Ellie or Abby are killed by enemies, with a 
zoom on them actually showing them dying before the game then reloads to a previous 
stage. 
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and Nora is heard sobbing. The prompt, which players now know is a prompt 
to beat Nora to extort information from her, comes up two more times, before 
the screen fades to black. The next scene shows Ellie as she arrives back at 
KHU�DQG�'LQDpV�KLGHRXW�ZLWK�D�KLQW�RQ�$EE\pV�ZKHUHDERXWVubut also visibly 
distressed at what she had to do to receive that information. If players do not 
push the button three times, the scene does not advance.  

In this sense, even though the sequence involves a kind of interaction 
(players have to press a button), it still offers no practical agency and no 
meaningful narrative choices at all. Instead, it forces players to use Ellie to 
torture Norauwhile at the same time making them more complicit in the 
violence committed than if the cutscene had progressed without any player 
input. The sequence thus works similarly to a canonical moment in video-
game history, a scene in the game BioShock which explicitly and self-
reflexively highlights that players have had no practical agency in any of the 
JDPHpV�HYHQWV�VR�IDU��FI��6FKXEHUW���-99). While TLoU2 generally does not 
offer narrative choices in this way, pointing one such choice out so clearly in 
this scene, while really making only this one choice possible, serves to 
strengthen the notion that players have to perform violence even if they feel 
discomfort doing so (a point I will come back to later)uand, by implication, 
that such violence might be necessary in a postapocalyptic world. 

While many deaths in the game emphasize the brutality of killing another 
human being by explicitly depicting the direct consequences of violence, 
players do not see how Nora gets killed. Instead, the game foregrounds the 
distressing effect the torture of Nora precipitating her death had on Ellie. In 
my reading, both of these representational strategies establish that TLoU2 
does not use violence gratuitously and does not glorify it, which was a 
FRQWURYHUVLDO� TXHVWLRQ� VXUURXQGLQJ� WKH� JDPHpV� UHOHDVH� Ds well (cf., e.g., 
Bailey). Instead, the realist depiction of violence is meant to disturb and 
distress players. The occasional explicit death sequences serve to instill a 
feeling in players that they are not just pressing buttons to progress the game 
but that their actions have brutal diegetic consequences and thus certain 
ethical implications. This realization might lead to discomfort and frustration, 
and to the desire to look away while playing the gameuor even to take 
breaks from playing (cf. Sims). Yet this is exactly the point the game wants 
to make: that there is ultimately nothing redeeming or glorious about 
YLROHQFH��HYHQ� LI� LW� LV� DSSDUHQWO\�QHFHVVDU\� LQ� WKH�JDPHpV�SRVWDSRFDO\SWLF�
ZRUOG��QRW�RQO\�HQVXULQJ�WKH�SURWDJRQLVWpV�VXUYLYDO�EXW�DOVR�DOVR� IRUming a 
crucial part of how their identities are constructed. 
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4. Femininity and Violence in TLoU2 
For both Ellie and Abby, violence is central to their gendered identities. The 
JDPHpV�VHWWLQJ�JHQHUDOO\�EXLOGV�RQ�D�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�JHQGHU�WKDW�GLIIHUV�IURP�
the lived realities of its playersuthe postapocalyptic world, after all, is 
organized in vastly different ways, so that not all markers of femininity or 
gender performances prevalent in contemporary US society apply in the 
same way. And yet, twenty years after the outbreak of the infection, gender 
as a social category of difference of course still exists and matters in the 
JDPHpV�ZRUOG��DQG�FKDUDFWHUV�DUH�IUHTXHQWO\�JHQGHUHG�E\�RWKHUV�LQ�VSHFLILF�
ways. For instance, Ellie, at 19 years of age, is repeatedly caOOHG�D�qJLUOr�E\�
other characters and enemies, infantilizing her perhaps due to her small 
stature but also more generally, since she is apparently not being taken 
VHULRXVO\� DV� DQ� DGXOW�� ,Q� FRQWUDVW�� 7RPP\�� -RHOpV� EURWKHU�� UHFDOOV� DQRWKHU�
person describing $EE\�DV�qD�ZRPDQ�>f@�EXLOW�OLNH�DQ�R[r��q7KH�)DUPr�u
such a reference to her muscular body type is typical of how a number of 
characters react to her, and the dehumanizing comparison to a male animal 
also implies that her physique and overall appearance is not considered 
normatively feminine. While physical violence plays a central role in 
establishing these gender identities, unlike in many stereotypical portrayals 
of women (especially in video games), this is not primarily about the violence 
done to these female characters. While both Ellie and Abby are certainly also 
victims of violenceubeing attacked by numerous enemies and shown in 
many cutscenes as being punched, hit, and shot by others, men and women 
alikeumuch more often and centrally they are the perpetrators of violence 
themselves.7 This propensity of female characters in TLoU2 to commit 
violence as part of their gender performance adds to the ways in which the 
game subverts stereotypical depictions of women as necessarily feminine 
and of femaleness and femininity as associated with non-violence, which 
particularly a lot of video games but also other popular postapocalyptic 
fictions still adhere to (cf., e.g., Garland et al.; Keetley). Other aspects of the 
narrative do revert to those more stereotypical portrayals, though, overall 
leading to ambivalent representational politics. 

Ellie and Abby are very much round characters, and while many players 
will already have known Ellie from the first TLoU game, the second part also 
includes a number of playable flashback scenes for both of them, most of 
them quieter and less violent than the main chapters, providing a deeper 

 
7 Notably, the game does not depict overly sexualized violenceusex scenes between Ellie 

and Dina or Abby and her former boyfriend Owen, for instance, happen consensuallyu
even though the world itself is full of violence. 
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characterization. Throughout the game, Ellie and Abby both appear as 
active, dominant, assertive, emotionally strong, and violent womenuall of 
which works against reactionary depictions that, in binary constructions of 
gender, associate being a woman with being feminine, and femininity with 
non-violence. At the same time, none of these characteristics take away from 
their gendered identities�� LW� LV� $EE\pV� SK\VLFDO� DSSHDUDQFH�� QRW� KHU�
personality traits, that prompt others to comment unfavorably on her as a 
woman. This way, in the world of the game, being violent can be understood 
as performing a kind of normative femininity, since the postapocalyptic 
setting has made it necessary for women and men alike to be prepared for 
its physical dangers. At the same time, Ellie and Abby are also very different 
characters and exhibit distinct gender identities that go beyond stereotypical 
binaries still prevalent in mainstream (genre) fictions (such as between the 
FKDUDFWHU�W\SHV�RI�WKH�oIDLUp�DQG�WKH�oGDUN�ODG\p�>FI��&DZHOWL���@��� 

Significantly, these differences are established in the game not only 
through how differently Ellie and Abby behave in the narrative and how they 
are visually depicted, but also via gameplay: when players start controlling 
Abby in her chapters, the gameplay subtly shifts. The game does not 
explicitly indicate this (unlike with other gameplay hints that the game does 
provide), buW�VLQFH�$EE\pV�SK\VLFDO�VWUHQJWK�HQDEOHV�KHU�WR�HIIHFWLYHO\�KDUP�
enemies by punching them and since she generally has more weapons 
available, her chapters can at times be approached in a more fight-oriented, 
hands-RQ� ZD\�� (OOLHpV� VKLYV� DQG� FUDIWHG� WRROV�� Ln turn, allow for a slightly 
stealthier approach (especially against Infected enemies). This ludic 
difference is significant because in many other games, playing as different 
avatars entails playing a character that looks but does not play differently. In 
TLoU2, this difference in game mechanics adds to the overall complexity of 
(OOLHpV� DQG� $EE\pV� SRUWUD\DOV�� 6XFK� QXDQFHG� GHSLFWLRQV� H[WHQG� WR� RWKHU�
IHPDOH� FKDUDFWHUV� LQ� WKH� JDPH� DV�ZHOO�� OLNH� (OOLHpV� JLUOIULHQG�'LQD�� $EE\pV�
IHOORZ�:/)�PHPEHU�DQG�2ZHQpV�JLUOIULHQG�0HO��RU�/HYpV�VLVWHU�<DUD��:KLOH�
they all are supporting characters, they have distinct personalities that go 
beyond serving the interests of a main character. As mentioned before, this 
breadth of representation also extends to sexualityueven though the 
characters in the game do not use any explicit labels for themselves, from 
their actions, players can infer that Ellie is lesbian, Dina is bisexual, and Abby 
is heterosexual. 

:KLOH� VRPH� RI� WKHVH� FKDUDFWHUVp� TXHHUQHVV� VXEYHUWV� VWHUHRW\SLFDO�
portrayals of women in games as heterosexual and as sexually available to 
heterosexual men, more reactionary gender tropes are woven into these 
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subversive portrayals. Perhaps this becomes most evident in the interactions 
between Ellie and Dina, as Ellie is generally the more assertive and active 
RQH� LQ� WKHLU� UHODWLRQVKLS� �DQG� LQ� WKH� JDPHpV� VWRU\� LQ� JHQHUDO���:KLOH�'LQD�
initially accompanies Ellie on the dangerous trips through Seattle, she has to 
VWD\�DW�oKRPHp�LQ�WKHLU�KLGLQJ�SODFH�RQFH�(OOLH�ILQGV�RXW�WKDW�'LQD�LV�SUHJQDQW�
(from a previous relationship with the character Jesse), while Ellie (and later 
Jesse as well) ventures out. The pregnancy pushes Dina into a position and 
gender role that recalls traditional patriarchal constructions of femininity, with 
her assuming a more passive and submissive role in the relationship with 
(OOLH�DQG�LQ�WKH�FRXSOHpV�VWUXJJOH�IRU�VXUYLYDO��7KH�KHWHURQRUPDWLYH�HYRFDWLRQ�
of a family in which the mother stays at home while her partner provides for 
her is repeated later in the game, when Ellie and Dina are depicted living on 
D�IDUP�DIWHU�WKH�HYHQWV�LQ�6HDWWOH��ZLWK�'LQDpV�FKLOG�--�KDYLQJ�EHHQ�ERUQ�DQG�
the two taking care of him together. When Tommy visits the two with 
LQIRUPDWLRQ� RQ� $EE\pV� ZKHUHDERXWV�� (OOLH� ZDQWV� WR� JR� DIWHU� KHU� DJDLQ�� WR�
which Dina vehemently disagrees. As Dina explains, she does not just want 
WR�qVLW�KHUH�DQG�ZDLW�IRU�>(OOLH@r�DQG�LQVWHDG�HYRNHV�WKHLU�VKDUHG�OLIH��q:HpYH�
got a family. She [i.e���$EE\@�GRHVQpW�JHW�WR�EH�PRUH�LPSRUWDQW�WKDQ�WKDW�r�
Ellie, in contrast, notes in brief sentences that she feels restless and not like 
KHUVHOI�DV�ORQJ�DV�$EE\�LV�DOLYH��q,�GRQpW�VOHHS��,�GRQpW�HDW�r�DQG�ZKHQ�'LQD�
EHJV�KHU�WR�VWD\��VKH�UHSOLHV�FXUWO\��q,�FDQpWr��q7KH�)DUPr���,Q�GHSLFWLQJ�(OOLHpV�
identity as so centrally organized around her desire for revenge that she 
disavows the idea of family as providing an alternative source of identity, 
(OOLHpV� DQG� 'LQDpV� UHODWLRQVKLS� KHUH� ZRUNV� DFFRUGLQJ� WR� VWHUHRW\Sical 
narratives for heterosexual couples. Thus, the game casts Ellie as active in 
contrast to Dina, portraying their queer relationship in heteronormative, 
binary terms, with a clear power imbalance.8 

Ultimately, this kind of ambivalence between subversion of and 
submission to stereotypical tropes also extends to the connection between 
violence and femininity in TLoU2. Both Ellie and Abby are centrally motivated 
by revenge and use violence as a means to an end: Abby kills Joel to avenge 
KHU�IDWKHUpV�GHDWK� and Ellie wants to kill Abby to avenge Joel, in a similar 
emphasis on (adopted) fatherhood. However, especially as the story 
progresses, they also resort to violence in order to protect others and care 
for them. This is already evident in the scene of Ellie killing the WLF member 

 
8 6LPLODU�WR�WKH�ILUVW�JDPHpV�WKHPDWLF�UHODWLRQ�WR�VRPH�P\WKV�RI�WKH�:HVWHUQ�JHQUH��WKLV�FDQ�

be seen as another nod to tropes of the (classical) Western in which the male Western hero 
can never stay LQ� oFLYLOL]DWLRQp� EXW� KDV� WR� FRQWLQXRXVO\� PRYH� IXUWKHU� ZHVWZDUG� LQWR� WKH�
wilderness to stay independentujust as Ellie travels west to Santa Barbara. 
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Jordan that I discussed in the previous section. She kills him so brutally and 
ZKLOH� YLVLEO\� HQUDJHG� EHFDXVH� KH�ZDV� DERXW� WR� KDUP�'LQD�� (OOLHpV� XVH� RI�
violence thus often explicitly serves to protect her loved ones. This is 
arguabO\� OHVV�WKH�FDVH�IRU�KHU�RYHUDOO�TXHVW�WR�DYHQJH�-RHOpV�GHDWK��ZKLFK�
seems more self-serving. However, at the end of the narrative, Ellie gives up 
that pursuitushe does not kill Abby when she has the chance but lets her 
leave instead. The ending suggests that Ellie is eventually able to forgive both 
Abby and Joel and move on to a different chapter in her life: the last shot 
shows her leave the guitar Joel gave her at the farmhouse (which Dina has 
since left), and as the camera moves forward to look out of a window, Ellie is 
YLVLEOH�ZDONLQJ�LQWR�WKH�GLVWDQFH��q(SLORJXHr���7KH�VKRW�LV�ODGHQ�ZLWK�V\PEROLF�
meaning that goes beyond the scope of this article, but while it is unclear if 
she will try to reconnect with Dina or not (potentially embracing family life), 
she has certainly given up on the idea of revenge.9 $EE\pV�VWRU\�KDV�D�SDUDOOHO�
development, just further advanceduwhen players control her, it is already 
a while after she has exacted her revenge on Joel. This act apparently was 
unable to give her the satisfaction and closure she had been seeking, as she 
becomes disillusioned with the WLF and her current life throughout the 
ensuing days. Gradually distancing herself from the WLF, she eventually 
focuses on protecting and taking care of Lev, with whom she drives away in 
a boat after the final confrontation with Ellie. Their kind of mother-child 
UHODWLRQVKLS�VXJJHVWV�DQ�HPEUDFH�RI�IDPLO\�DV�ZHOO��DQG�D�ZD\�IRU�$EE\�qWR�
ILQG�VRPHWKLQJ�PHDQLQJIXO�LQ�KHU�OLIHr��0XQF\���:KLOH�D�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�FDULQJ�
DQG� oQXUWXULQJp� UROH� RI�PRWKHUKRRG� LV� FHUWDLQO\� D� VWHUHRW\SLFDOO\� UHGXFWLYH�
imagination of femininity, Abby still combines this focus on caring with her 
propensity towards violence, using violence not for revenge but for the 
purpose of protecting others.10 The quasi-motherly role that she adopts is 
thus still one as a violent woman, a dominant and not a submissive carer. 
This connection between violence and empathetic caring overall manages 
to complicate stereotypical portrayals of femininity. 

 
9 Ellie puts down the guitar also because she cannot properly play it anymore, having lost 

parts of two fingers in the fight with Abby, a reminder of how their violent encounters have 
(also physically) changed her. Still, I read the composition of the shot as symbolically 
expressing hope, demonstrated by Ellie leaving behind a personal item that, as a reminder 
of Joel, was closely connected to her quest for revenge. 

10 )ROORZLQJ�WKH�SDUDOOHOLVP�LQ�(OOLHpV�DQG�$EE\pV�FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQV��DQG�VLQFH�(OOLH�KDV�DOUHDG\�
broken with the cycle of violence between the two at the end of the game, this might also 
be read as a hint that Ellie, too, will seek relationships or family life to fulfill her life beyond 
thoughts of revenge (instead of staying alone). 
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5. Empathy, Femininity, and Violence in TLoU2 
In a last argumentative step, I want to connect the notions of violence and 
femininity in the game through the lens of empathy, which is both a 
SDUWLFXODUO\�LPSRUWDQW�WKHPH�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�JDPHpV�VWRU\�DQG�SDUW�RI�D�UDQJH�
of emotional reactions that the game wants to trigger in its players as well. 
7KH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DQRWKHU�SHUVRQpV�SHUVSHFWLYH��WR�IHHO�IRU�
them and with them, is centrally evoked in the game through its emphasis on 
the perspectives of two mutual enemies who players are both encouraged 
to empathize with, by playing through the same period of time first as Ellie 
and then as Abby. After Ellie is ready to give up on her search for Abby and 
leave for Jackson with Dina, Jesse, and Tommy, Abby ambushes them in 
their hideout. At the moment when Abby seems to have decided to shoot 
Ellie, the screen suddenly fades to black and reopens with players controlling 
Abby in a flashback scene (at the end of which they learn that Joel killed her 
father). The next chapter is again WLWOHG� q6HDWWOH�'D\���r�EXW� WKLV� WLPH� WKH�
JDPH� XQIROGV� IURP� $EE\pV� SHUVSHFWLYH�� ZKR� LV� ZRNHQ� XS� E\� KHU� IULHQG�
Manny. Subsequently, players control her while she traverses the base of 
operations of the WLF, a repurposed stadium. For a number of minutes, 
there are no violent scenes in the game, as Abby walks through different 
areas of the stadium and players get to witness how the WLF functions as a 
self-FRQWDLQHG�VRFLHW\��VLPLODU�WR�DQ�HDUOLHU�FKDSWHU�IURP�(OOLHpV�SHUVSHFWLYH�
in Jackson). This includes walking past school classrooms, talking to some 
RI�$EE\pV�IULHQGV�LQ�D�FDIHWHULD��ORRNLQJ�WKURXJK�KHU�DQG�0DQQ\pV�URRP��DQG�
seeing the farms and training facilities that the WLF has set up. The overall 
SLFWXUH� LV� RQH� RI� WUDQTXLOLW\� DQG� RUJDQL]HG�� oFLYLOL]HGp� Oife in this particular 
settlementuwhich stands in stark contrast to how players experienced the 
WLF as Ellie, namely as a seemingly hyper-aggressive and militant 
organization and thus as the enemy. This contrast of perspectives is 
repeatedly evoked throughRXW�$EE\pV�FKDSWHUV��HVSHFLDOO\�VLQFH�VKH�PHHWV�
PRUH�DQG�PRUH�FKDUDFWHUV�WKDW�SOD\HUV�KDYH�DOUHDG\�NLOOHG�LQ�(OOLHpV�FKDSWHUV��
,Q� WHUPV�RI� WKH�JDPHpV� DIIHFWLYH� DIIRUGDQFHV�� WKHVH� VFHQHV�DUH� VHW� XS� WR�
provoke shock and guilt, to make players realize that many of the characters 
WKH\� SUHYLRXVO\� NLOOHG� ZKLOH� DVVXPLQJ� WKHP� WR� EH� oIDFHOHVVp� HQHPLHV� DUH�
(diegetically) real people, with friends and relationships, lives and 
personalities of their own.11 

 
11 $V�RQH�H[DPSOH��LQ�WKH�FKDSWHU�q6HDWWOH�'D\����(OOLH��r�(OOLH�NLOOV�D�IHPDOH�:/)�VROGLHU�ZKR�

played the video game Hotline Miami on a handheld console, the music from which is 
DXGLEOH�WR�SOD\HUV�DV�ZHOO��/DWHU�LQ�WKH�JDPH��DV�$EE\�LQ�WKH�FKDSWHU�q6HDWWOH�'D\����$EE\��r�
they encounter the same characteruparticularly noticeable and memorable because the 
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In switching perspectives half-way through the game, TLoU2 turns Abby 
IURP� WKH� FHQWUDO� DQWDJRQLVW� LQ� (OOLHpV� VWRU\� LQWR� DQRWKHU� SURWDJRQLVW��
simultaneously, the enemies Ellie has killed without much regard for their 
humanity become more fleshed-RXW� FKDUDFWHUV� IURP� WKH� SOD\HUVp�
perspective. Such a complication of the question of who is positioned as 
protagonist and antagonist in a fictional world and the moral ambiguity that 
follows from this complication is particularly important for mainstream video 
games, whose narratives often still work with simplistic moral binaries, and it 
LV� DOVR� W\SLFDO� RI� SRVWDSRFDO\SWLF� ILFWLRQpV� LQWHUHVW� LQ� WKH� FRPSOH[LWLHV� RI�
humanity. While TLoU2 makes this explicit through the shifted perspective 
on the WLF, it also hints at a similar importance of considering another 
SHUVRQpV�SRLQW�RI�YLHw for other groups depicted in the game.12 Additionally, 
the overall narrative suggestion that players consider their enemies as 
complex humans is also mirrored in the gameplay: the gameplay demands 
that players think of their human enemies as complex actors as well, since 
WKH�JDPHpV�DUWLILFLDO�LQWHOOLJHQFH�ZLOO�SURYLGH�SDUWLFXODUO\�FKDOOHQJLQJ�FRPEDW�
situations in which simply rushing your enemies will almost always lead to 
failure. While this could be seen as an instance of ludonarrative harmony, at 
the same time, players still cannot always avoid violent confrontations, so 
they will have to continue killing enemies despite the game making them 
want to think of them as individual human beings, an affective frustration that 
LV�DOVR�HYRNHG�WKURXJK�WKH�JDPHpV main plot. 

In fact, the pivotal moments that bring these affective dimensions 
together are the two direct confrontations between Ellie and Abby. Generally, 
even though they are very violent characters, the game is invested in making 
both of them likable. Most players playing TLoU2 will already be attached to 
(OOLH� WKDQNV� WR� WKH� ILUVW� JDPH� �LQ� ZKLFK� WKH\� DVVXPH� -RHOpV� UROH� DV� KHU�
protector), and there are many more moments in the second title that further 
flesh out her characterization. Evoking the same depth of character is more 
complicated for Abby, who is initially introduced as a villain to players. Yet in 
terms of affective affordances, the game is designed in a way that 
encourages players to understand and feel for her as well, be it through the 
crucial switch in perspective or through a number of flashback episodes that 

 
music from Hotline Miami LV�SOD\LQJ�DJDLQ��2QO\�QRZ�GR�WKH\�OHDUQ�WKH�FKDUDFWHUpV�QDPH��
Whitney, and that she was acquainted with Abby, transforming her from a previously 
oIDFHOHVVp�HQHP\�MXVW�OLNH�WKH�PDQ\�RWKHUV�WKDW�(OOLH�KDV�NLOOHG� 

12 For instance, the impression players JHW�RI�WKH�6HUDSKLWHV�LV�PRVWO\�RQH�IURP�DQ�RXWVLGHUpV�
SHUVSHFWLYH��\HW�LQ�$EE\pV�FKDSWHUV�FHUWDLQ�DVVXPSWLRQV�DERXW�WKHP�DUH�DOVR�RFFDVLRQDOO\�
challenged by Lev. 
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provide more motivation for her actions.13 The fights between the two female 
protagonists, however, set up a conflict between characters players should 
both be attached to. After players have reached the end of day 3 in Seattle 
IRU�WKH�VHFRQG�WLPH��WKLV�WLPH�IURP�$EE\pV�SHUVSHFWLYH��WKH�ILJKW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�
two resumes. The cutscene plays again and continues, and then the game 
UHWXUQV�FRQWURO�RYHU�$EE\�WR�SOD\HUV��QRZ�LQ�(OOLHpV�KLGHRXW��ZLth the task of 
NLOOLQJ� KHU� �q6HDWWOH� 'D\� �� �$EE\�r��� 7KLV� VHWV� XS� D� FUXFLDO� DIIHFWLYH�
GLVFRQQHFW��DW�WKLV�SRLQW��SOD\HUV�KDYH�JRQH�WKURXJK�ERWK�(OOLHpV�DQG�$EE\pV�
journeys, but in this crucial sequence they are only in control of Abby. 
Whereas she (perhaps understandably) wants to exact revenge on Ellie for 
having killed most of her friends, players arguably will not want to do thatu
Ellie is, after all, the first and main protagonist. While the overall switch in 
SHUVSHFWLYH�LV�VXSSRVHG�WR�LQFUHDVH�SOD\HUVp�sense of empathy for those that 
Ellie has murdered, she had been a flawed character already before that, 
and yet one that the game sets up as likable also because of this more 
multidimensional characterization. 

The key confrontation scenes are thus characterized by a profound 
affective dissonance. When the game shows Ellie killing Jordan, the scene is 
set up in a way that aligns players with her panic and anger in that moment. 
Here, however, players cannot share the emotional state of the character 
they conWURO��VLQFH�WKH\�KDYH�DOUHDG\�H[SHULHQFHG�KDOI�RI�WKH�JDPHpV�VWRU\�
from the point of view of the character introduced as their opponent. In this 
way, the scenes afford identification with both characters simultaneously, a 
highly unusual situation for action-adventure games that normally build on 
players rooting only for the character they play asuand having them perform 
violence against antagonists only. In turn, this feeling is intensified because, 
once again, players have to perform particularly gruesome violence: when 
Abby does manage to sneak up on Ellie and to hit her, the game switches to 
cutscenes that depict the two brutally hitting, stabbing, and shooting at each 
other with different weapons. When Abby gains the upper hand for the third 
time, she seHPV�WR�EUHDN�(OOLHpV�DUP�DQG�WKHQ�SXQFKHV�KHU�UHSHDWHGO\�ZLWK�
full force in the face while Ellie lies on the floor. In this way, the game forces 
players to see how their avatars perform violent acts against a character they 
have grown to like and identify with, potentially frustrating them due to their 

 
13 7KLV�PLJKW�QRW�KDYH�ZRUNHG�IRU�VRPH�SOD\HUV�ZKR�H[SUHVV�WKHLU�oKDWHp�IRU�$EE\�LQ�FULWLFLVP 

of TLoU2, but the game is still structured in a way to afford such an emotional bond with 
Abby as well. For instance, the experience of seeing her father killed is also set up as a 
SDUDOOHO�WR�(OOLH�ZLWQHVVLQJ�-RHOpV�GHDWK��DQG�WKHUH�DUH�PDQ\�PRPHQWV�RI�Ker bonding with 
<DUD�DQG�/HY��MRNLQJ�DURXQG��RU�oKXPDQL]LQJp�GHWDLOV�OLNH�KHU�IHDU�RI�KHLJKWV�� 
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lack of agency and creating a feeling of discomfort. As Sara Ahmed notes, 
q>G@LVFRPIRUW� LV� D� IHHOLQJ� RI� GLVRULHQWDWLRQ�� RQHpV� ERG\� IHHOV� RXW� RI� SODFH��
DZNZDUG��XQVHWWOHGr��������7KHVH�VHTXHQFHV�FUHDWH�GLVFRPIort for players 
because, for once, there is no character on screen whose body visibly 
expresses the emotion that the game design encourages players to feel. 
Instead, players might experience an odd sense of relief when Ellie briefly 
seems to win the fight, attacking the character players currently control; or 
they might be tempted to lose the fight so that Ellie does not get hurt; or they 
might try not to act at all (similar to not pushing any button when Ellie is about 
to torture Nora)ubut none of that would progress the game. Abby has to 
win this fight against Ellie for the story to continue, so in terms of the affective 
regime the game has set up by then, players are essentially playing against 
themselves: against their own discomfort and their own moral compass.  

The lack of agency in these scenes is, again, not accidental, I would 
DUJXH��VLQFH�LW�ILWV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�JDPHpV�RYHUDOO�LQWHUHVW�LQ�KLJKOLJKWLQJ��EXW�DOVR�
complicating, empathy in the context of a veritable culture of violence. It 
forces players to play as somebody with whose goals and emotional state 
they are not aligned in this moment,14 shifting their perspective and 
identification to their opponentujust as the game previously highlighted the 
LPSRUWDQFH�RI� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RQHpV�DSSDUHQW�HQHPLHV�DV�Fomplex human 
beings as well. In turn, this discomfortuZKDW�RQH�FRXOG�FDOO�D�oOXGR-affective 
GLVVRQDQFHpualso extends to a hesitance to perform such violent acts 
DJDLQVW� HDFK� RWKHU�� DQG� LQ� WKLV� ZD\�� WKH� JDPH� WUDQVIHUV� LWV� FKDUDFWHUVp�
emotional turmoil to the extratextual level of players currently playing this 
game. 

6. Conclusion 
7KLV�DUWLFOHpV�DQDO\VLV�RI�TLoU2 KDV�DWWHPSWHG�WR�KLJKOLJKW�KRZ�WKH�JDPHpV�
complex affective setup combines questions of violence, femininity, and 
empathy. While video games of this genre often inherently build on violence, 
TLoU2 uses it more self-reflexively to represent different constructions of 
femininity that its postapocalyptic setting make possible and believable. It 
forces its players to experience (narratively), look at (visually), and perform 

 
14 While in their first confrontation, players, unlike Abby, do not want to kill Ellie because they 

have gotten to know Ellie for the majority of this and the previous game, in the final 
FRQIURQWDWLRQ��ZKHQ�SOD\HUV��QRZ�DV�(OOLH��WKLV�WLPH�KDYH�WKH�XSSHU�KDQG�RQ�$EE\��q6DQWD�
%DUEDUDr���WKH\�KDYH�DOUHDG\�EHHQ�FRPSHOOHG�WR�LQWHUQDOL]H�ZKDW�(OOLH�LV�DERXW�WR�UHDOL]H�RQO\�
at the very end of their fightuunderstanding AEE\pV�SHUVSHFWLYH�DQG�EHLQJ�DEOH�WR�IRUJLYH�
her. 
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(ludically) acts that are excessively violent and disturbing, only to make them 
realize the full extent of these actions later, appealing to their empathy. The 
frustration that might come from a lack of choice in what the characters do 
even after players have already internalized this appeal to empathy is used 
purposefully to evoke a feeling of discomfort that fills the act of playing with 
more meaning exactly because it is pointed out as such: players control a 
character, narratively assuming to be that character, in a situation that 
restricts or might fundamentally contradict their preferred action. Meanwhile, 
TLoU2 also shifts the focus away from the omnipresence of violence that the 
game only alludes to as governing the institutions and communities that 
VWUXFWXUH�WKH�UHPDLQGHUV�RI�86�VRFLHW\�WR�WKH�PRUH�oORFDOL]HGp�DQG�HYHU\GD\�
violence perpetrated within that worlduand notably one that is fundamental 
WR�WKH�JDPHpV�SURWDJRQLVWVp�JHQGHU�LGHQWLWLHV� 

This complex of frustration and discomfort that the game sets up players 
to feel can perhaps constitute a legitimate complaint to be lodged against 
the game, unlike the ideological criticism I mentioned at the beginning of this 
article. Yet in order to make the ludic experience of a postapocalyptic world 
more meaningful, it seems crucial to also productively trouble this playing 
experienceuto make playing not only fun but also grueling and unsettling, a 
IHHOLQJ�WKDW�FDQ�VWLOO�HOLFLW�SOHDVXUH�EH\RQG� oPHUHp�HQWHUWDLQPHQW��VLPLODU� WR�
pop-cultural pleasures of horror, cringe, or disgust). TLoU2pV�DIIHFWLYH�VHWXS�
will leave players with these unresolved emotions, offering no simple answers 
WR�WKH�oPHULWp�RU�SRWHQWLDO�QHFHVVLW\�RI�UHYHQJH�RU�YLROHQFH�EXW�HQFRXUDJLQJ�
them to think about the consequences of the deeds they have performed as 
WKHVH� ILFWLRQDO� FKDUDFWHUV�� &HUWDLQO\�� WKRXJK�� WKH� JDPHpV� SRVWDSRFDO\SWLF�
world provides the space to think about and imagine the need for violent 
female figures in situations or constellations that also exist beyond the realm 
of speculative fiction. 

  



Playing as/against Violent Women 
 

Gender Forum Issue 80 (2021) | 51  
  

Works Cited 
Ahmed, Sara. The Cultural Politics of Emotion. Routledge, 2013. 

Anable, Aubrey. Playing with Feelings: Video Games and Affect. U of 
Minnesota P, 2018. 

Apperley��7KRPDV�+��q*HQUH�DQG�*DPH�6WXGLHV��7RZDUG�D�&ULWLFDO�
$SSURDFK�WR�9LGHR�*DPH�*HQUHV�r�Simulation & Gaming, vol. 37, no. 
1, pp. 6-23. 
<https://doi.org/10.1177/1046878105282278> 

%DLOH\��.DW��q,V The Last of Us Part 2 7RR�9LROHQW�IRU�,WV�2ZQ�*RRG"r�
USgamer, 17 June 2020. 
<usgamer.net/articles/the-last-of-us-part-2-might-be-too-violent-for-its-
own-good> 

%\UG��0DWWKHZ��qThe Last of Us Part 2: Why Some Players Hate This 
6HTXHO�r�Den of Geek, 22 June 2020. 
<denofgeek.com/games/the-last-of-us-part-2-controversy-explained/> 

&DOYLQ��$OH[��qThe Last of Us Part 2 Has More Game of the Year Awards 
than The Witcher 3, the PrevioXV�5HFRUG�+ROGHU�r�VG247, 26 Jan. 
2021. 
<vg247.com/last-us-part-2-witcher-3-awards> 

Cawelti, John G. Adventure, Mystery, and Romance: Formula Stories as 

Art and Popular Culture. U of Chicago P, 2014. 

Click, Melissa A., editor. Anti-Fandom: Dislike and Hate in the Digital Age. 
NYU P, 2019. 

Cote, Amanda C. Gaming Sexism: Gender and Identity in the Era of Casual 

Video Games. NYU P, 2020. 

&UXHD��0DUN��q�5H�5HDGLQJ�)DWKHUKRRG��$SSO\LQJ�5HDGHU�5esponse Theory 
WR�-RHOpV�)DWKHU�5ROH�LQ�The Last of Us�r�Masculinities in Play, edited by 
Nicholas Taylor and Gerald Voorhees, Springer, 2018, pp. 93-108. 
<https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-90581-5_6> 

)ORUHV��1DWDOLH��qThe Last of Us Part II Shows a Gender Double Standard 
IRU�9LROHQFH�r�Fanbyte, 14 July 2020. 
<fanbyte.com/trending/the-last-of-us-part-ii-shows-a-gender-double-
standard-for-violence/> 

)R[��-HVVH��DQG�:DL�<HQ�7DQJ��q6H[LVP�LQ�9LGHR�*DPHV�DQG�WKH�*DPLQJ�
&RPPXQLW\�r�New Perspectives on the Social Aspects of Digital 

Gaming, edited by Rachel Kowert and Thorsten Quandt, Routledge, 
2017, pp. 115-35. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1046878105282278
http://www.usgamer.net/articles/the-last-of-us-part-2-might-be-too-violent-for-its-own-good
http://www.usgamer.net/articles/the-last-of-us-part-2-might-be-too-violent-for-its-own-good
http://www.denofgeek.com/games/the-last-of-us-part-2-controversy-explained/
http://www.vg247.com/last-us-part-2-witcher-3-awards
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-90581-5_6
http://www.fanbyte.com/trending/the-last-of-us-part-ii-shows-a-gender-double-standard-for-violence/
http://www.fanbyte.com/trending/the-last-of-us-part-ii-shows-a-gender-double-standard-for-violence/


Playing as/against Violent Women 
 

Gender Forum Issue 80 (2021) | 52  
  

Garland, Tammy S., et al. q*HQGHU�3ROLWLFV�DQG�The Walking Dead: 
*HQGHUHG�9LROHQFH�DQG�WKH�5HHVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI�3DWULDUFK\�r�Feminist 

Criminology, vol. 13, no. 1, Jan. 2018, pp. 59-86. 
<https://doi.org/10.1177/1557085116635269> 

*OHQQRQ��-HQ��q����pV�0RVW�&RQWURYHUVLDO�9LGHR�*DPH�5HYHDOV�WKH�:RUVW�
7KLQJ�DERXW�)DQGRP�r�Inverse. <inverse.com/gaming/last-of-us-2-goty-
abby-controversy> Accessed 21 Sept. 2021. 

*UHHQ��$P\�0��q7KH�5HFRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�0RUDOLW\�DQG�WKH�(YROXWLRQ�RI�
Naturalism in The Last of Us�r Games and Culture, vol. 11, no. 7-8, 
Nov. 2016, pp. 745-63. 
<https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412015579489> 

Halberstam, Jack. Female Masculinity. Duke UP, 2019. 

+LOO��0HOYLQ�*��q7DOH�RI�7ZR�)DWKHUV��$XWKHQWLFDWLQJ�)DWKHUKRRG�LQ�4XDQWLF�
'UHDPpV�Heavy Rain: The Origami Killer DQG�1DXJKW\�'RJpV�The Last 

of Us�r�Pops in Pop Culture: Fatherhood, Masculinity, and the New 

Man, edited by Elizabeth Podnieks, Palgrave Macmillan, 2016, pp. 
159-76.  
<https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-57767-2_9> 

-RQHV��5HEHFFD��qo(QGXUH�DQG�6XUYLYHp��(YROYLQJ�)HPDOH�3URWDJRQLVWV�LQ�
Tomb Rider and The Last of Us�r�Gender and Contemporary Horror in 

Comics, Games and Transmedia, edited by Robert Shail et al., 
Emerald Publishing, 2019, pp. 31-41. 

Keetley, Dawn, editor. The Politics of Race, Gender and Sexuality in The 
Walking Dead: Essays on the Television Series and Comics. 
McFarland, 2018. 

The Last of Us. Naughty Dog, Sony, 2013. 

The Last of Us Part II. Naughty Dog, Sony, 2020. 

Levine, Caroline. Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network. Princeton 
UP, 2017. 

Loy, R. Philip. Westerns in a Changing America, 1955-2000. McFarland, 
2004. 

0DF/HRG��5LOH\��q,�+DYH�0L[HG�)HHOLQJV�DERXW�The Last Of Us Part 2pV�
7UDQV�&KDUDFWHU�r�Kotaku, 2 July 2020. 
<kotaku.com/i-have-mixed-feelings-about-the-last-of-us-part-2s-tran-
1844245756> 

0DJQHW��6KRVKDQD��q3OD\LQJ�DW�&RORQL]DWLRQ��,QWHUSUHWLQJ�,PDJLQDU\�
Landscapes in the Video Game Tropico�r�Journal of Communication 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1557085116635269
http://www.inverse.com/gaming/last-of-us-2-goty-abby-controversy
http://www.inverse.com/gaming/last-of-us-2-goty-abby-controversy
https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412015579489
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-57767-2_9
http://www.kotaku.com/i-have-mixed-feelings-about-the-last-of-us-part-2s-tran-1844245756
http://www.kotaku.com/i-have-mixed-feelings-about-the-last-of-us-part-2s-tran-1844245756


Playing as/against Violent Women 
 

Gender Forum Issue 80 (2021) | 53  
  

Inquiry, vol. 30, no. 2, Apr. 2006, pp. 142-62. 
<https://doi.org/10.1177/0196859905285320> 

Malkowski, Jennifer, and TreaAndrea M. Russworm, editors. Gaming 

Representation: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in Video Games. Indiana 
UP, 2017. 

Markey, Patrick M., and Christopher J. Ferguson. Moral Combat: Why the 

War on Violent Video Games Is Wrong. BenBella Books, 2017. 

0XQF\��-XOLH��q7KH�7UDQV�1DUUDWLYH�LQ�oThe Last of Us Part IIp�,V�&RPSHOOLQJ��
7KHUHpV�VR�0XFK�0RUH�WR�%H�'RQH�r�Washington Post, 21 July 2020. 
<washingtonpost.com/video-games/2020/07/21/trans-narrative-last-
us-part-ii-is-compelling-theres-so-much-more-be-done/> 

0XUUD\��6RUD\D��q$PHULFD�,V�'HDG��/RQJ�/LYH�$PHULFD��3ROLWLFDO�$IIHFW�LQ�
Days Gone�r�European Journal of American Studies, vol. 16, no. 3, 
Sept. 2021. 
<https://doi.org/10.4000/ejas.17409> 

---. On Video Games: The Visual Politics of Race, Gender and Space. 
I.B.Tauris, 2017. 

Pérez-/DWRUUH��°OLYHU��q3RVW-Apocalyptic Games, Heroism and the Great 
5HFHVVLRQ�r�Game Studies, vol. 19, no. 3, Dec. 2019. 
<gamestudies.org/1903/articles/perezlatorre> 

Ruberg, Bonnie, and Adrienne Shaw, editors. Queer Game Studies. U of 
Minnesota P, 2017. 

Schubert, Stefan. Narrative Instability: Destabilizing Identities, Realities, and 

Textualities in Contemporary American Popular Culture. Winter, 2019. 

6LPV��'DYLG��qThe Last of Us Part II Tests the Limits of Video-Game 
9LROHQFH�r�The Atlantic, 1 July 2020. 
<theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2020/07/the-last-of-us-limits-video-
game-violence/613696/> 

7DVVL��3DXO��qThe Last Of Us Part 2��:KDWpV�7KH�3UREOHP�+HUH��([DFWO\"r�
Forbes, 20 June 2020. 
<www.forbes.com/sites/paultassi/2020/06/20/the-last-of-us-part-2-
whats-the-problem-here-exactly/> 

Tringham, Neal Roger. Science Fiction Video Games. CRC, 2014. 

7UXPERUH��'DYH��qLast of Us 2 &RQWURYHUV\�6WLOO�5HPDLQV�2QH�<HDU�/DWHU�r�
Collider, 19 June 2021. 
<collider.com/last-of-us-2-controversy-explained/> 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0196859905285320
http://www.washingtonpost.com/video-games/2020/07/21/trans-narrative-last-us-part-ii-is-compelling-theres-so-much-more-be-done/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/video-games/2020/07/21/trans-narrative-last-us-part-ii-is-compelling-theres-so-much-more-be-done/
https://doi.org/10.4000/ejas.17409
http://www.gamestudies.org/1903/articles/perezlatorre
http://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2020/07/the-last-of-us-limits-video-game-violence/613696/
http://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2020/07/the-last-of-us-limits-video-game-violence/613696/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/paultassi/2020/06/20/the-last-of-us-part-2-whats-the-problem-here-exactly/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/paultassi/2020/06/20/the-last-of-us-part-2-whats-the-problem-here-exactly/
http://www.collider.com/last-of-us-2-controversy-explained/


Playing as/against Violent Women 
 

Gender Forum Issue 80 (2021) | 54  
  

Wysocki, Matthew, and Evan W. Lauteria, editors. Rated M for Mature: Sex 

and Sexuality in Video Games. Bloomsbury, 2015. 



+IRHIV�ERH�:MSPIRGI�MR�4ERHIQMG�*YXYVIW�MR�0EVMWWE�0EMȪW�The Tiger Flu 
 

Gender Forum Issue 80 (2021) | 54  
 

+IRHIV�ERH�:MSPIRGI�MR�4ERHIQMG�*YXYVIW�MR�0EVMWWE�0EMȪW�
The Tiger Flu 

Ina Batzke & Linda M. Hess, University of Augsburg, Germany 

 

Abstract 
7KLV�DUWLFOH�HQJDJHV�ZLWK�WKH�VSHFXODWLYH�IXWXUH�RI�/DULVVD�/DLpV����� novel The 

Tiger Flu and its exploration of utopian possibilities via alternative forms of female 

survival. In contrast to prototypical depictions of survival in classic dystopian or 

post-DSRFDO\SWLF� QDUUDWLYHV�� VXFK� DV� &RUPDF� 0F&DUWK\pV� The Road (2006), 

where straight white male heroes are the ones who take charge, Lai changes 

some central premises: the novel is alternately told from the first-person 

perspective of Kirilow Groundsel and from a third-person perspective that uses 

a second protagonist, Kora Ko, as a focalizer. Issues pertaining to gender and 

sex as material-discursive formations that shape social relations are thus 

foregrounded in The Tiger Flu not only by the fact that the eponymous flu itself 

KDV�qD�WDVWH�IRU�PHQ�r�EXW�DOVR�WKURXJK�LWV�WZR�IHPDOH�TXHHU�SURWDJRQists of color, 

who are, moreover, not contained by the contours of lone hero/ine tropes. As we 

will show, however, the novel is likewise careful to not conjure feminist utopianism 

as a dea ex machina via its two protagonists and the worlds they inhabit: LaLpV�

QDUUDWLYH� DOVR� WUDFHV� FRQWLQXLWLHV� IURP� qWKH� ZRUOG� EHIRUH�r� VKRZFDVLQJ� WKDW�

patriarchal structures, and particularly gendered violence, are not as far off as it 

would seem. Quite to the contrary, they are now frequently perpetuated and 

perpetrated by women and even by the protagonists themselves, and for that 

very reason might appear less conspicuous. The Tiger Flu hence simultaneously 

explores, celebrates, and criticizes utopian possibilities while emphasizing the 

continued parallel exploitation of both the environment and women t and by 

doing so the narrative teases readers with the possibility of utopian closure that 

it, however, ultimately denies in favor of interrogating ways of working towards 

utopia. 
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1. Introduction 
Larissa Lai has been recognized for the ways in which her first two novels, 
When Fox Was A Thousand (1995) and Salt Fish Girl (2002), as well as 
her poetry volume, Automaton Biographies (2009), fuse cyborgs, 
technology, mythology, pop-culture, history, and science fiction 
HOHPHQWV�� qIRUHJURXQGLQJ� WKH� SROLWLFV� RI� UDFLDOL]DWLRQ�� DQLPDOLW\�� DQG�
VH[XDOLW\r�DQG�qEXLOG>LQJ@�RQ�WKH�ULFK�WUDGLWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ�RI�FRORU�ZULWLQJ�LQ�
VI�VSHFXODWLYH�ILFWLRQr��+R��������/DL�KHUVHOI�KDV�VWDWHG�WKDW�VKH�LV�GUDZQ�
to speculative ILFWLRQ�IRU�WKH�SRVVLELOLWLHV�LW�RIIHUV�ZLWKRXW�qKDYLQJ�WR�ZDGH�
through the swathes of mainstream life and heteronormativity before we 
JHW�WR�WKH�SODFH�ZKHUH�ZH�DFWXDOO\�ZDQW�WR�WHOO�WKH�VWRU\r��q,QWHUYLHZr���7KH�
narrative of her newest novel, The Tiger Flu (2018), is set over 120 years 
in the future, in the Gregorian year 2145 or Time After Oil (TAO) 127. The 
latter designation marks the fact that the world presented in the text is not 
only post-pandemic but also post-fossil fuel. Indeed, the future world Lai 
imagines is one in which petro-culture devices and machines only exist 
as leftover artifacts from the past. Environmental destruction has 
shattered the planet, and most people are struggling to survive under 
highly precarious living conditions: Movement is forcefully restricted and 
controlled by the military, knowledge is almost entirely privatized, and 
ordinary citizens do not even have access to the official currency. 

At first sight, The Tiger Flu seems to meet all the characteristics of a 
prototypical or even classic dystopian or post-apocalyptic narrative. 
However, in an interview that Lai gave in 2019, she affirmed that she was 
consciously writing against prevalent examples of these genres. Pointing 
WR�q&RUPDF�0F&DUWK\pV�The Road, in which the woman kills herself at the 
VWDUW�RI�WKH�QRYHO��FHGLQJ�WKH�VWRU\�WR�WKH�PDQ�DQG�WKH�ER\�r�VKH�LQVWHDG�
qZDQWHG�WR�ZULWH�D�VWRU\�ZKHUH�WKH�PHQ�DUH�YXOQHUDEOH��DQG�WKH�ZRPHQ�
VXUYLYHr� �q,QWHUYLHZr��� 6XUYLYDO�� SHUKDSV� WKH� PRVW� SURPLQHQW� WKHPH� LQ�
post-apocalyptic speculative fiction, is also at the heart of The Tiger Flu. 
Yet, Lai changes some central premises in contrast to the prominent post-
apocalyptic scenarios in which straight white male heroes are the ones 
who take charge (Lavigne 7): the novel is alternately told from the first-
person perspective of Kirilow Groundsel and from a third-person 
perspective that uses a second protagonist, Kora Ko, as a focalizer. Kora 
is a teenager from a low-income family living in Saltwater City, an urban 
center overrun by patriarchal and corporate technocracy; Kirilow, by 
contrast, is a doctor living in the rural Grist Village, a community of 
genetically modified, parthenogenic women who have been exiled from 
Saltwater City three generations ago. Even though the cooperation 
between the two protagonists is sometimes reluctant, their stories 
JUDGXDOO\� EHFRPH� HQWZLQHG�� DQG� WKH� QRYHOpV� UHVROXWLRQ� KLJKOLJKWV�
rationality and community instead of heroic individualism.  
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Imagining a future world in which the struggle for survival requires 
not only highly individualistic and self-serving capabilities, but rather 
collaborative endeavors that successfully navigate diverse cultures, large 
parts of the narrative of The Tiger Flu are set in a thoroughly hybridized 
Vancouver (Saltwater City), characterized by a confluence of Chinese 
and Canadian cultures. Moreover, the eponymous flu that caused the 
devastation with which the novel confronts its readers is one that 
disproportionately targets men, making them vulnerable and dependent: 
q>W@KHre are no men in the streets. The men are shut up in houses, 
covered in lesions and coughing their lungs out [f] or else, they are 
DOUHDG\�GHDGr�������%XW�HYHQ�though, at first glance, this illness seems to 
reinforce a gender binary between men and women based on biological 
difference, such a binary is complicated by Lai: while her female-
presenting protagonists challenge clear-FXW�DVVXPSWLRQV�DERXW�qZRPDQr�
as an identity category, Kirilow, all the Grist sisters, and even Kora, as it 
turns out later, are posthuman mutants who simultaneously represent 
qZRPHQr� DQG� QHJDWH� WKH� FDWHJRU\� DV� RQH� WKDW� FDQ� EH� ELRORJLFDOO\�
essentialized. 

Issues of gender and sex as material-discursive formations that 
shape social relations are thus foregrounded in The Tiger Flu not only by 
WKH� IDFW� WKDW� WKH� HSRQ\PRXV� IOX� LWVHOI� KDV� qD� WDVWH� IRU� PHQr� �/DL� �����
5DWKHU�� VXFK� LVVXHV� DUH� DOVR� KLJKOLJKWHG� E\� WKH� QRYHOpV� WZR� TXHHU�
protagonists of color,1 who are, moreover, not contained by the contours 
of lone hero/ine tropes: skills that ensure survival are explicitly presented 
as taught and passed on within communities and intergenerationally, and 
risky situations are rarely resolved by individual heroic feats but rather by 
cooperation and negotiation. In this way, the novel juxtaposes relational 
existence and shared knowledge within all-female communities, not only 
with prevalent post-apocalyptic story-arches but also, on the plot level, 
with the radical privatization of almost all aspects of life, from police to 
education, in the post-pandemic society at large. The Tiger Flu presents 
both the communitarian and the liberal(ist) logic as outgrowths of a 
profound absence of state-run social institutions. Even though Lai invites 
readers to draw their own comparisons, she does not offer any 
unequivocal solutions.  

The novel is careful not to conjure feminist utopianism as a dea ex 
machina via its two protagonists and their worlds. In contrast to the ruined 
landscape of Saltwater City, Grist Village is evaluated positively, 
SDUWLFXODUO\�EHFDXVH� q>W@KH�*ULVW�ZRPHQ�DUH� LQ� WXQH�ZLWK� WKHLU� SK\VLFDO�
ERGLHV�� DQFHVWU\�� DQG� HDUWKr� �'XQVWRQ�. +RZHYHU�� /DLpV� QDUUDWLYH� DOVR�
WUDFHV�FRQWLQXLWLHV�IURP�qWKH�ZRUOG�EHIRUHr�LQ�Eoth Saltwater City and Grist 

 
1 They are all of Chinese ancestry. This will be explained in further detail in section three.  
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Village, showcasing that patriarchal structures, and particularly gendered 
violence, are not as far off as it would seem. Quite to the contrary, they 
are now sometimes perpetuated and perpetrated by women and even by 
the protagonists themselves, a fact that might make them appear less 
conspicuous even though they are no less destructive. As we will argue, 
then, The Tiger Flu presents a speculative future that explores utopian 
possibilities via alternative forms of female survival. Such survival has to 
be secured in the context of continued parallel exploitation of both the 
environment and women by patriarchal and colonial structures, 
predicated onuin Judith Butler's termsuqOLYHV� WKDW� DUH� FDVW� DV�
GHVWUXFWLEOHr� DQG� qXQJULHYDEOHr� ������ ZLWKLQ� DQG� E\� WHFKQRFUDWLF�
capitalism. In the following, we will first outline how these persistent forms 
of (gendered) violence are narrated within each of the two storylines 
�.LULORZpV�DQG�.RUDpV��RI�WKH�SRVW-pandemic and post-petroleum world of 
The Tiger Flu, and then turn to the ending of the novel to offer a close 
reading of its queer, posthuman reimagination of survival as a challenge 
to sexist and racist logics of expendability. 

2. The Persistence of Gendered Violence and the Creation of Expendable Bodies in 
Saltwater City 
While the world in year 127 TAO at first glance seems unfamiliar and 
disorienting to readers, recognizable structures are soon revealed in 
6DOWZDWHU� &LW\�� ZKHUH� .RUD� .R� OLYHV�� /DLpV� QDUUDWLYH� KHUH� WUDFHV 
subsistence during the long apocalypse of living in a polluted world in 
which a technocratic corporationuby the name of HöST Light 
Industriesuhas taken over former state functions. By replacing the state 
with a corporation, the narrative is attentive to the oppressive structures 
of class, sketching out the ways in which people in Saltwater City suffer 
as a consequence of being dispensable to its corporate elite. HöST, the 
qIDPLO\�FRPSDQ\�r�ZKLFK�'UHZ�0DULH�%HDUG�GHVFULEHV�DV�D�qPLOLWDULVWLF�
corporate monRSRO\r�������UXOHV�WKH�FLW\�qLQ�LWV�RZQ�EHVW�LQWHUHVWVr������LWV�
governing has taken on totalitarian forms, as all fundamental aspects of 
daily life, from food (HöST supermarkets) to education (so-FDOOHG�qVFDOHVr�
sold by the HöST companies) are in the hand of this one super-
corporation. 

7KH�FRUSRUDWLRQpV�PRQRSRO\�RQ�DOO�DUHDV�RI�OLIH�HQJHQGHUV�D�VRFLHW\�
LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�JHQHUDO�SRSXODWLRQ�GRHV�QRW�KDYH�DFFHVV�WR�WKH�FLW\pV�RIILFLDO�
FXUUHQF\��0RUHRYHU��+Ó67�DOVR�FRPPDQGV�WKH�FLW\pV�SROLFH� IRUFH� ������
and the corSRUDWLRQpV�&(2��,VDEHOOH�&KRZ��LV�UHYHUHG�DV�D�TXDVL-religious 
idol (53). The eerie worship of a business leader as a deity emphasizes 
WKH�WUDQVJUHVVLYHQHVV�RI�&KRZpV�SRZHU��ZKLFK� LV� IXUWKHU�KLJKOLJKWHG�E\�
the fact that HöST and Chow willingly accept that their operations create 
ZKDW�9LYLDQ�*��6KLQDOO�KDV�GHVFULEHG�DV�qH[SHQGDEOH�ERGLHV�r�D�WHUP�WKDW�
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qGHOLQHDW>HV@�WKRVH�ZKR�DUH�>GHHPHG@�QRQHVVHQWLDO�WR�VRFLHW\r�������:KLOH�
D�VPDOO��ULFK�SHUFHQWDJH�RI�WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�OLYHV�qZDOOHG�LQr�LQ�WKH�FRPIRUW�
and safHW\�RI�6DOWZDWHU�&LW\pV�JODVV�WRZHUV��YHQWXULQJ�LQWR�WKH�VWUHHWV�RQO\�
qWR�GR�WKLQJV�WKH\�ZRXOGQpW�EH�DOORZHG�WR�GR�LQ�WKH�JODVV�WRZHUVr��/DL�������
the general population is progressively decimated, not only by the flu but 
also by precarious living conditions. Clearly belonging to this latter group, 
.RUDpV�IDPLO\�OLYHV�ZLWKRXW�VHFXUH�DFFHVV�WR�VXFK�QHFHVVLWLHV�DV�SRWDEOH�
water and sufficient food, surviving mostly through subsistence farming 
on their rooftop garden, which is also limited since the soil is almost 
completely depleted. While harvesting potatoes with her uncle, Kora must 
face the realization that new, fertile earth is unobtainable to them because 
q>W@KH�ZHW�PDUNHW� IDUPHUV�ZDQW� UHQPLQEL��D�FXUUHQF\�QR�RQH� LQ� WKH�.R�
IDPLO\� HDUQVr� ������ 0RUHRYHU�� PRVW� RI� WKH� SRWDWRHV� DUH� qJQDUOHG� DQG�
VOLP\r�DQG�LQIHVWHG�ZLWK�qZLUHZRUPVr�������VR�WKDW�VXEVLVWHQFH�VHHPV�WR�
move slowly but steadily towards starvation. In addition to material goods, 
knowledge has also been privatized in Saltwater City and is only available 
to those who can access the satellites Chang and Eng, where common 
knowledge and historical information is stored.2 Inhabitants of Saltwater 
&LW\�JHW�SLHFHPHDO�DFFHVV�E\�EX\LQJ�DQG�WUDGLQJ�qPHPRU\�VFDOHVr�������
which are fish-scale sized microchips that connect directly to the brain 
and deliver knowledge on specific subjects, such as the phases of the 
PRRQ� ������ qPHGLFLQHr� ������� KLVWRULFDO� HYHQWV�� DQG� RWKHU� SLHFHV� RI�
LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�qWKH�ZRUOG�WKDW�ZDVr������� 

The lives of ordinary people in Saltwater City are thus continuously 
subjected to the less tangible but no less pernicious forms of violence 
FRQQHFWHG� WR� WKHLU� qH[SHQGDELOLW\�r� %XLOGLQJ� RQ� 6KLQDOOpV� FRQFHSW�� WKH�
QRWLRQ�RI�qH[SHQGDELOLW\r�DV�ZH�XVH�LW�KHUH�UHODWHV�WR�FRQFHSWV�VXFK�DV�
Zygmund %DXPDQpV�QRWLRQ�RI�qZDVWHG� OLYHV�r�WKDW� LV� WR�VD\�� WKH� OLYHV�RI�
populations rendered superfluous in modern societies. It is also 
connected to $FKLOOH�0EHPEHpV�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�qQHFURSROLWLFVr�DV�WKH�
VWDWHpV� SRZHU� XQGHU� FRORQLDOLVP� �DQG� VLPLODUO\� RSSUHVVLYH� UHJLPHV�� qWR�
define who matters and who does not, who is disposable DQG�ZKR�LV�QRWr�

 
2 The fact that Lai chose to name the pair of satellites after the conjoined twins Chang and 

Eng Bunker, born in 1811 in Thailand (then Siam), points to the complex legacies of 
FRORQLDO�� UDFLDOL]HG�� DQG� FODVV�RSSUHVVLRQV�� 7KH� WZLQV�ZHUH� IUHTXHQWO\� qH[KLELWHGr�DV�
curiosities in the so-called freak shows when they moved to the United States in 1829. 
However, they also became rich while touring the US and Canada, adopted American 
citizenship, and became slave-owners. It is also a point in the narrative, like many 
others, that emphasizes the long durée of oppressive legacies which will not disappear 
unless they are actively acknowledged, addressed, and changed. That their names now 
endure in the form of satellites also illustrates the ways in which historical knowledge in 
the narrative world has become severed from its origins and morphed into new forms, 
similarly to the mutated endurance of pop-songs in the teachings of the Grist sisters 
(also see Section three of this article).    
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(27), and WR� -XGLWK� %XWOHUpV� GLVFXVVLRQV� RI� qJULHYDEOHr� YHUVXV�
qXQJULHYDEOHr�OLIH��,Q�The Force of Nonviolence (2020), she explains that 
qD�OLIH�KDV�WR�EH�JULHYDEOHuthat is, its loss has to be conceptualizable as 
a lossr� ����� LWDOLFV� LQ� RULJLQDO�� WR� VDIHJXDUG� WKDW� OLIH� IURP� YLROHQFH� DQG�
destruction. She adds that frequently, however, lives are framed as 
qXQJULHYDEOH��QRW�RQO\�E\�WKRVH�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WDNLQJ�WKH�OLIH��but also by 
those that live in a world where the presumption is that such lives are 
DOZD\V�YDQLVKLQJ��WKDW�WKLV�LV�VLPSO\�WKH�ZD\�WKLQJV�JRr�������6KLQDOO��ZKR�
critically examines ecoracism and the normalization of embodied toxicity 
RI�qUDFLDO�PLQRULWLHV�DQG� LPSRYHULVKHG�FRPPXQLWLHVr� ����� LQ� ,QGLJHQRXV�
FRQWH[WV��PRUHRYHU��GUDZV�RQ�5RE�1L[RQpV�FRQFHSW�RI�slow violence and 
-XOLD� 6]HpV� ZULWLQJ� RQ� HQYLURQPHQWDO� UDFLVP� WR� H[DPLQH� WKH� QRWLRQ� RI�
disposability of lives that are not registered as worth safeguarding. She 
REVHUYHV� WKH�FORVH� FRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ� WKH� qLQFUHDVLQJ� HQYLURQPHQWDO�
degradation of the spaces in which expendable bodies reside, and how 
these bodies have ultimately suffered from embodied toxicity due to the 
toxic conditions of their environmentsr (17-18). This interconnection 
between environmental degradation, toxicity, and expandability is also 
apparent in The Tiger Flu. 

While there are few concrete explanations as to how exactly society 
reached TAO (time after oil), it becomes clear just how polluted this world 
is when Kora notes that the rain is so acidic it burns holes into clothing 
�/DL�����DQG�WKDW�D�qKHDY\�OD\HU�RI�SROOXWLRQr������SXVKHV�GRZQ�RQ�WKH�FLW\�
at almost all times. One of the rare moments when readers do receive a 
glimpse into the history that brought about the precarious conditions of 
2145 occurs when Kora shares a collective drug-induced memory-vision 
which illustrates connections of tiger bone wine production (which turns 
out to be the origin of the flu) to climate change and to the precarious and 
WR[LF�OLYLQJ�FRQGLWLRQV�RI�WKH�QRYHOpV�SUHVHQW� 

Happy revellers drink from crystal glasses at first, mouth to spigot as addiction 
deepens. Then the same vinterers and revellers waste away in overstuffed 
hospitals and clinics from Albuquerque to Seoul to Kinshasa to New York City. 
The tigers pad softly into the night and then the room fills with the roar of another 
crumbling. Vast cliffs and towers of the polar ice calve into the warming sea [f] 
Oceans swell and rise to engulf whole cities. The denizens of Saltwater City 
FRQVWUXFW�D�PDVVLYH�ZDOO�RI�HDUWK�WR�SURWHFW�WKHPVHOYHV��7KH�HDUWKpV�DQJU\�PDZ�
gapes to swallow those outside [f] (210-211). 

Not only do consumerism, climate change, and the flu itself become 
closely connected in these EULHI� qKLVWRU\� OHVVRQV�r� the vision also once 
again exposes how the lives of those left outside the city walls to die in 
the floods have been rendered expendable to those trying to save 
themselves within the city. 

Constantly underlining, in this way, the persistent links of the past to 
the future, even in this seemingly radically altered world, the narrative 
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makes clear that patriarchal structures still pervade society, despite the 
increasing absence of men. While women are largely the only ones left to 
keep society going due to the pandemic flu, Isabelle Chow only inherits 
HöSTpV�corporate empire once all her male relatives have succumbed to 
the disease (14). Once in charge, she simply keeps extending the 
FRPSDQ\pV�SRZHU�WKURXJK�WKH�VDPH�gatekeeping mechanisms (privatized 
knowledge) and exploitation of labor that her father and her uncle 
HPSOR\HG�EHIRUH�KHU��7KLV�FDQ�EH�VHHQ��IRU�H[DPSOH��LQ�+Ó67pV�QHZHVW�
project, LïFT, which RIIHUV� WKH� SRVVLELOLW\� RI� qXSORDGLQJr� RQHpV�
consciousness onto the mainframe satellite of Eng. The option of leaving 
RQHpV�ERG\�EHKLQG�WR�qOLYHr�HWHUQDOO\�LQ�D�YLUWXDO�XWRSLD�LV�KLJKO\�WHPSWLQJ��
especially to those most likely to die of the flu. But even this allegedly new 
form of life reproduces patriarchal structures of oppression and fosters 
WR[LF�IRUPV�RI�PDVFXOLQLW\��.RUD�ILUVW�OHDUQV�DERXW�WKH�qXSORDGr�ZKHQ�KHU�
EURWKHUpV�IULHQG�6WDVK��ZKRP�VKH�LQWHQVHO\�GLVOLNHV��LQVLVWV�RQ�JLYLQJ�KHU�
a glimpse of the 4XD\�Gp(VSRLU, the virtual reality created by HöST. Via a 
small disk, he establishes contact with his uploaded friend Oscar, who 
immediately dives into a speech about all the new world has to offer, 
JXVKLQJ��q<RXpUH�JRLQJ�WR�ORYH�LW�XS�KHUH��:HpUH�VWURQJ�WKH�ZD\�ZH�ZHUH�
before. There are cars like the old days. And steak and beer, and girls, 
PDQ��WKRXVDQGV�RI�FKLTXLWDV�OLNH�\RX�ZRXOG�QRW�EHOLHYH�r�ZKLFK�KH�IROORZV�
E\�qGURS>SLQJ@�KLV�SDQWV�DQG�VKDN>LQJ@�KLV�IORSS\�ZDQJ�DW�6WDVKr��������
7KH�YLUWXDO�ZRUOG�RI�/Ì)7�WKXV�SUHVHQWV�D�QRVWDOJLF�UHWXUQ�WR�qWKH�ROG�GD\Vr�
which seems to be structured around heterosexual male fantasies and 
stereotypical notions of patriarchal masculinity.  

When Oscar exposes himself, Stash hastily apologizes to Kora for his 
IULHQGpV�VH[LVP��VD\LQJ��q,pP�VRUU\�2VFDU�LV�VXFK�D�SLJ��:H�DUHQpW�DOO��\RX�
NQRZr� ���7). Yet his behavior toward Kora calls this statement into 
question. Only a few weeks prior, as readers already know, Stash 
qVXUSULVHGr�.RUD�RQ�WKH�URRIWRS�JDUGHQ�E\�KXJJLQJ�KHU�KDUG�IURP�EHKLQG�
DQG� WKHQ�qOLFN>LQJ@�KHU� IDFH�ZLWK�KLV�ZKLWH� WRQJXHr� �����DV�Vhe tries to 
push him away. Much like his friend and perhaps worse than him, Stash 
thus embodies toxic masculinity and shows sexual aggression toward 
Kora, which in his case is not only virtual but physical. 

The fact that the men of Saltwater City still engage in the same sexist 
EHKDYLRUV� DV� EHIRUH� WKH� IOX� LV� DOVR� FRQILUPHG� WKURXJK� DQ� RXWVLGHUpV�
perspective. When Kirilow, who is utterly unfamiliar with the company of 
men because she has spent all her life in Grist Village, arrives in the city 
(in search of hidden Grist sisters), she must negotiate being exposed to 
the male gaze for the first time. When a man falls into step next to her, 
Kirilow considers the implications of the situation for what the city may do 
WR�KHU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�KHUVHOI��q,�QHYHU�WKRXJht about my looks until this 
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SDUWLFXODU�PDQ�ORRNHG��,V�WKDW�KRZ�LWpV�GRQH�LQ�WKLV�GHFD\LQJ�FLW\"r��������
She immediately dislikes it:      

Old Glorybind taught me what women are. I know how humans doubled in the 
time before, how they still do in Saltwater City. Technically speaking, we Grist 
sisters have the same bodies they do. He touches my arm and an unexpected 
HOHFWULFLW\�UXQV�WKURXJK�PH��o*R�DZD\��RU�,pOO�KXUW�\RX�p�,�ZDON�IDVWHU��+H�IROORZV�
me. (201) 

Kirilow establishes here that no matter her self-identification, she is 
treated like a woman of the city because she looks like one. Her 
H[SHULHQFH�RQ�WKH�FLW\pV�VWUHHWV�DOVR�FRQILUPV�WKDW�HYHQ�LQ�D�ZRUOG�LQ�ZKLFK�
almost all men are sick or dead, they still expect their power over women 
to remain intact. 

Because she is unused to the male gaze and any form of interaction 
with men, an uncomfortable overlap between flirting and harassment 
becomes apparent through her eyes. Chloe Dunston observes that in 
/DLpV� QDUUDWLYH�� qWKH� VLWXDWLRQ� RI� IUDLOW\� DQG� YLUDl toxicity in the physical 
PDVFXOLQH�ERG\�DOVR�PRUH�SURIRXQGO\�VLJQDOV�PHQpV�KLVWRULFDO�WR[LFLW\��WR�
humans and to earth, which they have achieved repeatedly through 
KHJHPRQLF�PDVFXOLQLW\r �Q��S����6KH�FRQFOXGHV�WKDW�q6WDVK�DQG�RWKHU�PHQ�
embody toxicity literally through disease and figuratively through 
masculinityuERWK�RI�ZKLFK�DUH��LQ�IDFW��HVFDSDEOHr��Q��S����,Q�DOLJQPHQW�
ZLWK�'XVWRQpV�SHUVSHFWLYH��&KLDUD�;DXVD�DUJXHV�YLD�6XVDQ�:DWNLQV�WKDW�
/DLpV�QRYHO� LV�RQH�RI�VHYHUDO� UHFHQW� IHPLQLVW�VFL-fi works that turn away 
from nostalgia for past societal structures to highlight instead critically 
qWKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�WKDW�H[LVWV�EHWZHHQ�VWUXFWXUDO�LQHTXDOLWLHV�JHQHUDWHG�E\�
patriarchy, misogyny and racism and issues such as climate change, 
global capitalism, and tHFKQRVFLHQFHr� ������ 7KH� VLJQLILFDQFH� RI� WKLV�
connection is confirmed when towards the end of the novel, Kora finds 
RXW�PRUH�DERXW�,VDEHOOH�&KRZpV�SODQV�IRU�/Ì)7��ZKLFK�SURPLVHV�WKRVH�ZKR�
FRPSOHWH�WKH�XSORDG�qlife after lifer��������DQ�HWHUQDO�YLUWXDO�OLIH�after they 
KDYH�JLYHQ�XS� WKHLU� SK\VLFDO�H[LVWHQFH�� WR�PDNH� WKLV� YLUWXDO�ZRUOG� qIHHO�
UHDOr� ������ LW� QHHGV� *ULVW� VLVWHU� FORQH� '1$�� EHFDXVH� ZLWKRXW� LW�� WKH�
H[SHULPHQW�KDV�VWDOOHG�DW�qHLJKW\-ILYH�SHUFHQW�YHULVLPLOLWXGHr��������,Q�WKLV�
way, the LïFT project relies on further bodily exploitation of the Grist 
VLVWHUVp�ERGLHV��.RUD�REVHUYHV�KRZ�VL[�PHQ 

[f] usher a group of [Grist] women into an empty elevator. Docile as sheep, 
eyes emitting green vapour, the women step unquestioning past the sliding 
doors. The doors reel shut behind them. The numbers of the little dial begin to 
ascend. Then the doors of the elevator beside it slide open. The foul odour of 
ammonia, sweat, and rotten onions fills the room, and water gushes out the 
elevator doors. There is something in it. A writhing, flapping mass of fish, 
interspersed with clots of red. Blood? The water floods away into a deep gutter 
DW�WKH�HOHYDWRUVp�HGJH������� 
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The bodies of the Grist women and others arH� OLWHUDOO\� qIHGr� LQWR� WKH�
elevatorutheir minds are uploaded, and their bodies turned into fish, 
which are subsequently eaten by the remaining population of Saltwater 
City (239, 248). At the same time, and in contrast to others that freely 
choose the upload, the Grist sisters do not believe in virtual existence. For 
WKHP��q>W@KLV�VWUDQJH�NLOOLQJ�DQG�UHELUWKLQJ�LV�>6DOWZDWHU�&LW\@�EXVLQHVV��:H�
Grist sisters have no faith in such things. If the body is dead, then so is 
the woman, whatever these occultists [inhabitants of Saltwater City] think 
WKH\�KDYH�FRSLHGr��������:LWK�WKH�IRUFHG�XSORDG�RI�WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHUV��WKH�
kind of capitalist exploitation that occurs everywhere in the novel turns 
into cannibalism, the ultimate form of transgressive consumption.  

The lives of the Grist women are made expendable for no other 
reason than the fact that those in power thrive off of the flu. To make 
PDWWHUV�HYHQ�ZRUVH��.RUDpV�EURWKHU��.���UHYHDOV�WR�.RUD�WKDW�WKH�HSLGHPLF�
continues because it is actively kept alive by the corporation. He explains 
that the tiger-ERQH�ZLQH�IDFWRULHV�DUH�VWLOO�qRSHUDWLQJ�VPRRWK�DV�VLON� >f@ 
Why do you think the flu epidemic keeps getting worse? They are making 
LW�ZRUVH�DQG�WU\LQJ�WR�H[SRUW�LW�WR�WKH�80.�>8QLWHG�0LGGOH�.LQJGRP@��,WpV�
not jusW�KDQJRYHU�WUDXPD�IURP�VRPH�WLPH�ORQJ�SDVW��,WpV�KDSSHQLQJ�RYHU�
DQG�RYHU�DJDLQ��ULJKW�QRZr�����-227). To make Lïft more profitable, HöST 
keeps infecting people on purpose (229). Consequently, a huge number 
of sick men are uploaded in the hope of being able to cheat certain death. 
The Grist sisters are thus not the only ones who become victims of 
FRUSRUDWH�qSURJUHVV�r�8QOLNH�WKH�PHQ��KRZHYHU��WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHUV�GR�QRW�
get to choose or to refuse the upload. After all their DNA is needed to 
render the virtual environment more realistic. Their role as a useful 
commodity to HöST highlights how the intersections of gender, race, and 
FODVV�UHQGHU�VRPH�ERGLHV�PRUH�qH[SHQGDEOHr�WKDQ�RWKHUV�� 

Via the transgression of cannibalism, the narrative also raises 
questions about the ramifications of expendability beyond the realm of 
humans (or humanoid clones). The consumption of human flesh, 
qGLVJXLVHGr� DV� RU� WUDQVIRUPHG� LQWR� ILVK�� DQG� .RUDpV� DEVROXWH� UHYXOVLRQ�
once she realizes just what she is offered for food recalls an event from 
earlier in the novel when Kora experienced a bout of violent vomiting after 
she gave in to her hunger and ate a bowl of stew made of her pet goat 
(and friend) Delphine (Lai 67). Yet, in the rest of the narrative, animals are 
consumed at various points with enjoyment. Those isolated counterpoints 
VHUYH� WR� KLJKOLJKW� WKH� FXOWXUDO� FXVWRPV� WKDW� UHQGHU� DQLPDOVp� OLYHV�
expendable as a norm, be it because they are turned into food or clothing. 
:KHQ� .RUDpV� IDPLO\� XUJHV� KHU� WR� MRLQ� WKH� &RUGRYD� 'DQFLQJ� 6FKRol 
because it could presumably secure her continued survival and access 
WR� HQRXJK� IRRG�� .RUD�� IRU� H[DPSOH�� DOVR� OHDUQV� DERXW� qFDWFRDWVr� WKDW�
render its wearers invisible. Made by the headmistress out of kittens, 
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which are pounded to fit the human form, catFRDWV�DUH�VWLOO�qDOLYHr�WR�WKH�
extent that they can feel pain, and they purr when they feel human body 
heat (153). The Tiger Flu here not only evokes fantastic stories about 
PDJLFDO� REMHFWV�� EXW� LW� LV� DOVR� UHPLQLVFHQW� RI� 3KLOLS� .�� 'LFNpV� IDPRXV�
science fiction novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep,3 which 
TXHVWLRQV�FXOWXUDO�DWWLWXGHV�WRZDUGV�DQLPDOV��/LNH�'LFNpV�QRYHO��The Tiger 
Flu raises questions about what behavior toward other sentient beings is 
acceptable and what is considered cruel, repulsive, or taboo. The Tiger 
Flu here moreover links the ways in which humans are reduced to their 
consumable bodies to how non-human animals are treated as 
expendable all the time. Lai thus draws attention not only to cultural 
attitudes, but also to ethical questions, and to material inequalities which 
complicate any simple answers to those ethical questions.  

At the school, Kora also quickly learns that her own survival is 
predicated on killing others, or at least on not caring if they die. As part of 
KHU�qWUDLQLQJr�VKH�LV�PRUH�RU�OHVV�FRHUFHG�E\�WZR�RWKHU�JLUOV�WR�VKRRW�DQ�
old man while the group is raiding a so-FDOOHG�qSODJXH�KRXVHr� IRU� IRRG�
(140). Terrified at having pulled the trigger when the man tried to stop 
KHU�� .RUD� qUXQV� RXW�� RYHU� WKH� KHDS� RI� GHFD\LQJ� ERGies, and into the 
sunlight. Modesta and Soraya are there on the black lawn, laughing their 
KHDGV�RIIr��������7HVWLQJ�KRZ�KDUGHQHG�QHZ�UHFUXLWV�DOUHDG\�DUH�VHHPV�
to be a firm part of being initiated into the group of dance students. 
Therefore, it is not surSULVLQJ� WKDW� RQH�RI�.RUDpV� ILUVW� H[SHULHQFHV�DIWHU�
arriving at the Cordova Dancing School is a small group of girls hazing 
KHU�ZKLOH� UHSHDWHGO\� WDXQWLQJ� KHU�ZLWK� WKH� TXHVWLRQ�� qZKDWpV� WKH�ZRUVW�
WKLQJ�\RXpYH�GRQH�IRU�IRRG"r�EHIRUH�IRUFLQJ�KHU�WR�HDW�KHU�RZQ vomit (98). 
$OWKRXJK�KHU�IDPLO\�DGYHUWLVHG�WKH�VFKRRO�WR�.RUD�DV�D�qVDIH�VSDFHr�IURP�
the perils of Saltwater City, it turns out that even within the school 
community, violence is used to keep individuals in line. This example 
VKRZV� WKDW� HYHQ� SUHVXPHG� qVDIH� KDYHQVr� OLNH� WKH� GDQFLQJ� VFKRRO� DUH�
pervaded by the structures of violence that organize survival in Saltwater 
City. 

The fact that neither of the two narrative perspectives in the novel is 
RPQLVFLHQW�OLPLWV�WKH�UHDGHUVp�SHUVSHFWLYH�RQ�WKH�ODUJHU�SROLWLFDl structures 
of the world depicted, structures that remain very difficult to discern 
throughout the novel. Travel between quarantine rings (i.e., different 
zones) is strictly controlled and frequently prevented by armed militias. 
When Kirilow and Kora contemplate how they might escape Saltwater 
City towards the end of the narrative, a friend warns them that the border 

 
3 ,Q�'LFNpV�QRYHO�DOPRVW�DOO�UHal animals are extinct. Therefore, to possess a real animal is 

an enormous luxury; most people only own mechanical animals. However, owning an 
animal of some kind is deemed essential because taking care of an animal is seen as a 
moral necessity for humans LQ�WKH�QDUUDWLYHpV�SRVW-apocalyptic world.  
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WR�WKH�VHFRQG�TXDUDQWLQH�ULQJ�LV�RQO\�RSHQ�qWR�D�OXFN\�IHZ��/RWV�RI�SHRSOH�
DUH� G\LQJ� RU� GLVDSSHDULQJ� RQ� WKDW� ERUGHU�� 7KH� 80.� GRHVQpW� ZDQW�
Cosmopolitan Earth to take in too many refugees from Saltwater Flats. 
7KH\pYH�VHQW�LQ�PLOLWDU\�SROLFHr��������7KH�SHRSOH�RI�WKH�80.�DUH�WKH�RQO\�
ones who still possess nuclear armsuand thus they are feared by others. 
Still it is unclear whether any of the regions mentioned in the narrative 
have democratically elected governments or whether they are all in the 
hands of corporate family dynasties, such as the one of Isabelle Chow. 
What becomes clear in this part of the novel is that poor inhabitants like 
Kora, the Cordova girls, and many others who struggle to subsist in the 
city are subject to violence on the part of state-like technocratic powers 
that have replaced former national structures. The LQKDELWDQWVp�
vulnerability is exacerbated because they do not have access to reliable 
information about the larger power struggles and political conflicts 
between governing authorities.  

Here, as elsewhere in the novel, the present condition of the world is 
not portrayed as unique or disconnected from previous history but as a 
continuation of what came before. Having been drugged during her 
escape from Saltwater City, Kora is overtaken by overwhelming anxiety. 
6KH�EHJLQV�WR�VFUHDP�XQWLO�qVKH�EHFRPHV�WKH�VFUHDP��WKH�KRZO�RI�WKH�ORVW�
dog at night, the scream of a decade past, and the decade prior to that, 
WKH�WUDLO�RI�WLJHU�IOX�LQ�UHYHUVHr��������$V�VKH�VFUHDPV��KHU�YLVLRQ�UHDFKHV�
EDFNZDUG�IURP�qWKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�WKH�TXDUDQWLQH�ULQJV��WKH�ILUVW�HSLGHPLF��
the tiger wine craze, the end of oil, the launch of Chang and Eng, the 
expulsion of the Grist sisters, their legalization for labour on Pacific Gyre 
Island [f]r�������DOO�WKH�ZD\�EDFN�WR� 

the consolidation of the United Middle Kingdom from China and all the little Asian 
countries that surround it, the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong, the birth of 
&KDQ�/LQJpV�JUHDW-grandmother to a young Hakka woman in the village of Happy 
Valley in the early days of the British colonial administration, the Opium Wars, 
the fall of the Ming dynasty >f@ screaming the scream of her long history. (274-
275)  

Via the physicality of her scream, this history is presented as an 
embodieduand also as a gendered and racializeduinheritance. She 
qEHFRPHV�WKH�VFUHDP�r which illustrates the persistence of past violence 
and oppression in the present. In this way, Lai once again subtly depicts 
how the present world emerged out of the past, by emphasizing 
connections between colonial occupation, the destruction of nature, 
consumerist greed, and the existence of the tiger flu.  

3. Construction & Doubting Utopia in an All-Female Society: The Grist Sisterhood 
The world Lai has created in The Tiger Flu is one whereuinstead of taking 
the poor, the racialized, and disenfranchiseduthe virus primarily affects 
the white, the rich, the men, the ones in power, and those who associate 
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with them. In other words, it would appear that the conditions in the novel 
are such that they enable the creation of a non-white, all-female or 
female-dominated society as the basis for a feminist utopia. As the 
previous section has outlined, however, the environments that Kora 
encounters in the novel (Saltwater City, Saltwater Flats, the Cordova 
Dancing School) are anything but utopian or marked by gender equality: 
patriarchal structures have survived, and violence is persistent. The 
potential for a utopian all-female society is still arguably present in the 
Grist village and its inhabitants, the Grist sisters, which serve as an 
oppositional alternative to the post-apocalyptic, post-pandemic world of 
Saltwater City and the quarantine rings.  

The Grist sisters are introduced to the readers by the second 
protagonist Kirilow in Chapter 2, directly following the exposition of the 
Saltwater City storyline in Chapter 1. The Grist sisters originated from the 
genetically modified parthenogenic clones of a group of Asian women, 
who were exiled from Saltwater City three generations earlier. They fled 
to a region in the fourth quarantine ring, and set up an all-female 
community. Historically, another form of expendability is thus embodied 
by the Grist sisters. Since they were originally clones manufactured by 
the Jemini Group as workers for the HöST factories, their lives were never 
registered as lives worth safeguarding. They were brought into the world 
as useful but expendable bodies to exploit their workforce; their individual 
lives are not valued, and the possibility of their untimely deaths is 
considered as a calculated risk. Alexander Pedersen reDGV� qWKH�*ULVW�
sisters [f] DV�D�FULWLTXH�RI�JOREDO�FDSLWDOLVPpV�H[SORLWDWLRQ�RI�oGLVSRVDEOHpr�
FKHDS�ODERU��EXW�DOVR��VSHFLILFDOO\��RI�qGHKXPDQLVHG�$VLDQ�ZRUNHUVr�������
D�OLQN�HVWDEOLVKHG�YLD�WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHUVp�&KLQHVH�OLQHDJH�4 In parallel to how 
the expendability of Grist sisters is explored in the passages set in 
Saltwater City that deal with the Lïft project, the history of the Grist sisters 
presents their disposability from the very beginning as gendered. 

,Q�WKH�QRYHOpV�SUHVHQW��KRZHYHU��WKH�IRFXV�LV�Rn the make-up of the 
(all-female) community the Grist sisters established after they escaped 
from the company. In stark contrast to Saltwater City, the Grist village and 
its inhabitants are posthuman and live in close touch with nature. Not only 
have they developed a mode of reproduction that is based on the physical 
re-growth of organs, their lifeworld is also characterized by states of 
complex embodied selfhood, natural environments in which human and 

 
4 /DLpV� IRFXV� KHUH� LV� DOVR� VSHFLILFDOO\� DQFKRUHG� LQ� %ULWLVK� &ROXPELDpV� DQG� 9DQFRXYHUpV�

history of xenophobia and specifically anti-Chinese-racism, which does not lie in the 
past, as anti-Asian hate crimes have again been surging since the Covid-19 pandemic 
(Canadian Human Rights Commission). This specific connection adds another way in 
which The Tiger Flu exposes enduring ties between the past and the present (and the 
future) that trouble clean-slate fantasies of utopian thinking.  
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non-human agents interact and coexist in harmony, and organic detritus 
that becomes material for repurposed clothing or homes: tents, pillows, 
blankets, and gauzes are made from mushroom fibers, and instead of a 
QHW�WR�FDWFK�SUH\��WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHU�XVH�D�qZRPE�ERPEr�������0RUHRYHU��
they have intentionally detached themselves from all kinds of technology 
IURP�qWKH�WLPH�EHIRUHr������, and they follow a religious mythology, the 
5HOLJLRQ�RI�WKH�0RWKHU��ZKLFK�SXWV�D�SDUWLFXODU�HPSKDVLV�RQ�qPDLQWHQDQFH�
and oral transmission of knowledge,r EXW� DOVR� RQ� DQ� qLQHYLWDEle 
LPEULFDWLRQ� DQG� LQVHSDUDELOLW\� RI� WKH� KXPDQ� ERG\� DQG� PLQGr� �3DVFXDO�
101), thus establishing a strict opposition to the upload of knowledge and 
consciousnesses the satellites Chang and Eng enable in Saltwater City. 

Taken together, these innovative and posthuman features of the 
Grist sisterhooduand thus their continuous positioning as an opposition 
to the inhabitants of Saltwater City throughout the noveluhave often led 
to the interpretation that The Tiger Flu qFHOHEUDW>HV@�WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHUKRRGpV�
guiding principlesr (Murray 13). Arguably, the Grist sisterhood presents 
a female apocalyptic alternative that stands in contrast to narratives such 
as The Road, because LW�UHSODFHV�qFRORQLDO�DQG�SDWULDUFKDO�QDUUDWLYHV�RI�
paternity and conquest with metaphors of mother-GDXJKWHU�UHODWLRQVKLSVr�
(Watkins 13, also see Murray). Yet, identifying the Grist sisterhood as the 
female utopian alternative to still existing patriarchal structures in 
Saltwater City also erases some of the problematic aspects of this 
community. This holds true in particular when focusing on the use of 
violence and the newly established (gender) hierarchies in Grist village. 

A first problematic aspect to be addressed is reproduction and the 
violent social relations it produces: the community of the Grist sisters 
consists of a queen, Radix Bupleuri, and three types of regular grist 
VLVWHUV�� qJURRPV�r qVWDUILVKHV�r� DQG� qGRXEOHUV�r� Because only the 
qGRXEOHUVr�FDQ�UHSURGXFH�SDUWKHQRJHQLFDOO\�DQG�WKXV�VHH�WR�WKH�VXUYLYDO�
of the FRPPXQLW\��LW�LV�WKH�qJURRPVpr�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�WR�FXW�RUJDQV�IURP�WKH�
so-FDOOHG�qVWDUILVKr-members of the community. Starfishes have the ability 
WR�UHJURZ�ERG\SDUWV�DQG�DUH�H[SHFWHG�WR�JLYH�WKHP�WR�WKH�qGRXEOHUVr�WR�
prolong their lives. When Kirilow introduces readers to her community, 
she points out that the Grist village where she lives only has one doubler 
left, Auntie Radix. Being a groom herself, Kirilow has to harvest organs 
from her beloved starfish Peristrophe Halliana to then provide them to 
Auntie Radix: 

(YHQ� LI�VKH� LV�RXU� ODVW�GRXEOHU�� ,�GRQpW�ZDQW�$XQWLH�5DGL[� WR�KDYH�3HULVWURSKH�
+DOOLDQDpV�H\HV��$XQWLH�5DGL[�DOUHDG\� WRRN�3HULVWURSKH�+DOOLDQDpV� OLYHU�D�ZHHN�
ago, and one of her kidneys four weeks before that. Auntie Radix says that it is 
the duty and nature of a starfish to give. I tell her it is the duty and nature of a 
doubler to know when to stop asking. (Lai 18)  
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This statement, which opens Chapter 2, makes clear from the very 
beginning that the new reproductive structures of the Grist village do not 
UHSUHVHQW�ZKDW�;DXVD�LQ�KHU�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�WKH�QRYHO�LGHQWLILHV�DV�D�qQHZ�
paradigm for care work, which must be considered not as unpaid and 
IHPLQL]HG�GRPHVWLF� ODERXU�EXW�DV�FROOHFWLYH�FDUHr� ������:KLOH� WKH�*ULVW�
sisters work as a collective, Kirilow nevertheless showcases the costs and 
pain the reproductive mechanisms entail for individual members of the 
FROOHFWLYH��)RU�H[DPSOH��ZKHQ�.LULORZ�FXWV�3HULVWURSKH�+DOOLDQDpV�H\HV��
this procedure is assisted both by the heavy usage of drugs, the so-called 
qIorget-me-GRr��/DL������DQG�UHOLJLRXV�FKDQWLQJ��ZKLFK�LV�PHDQW�qWR�SXVK�
GRZQ� WKH� GUHDG� WKDW� URLOV� LQ� P\� >.LULORZpV@� EHOO\r� ������ :KHQ� NHSW� LQ�
perspective, the hierarchy in the Grist sisterhood is thus one that 
resemblesuin uncanny waysuthat of their origin as female clones to be 
exploited for their productive labor to the point of death. In Grist village, 
starfishes, such as Peristrophe Halliana, essentially serve as living 
biobanks for the other Grist member, and doublers take on the roles of 
surrogates, who are separated from their offspring soon after birth and 
only kept alive to produce further offspring.  

At first, the loving relationship that groom Kirilow has with her starfish 
partner Peristrophe Halliana might mask the painful reality that the Grist 
sisters are bound to repeat the exploitative structures from which they 
have tried to flee by escaping the company. Eventually, the question of 
WKH�qH[SHQGDELOLW\r�RI�*ULVW�VLVWHUVp�ERGLHV�VXUIDFHV�DJDLQ��KRZHYHU��WKLV�
time in their community rather than in the corporate world of HöST. In 
Chapter 8, Auntie Radix needs a new heart and Kirilow is asked to take 
3HULVWURSKH�+DOOLDQDpV�DQG��WKXV��WR�NLOO�KHU�� 

Glorybind Groundsel told me, if the Grist is dying down to the last doubler, her 
word is flesh, her woUG�LV�JRG��<RX�FDQpW�VD\�QR� 

But all my fibres scream it. (34) 

According to the Grist reproduction hierarchy, when doublers are at risk 
RI� G\LQJ�� WKH� VWDUILVKHVp� OLYHV� EHFRPH� H[SHQGDEOH�� DQG� SHUVRQDO�
relationships to that doubler, such in the case of Peristrophe Halliana and 
Kirilow, are not allowed to matter. When Kirilow cannot force herself to 
WDNH�3HULVWURSKH�+DOOLDQDpV�KHDUW��DQG�$XQWLH�5DGL[�GLHV��VKH�LV��WKHUHIRUH��
FDVW�RXW�E\�RWKHU�*ULVW�VLVWHUV�DV�D�qWUDLWRUr������5 With Kirilow, The Tiger 
Flu thus introduces a protagonist who, from the beginning of the novel, 
GHYLDWHV� IURP�KHU�RZQ�VRFLHW\pV�QRUPV�DQG� UDLVHV�TXHVWLRQV�DERXW� WKH�
apparent utopian structures of the Grist sisterhood.  

 
5 Notably, this development has haunting parallels to the body economy of the 

Jemini Group and HöST, where the (virtual) lives of some are priced over the 
physical lives of others. 
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While the sisterhood at first glance is in stark positive contrast with 
the unsustainable top-GRZQ� FDSLWDOLVW� ZD\V� RI� 6DOWZDWHU� &LW\�� .LULORZpV�
SDLQ�LOOXVWUDWHV�WKH�FRVW�RI�WKLV�qXWRSLD�r�%\�IRUHJURXQGLQJ�KHU�VWRU\�DQG�
SHUVSHFWLYH�� WKH�QRYHO�KHQFH�FDOOV� LQWR�TXHVWLRQ� WKH� IDPLOLDU�qJRRGr�YV��
qHYLO�r� RU� qXWRSLDQr� YV�� qG\VWRSLDQr� QDUUDWLYH� IRUP� WKDW� LV� SDUWLFXODUO\�
FRPPRQ� LQ� SDWULDUFKDO� qHQG� RI� WKH� ZRUOGr� QDUUDWLYHV�� :KLOH� WKH� *ULVW�
sisterhood certainly imagines various innovative procedures and 
qWHFKQRORJLHVr� WKDW� VKRZFDVH� KRZ� WKH\� qFR-habit with the animal and 
vegetablH�ZRUOGV�LQ�HJDOLWDULDQ�DQG�KDUPRQLRXV�ZD\Vr��;DXVD������ZKHQ�
it comes to survival, their community structures are exposed as being 
anything but egalitarian and harmonious. This observation is valid not only 
for structures within the Grist sisterhood but also for its relationship to 
outsiders, as exposed by the following scene where Kirilow encounters a 
q6DOW\�r�DQ�LQKDELWDQW�RI�6DOWZDWHU�&LW\� 

7KHUHpV�D�UHG�IODVK�RI�KDLU��,WpV�D�ELSHG��OLNH�XV��2QH�RI�WKRVH�VQHDN\�FUHHSV�IURP�
Saltwater City? But unlike XV��WDOO��SDOH��DQG�JDQJO\��2XU�JHQHV�GRQpW�H[SUHVV�OLNH�
that. We manifest crow-black hair, autumn-OHDI� VNLQ�� DQG� VKRUW� OHJV�� >f@� ,W�
stumbles into a clearing. Gotcha! I throw a knife at it, neatly severing its left hand. 
(Lai 36-37) 

While Kirilow initially considers a certain similarity between herself and the 
stranger, she eventually uses the physical difference between them as 
her justification for denying the humanity of the stranger. Consequently, 
in her view, violence is warranted. When she tries to throw a knife at the 
6DOW\�LQ�RUGHU�WR�NLOO�LW��VKH�KRZHYHU�RQO\�LQMXUHV�WKH�VWUDQJHUpV�KDQG��DQG�
the Salty is able to run away. When Kirilow sees the Salty again a couple 
of days later and manages to capture it, hatred and the wish to hurt the 
strangHU�RQFH�DJDLQ�RYHUFRPHV�KHU� �q,� \DQN� WKH�ZRPE�ERPE� WLJKWHUr��
q:KHQHYHU�,�ZDQW�\RX��DOO�,�KDYH�WR�GR�LV�SUHHQr�>��@��q$W�OHDVW�OHW�PH�EOHHG�
LW�D�OLWWOHr�>��@���,W�LV�RQO\�ZKHQ�.LULORZ�DQG�KHU�qmother double,r Glorybind 
*URXQGVHO�� UHDOL]H� WKDW� WKH� 6DOW\ps hand has grown back, potentially 
making it a starfish, that Kirilow begins to acknowledge the humanity of 
WKH� 6DOW\�� 7KLV� YDOXH� KRZHYHU� GHSHQGV� RQ� WKH� 6DOW\pV� LPPHGLDWH�
reproductive worth for the community. 

While Kirilow has been taught all her life that inhabitants from 
Saltwater City pose a threat, the fact that the intruder might be a starfish 
could increase the chances of survival for the Grist community, who at 
this point of the narrative have not only just lost their last doubler, Auntie 
Radix, but also only have one starfish left. 1RWDEO\��.LULORZpV�WDXJKW�KDWUHG�
against 6DOWLHV�VWLOO�HYHQWXDOO\�JDLQV�WKH�XSSHU�KDQG��q%XW�\RX�FDQpW�VWRS�
me from hating. You yourself told me the storiesuof how they rounded 
RXU�JUDQGPRWKHUV�XS�E\�WKH�WKRXVDQGV�>f@�:Ky should you care if I hurt 
LW�RU�QRW"r�������6KH�HYHQWXDOO\�FRQYLQFHV�WKH�RWKHU�*ULVW�VLVWHUV�WKDW�WKH�
6DOW\�qFDPH�WR� LQIHFWr������WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHUKRRG��GUXJV�LW�ZLWK�IRUJHWWLQJ�
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WHD��DQG�WDNHV�LW�EDFN�WR�WKH�IRUHVW�WR�qGXPS�LW�XQFHUHPRQLRXVO\�LQWR�WKH�
dirWr� ������ 7KH� KDWUHG�� ZKLFK� LV� PRVWO\� EDVHG� RQ� D� KLVWRULFDO� KRVWLOLW\�
against Salties and hence knowledge Kirilow has not experienced first-
hand, thus eventually prevents her from considering the stranger as 
someone whose starfish capabilities could help the Grist community. In a 
plot twist, only hours after the Salty was released back into the forest, 
3HULVWURSKH�+DOOLDQD��WKH�*ULVW�YLOODJHpV�ODVW�VWDUILVK��GLHV�� 

In parallel to other scenes in the novel, the encounter between Kirilow 
and the stranger H[HPSOLILHV�WKDW�ZKHQ�WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHUV�VD\�WKDW�WKH\�qKROG�
DOO�WKDW�UHPDLQV�RI�WKH�ROG�ZRUOGpV�NQRZOHGJH�LQ�RXU�UDZ�EUDLQVr�������WKLV�
also applies, at least in part, to problematic hierarchies and prejudices 
against outsiders. In some uncanny ways, the Grist sisterhood is still 
linked to its Saltwater originsuand thus also to the world of the past. 
While the linkages are only in some cases made explicit, such as in the 
examples above, the Grist sisters also sometimes point them out 
WKHPVHOYHV��q7KH Grist may have evolved beyond its former masters, but 
ZH�DUH�QRW�LPPXQH�WR�WKHLU�LOOQHVVHVr�>��@���,W�LV�VWULNLQJ�LQ�WKLV�FRQWH[W�WKDW�
WKH�ILUVW�FKDSWHUV�QDUUDWHG�WKURXJK�.LULORZpV�YRLFH�DOVR�FRQWDLQ�QXPHURXV�
(pop-�FXOWXUDO�UHIHUHQFHV�WR�WKH�qWLPH�EHIRUH�r�PDQ\�RI�ZKLFK�SRLQW�WR�ROG�
power hierarchies and systems of exploitation. The references the Grist 
sisters use are, however, always several steps removed from their original 
contexts. :KLOH�WKH�SKUDVH�qGLDPRQGV�DUH�D�JLUOpV�EHVW�IULHQG�r�WKH�IDPRXV�
linH� IURP� &DURO� &KDQQLQJpV� HSRQ\PRXV� ����� VRQJ�� KHOSV� .LULORZ� WR�
remember that her whetstone is made from diamonds stolen off the 
fingers of dead married women, a reference to a popular commercial 
reminds her that her scalpels must be disinfected at least twice so that 
WKH\�qVKLPPHU�FOHDQ��D�OHDQ�PHDQ�FOHDQ�[f] like the lemon muscle man 
IURP�WLPH�EHIRUHpr�������2WKHU�qFKDQWVr�.LULORZ uses during the procedure 
RI�FOHDQLQJ�KHU�NQLIH�DQG�FXWWLQJ�RXW�3HULVWURSKH�+DOOLDQDpV�H\HV�LQFOXGH�
q7KH�ILUVW�FXW�LV�WKH�VOHHNHVWr������FI��5RG�6WHZDUWpV�q7KH�)LUVW�&XW�LV�WKH�
'HHSHVWr�� DQG� q7KRVH� DUH� SHDUOV� WKDW� ZHUH� KHU� H\HVr� ����� FI��
6KDNHVSHDUHpV�The Tempest).6 As much as these veiled and repurposed 
pop-cultural references are still recognizable if one is familiar with them, 
all the phrases Kirilow was taught in the Grist sisterhood now belong to 
the so-called Religion of the Mother, an ideology which is a powerful guide 
for Kirilow that also keeps her from scrutinizing her life and her role in the 
community. Drawing on the personal experiences of Grandma Chan Ling 
�WKH�IRXQGHU�DQG�ODWH�PDWULDUFK�RI�*ULVW�9LOODJH�DQG�DQ�HVFDSHH�RI�-HPLQLpV�
labs) in addition to pop-FXOWXUDO�qZLVGRPr�RI�WKH�SDVW��WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHUV�WKXV�
use a partly imaginary, but certainly selective and distorted version of the 
past to help them remember lessons that will in turn help them to survive 

 
6 Note how these references also perpetuate traditional patriarchal and heterosexual 

notions of gender relations. 
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in the presentua process that is problematized through the protagonist 
Kirilow and her actions.   

One of the epigraphs of The Tiger Flu that further underscores such 
D�FULWLFDO�UHDGLQJ�RI�WKH� LQWHUWH[WXDO�UHIHUHQFHV�LV�IURP�0RQLTXH�:LWWLJpV�
1969 novel Les Guérillères, another radical feminist utopia featuring an 
all-female community: 

They say that at the point they have reached they must examine the principle 
that has guided them [f]. They say that they must break the last bond that binds 
them to a dead culture. (epigraph)  

What Lai emphasizHV� KHUH� LV� WKDW� FRPPXQLWLHV� VXFK� DV� :LWWLJpV�
Guérillères or the Grist sisters, which are pitted against highly patriarchal 
dystopian societies, are not per se completely oppositional, non-
patriarchal, and/or utopian. Instead, such societies, too, are at risk of 
SHUSHWXDWLQJ�NQRZOHGJH�VWUXFWXUHV�DQG�EHKDYLRUV�IURP�qD�GHDG�FXOWXUHr�
(epigraph), that is to say, from the patriarchal society from which they 
evolved. Simply reading the Grist sisterhood as the oppositional and thus 
prototypical all-female utopian alternative to Saltwater City thus obscures 
that violence, harmful hierarchies, and prejudices still exist even in the 
Grist sisterhood and that all three are woven into the very religion that 
guides this community. In turn, these aspects complicate any unilateral 
understanding of the Grist sisterhood as a utopian alternative to Saltwater 
City.  

4. Conclusion: A Queer Posthuman Utopia?  
Apart from writing against male-dominated post-apocalyptic speculative 
fiction, The Tiger Flu also draws on familiar strategies by feminist authors 
such as Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Marge Piercy, and Monica Wittig. Not 
only does the novel feature two non-white female-presenting 
protagonists, whose individual quest narratives are resolved in a 
commitment to relationality, it also features the all-female posthuman 
community of Grist Village as a potential alternative to Saltwater City, 
where patriarchal structures and violence have outlasted large-scale 
social upheaval. But while The Tiger Flu adapts and innovates such 
traditional dystopian and feminist utopian elements, it ultimately 
challenges the original paradox of dystopia/utopia and thoroughly 
complicates the notion of a new and different post-pandemic world as a 
necessarily worse or better world: emphasizing the continuance of violent 
and oppressive structures in both Saltwater City and Grist Village, the 
novel highlights the necessity, even in this seemingly radically altered 
world, to reckon with the lasting ties of the present to patriarchal, 
capitalist, and colonial structures of the past. Instead of emphasizing the 
simplistic utopianism of one solution for all, The Tiger Flu works to 
interrogate several older utopian and dystopian models and the traditional 
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ideologies on which they rely. By showing how such traditional ideologies 
are recycled, modified, and reused in post-pandemic knowledge 
structures, the plot emphasizes utopian possibilities as a continual 
aspiration for communities rather than as an endpoint at which one can 
arrive once and for all. 

Particularly the ways in which the individual quest narratives of the 
protagonists ultimately become entwined are indicative of The Tiger FlupV�
own quest of probing different models of dystopian/utopian traditions 
without necessarily settling on one. After both the last doubler and the 
last starfish have died and HöST attacked Grist Village, Kirilow eventually 
decides to travel to Saltwater City to find a new starfish, as the Grist 
sisterhood otherwise faces extinction. She meets Kora at the Cordova 
Dancing School and learns that the school, like Grist Village, was founded 
by a group of clones who escaped the Jemini factories. When Kirilow 
DPSXWDWHV�.RUDpV�KDQG�DIWHU�LW�EHFRPHV�LQIHFWHG��LW�JURZV�EDFN��UHYHDOLQJ�
that Kora is a Grist sister as well and a starfish. However, Kora at first is 
anything but willing to join Kirilow and rather accepts an invitation from 
KHU�EURWKHU�.��WR�D�qWLJHU�SDUW\r�KHOG�DW�WKH�3DFLILF�3HDUO�3DUNDGH�KRSLQJ�
to be reunited with her family. It is there that Kora learns that even her 
own brother has betrayed her and realizes she must flee from Saltwater 
City. In the end, it is thXV� QHLWKHU�.RUDpV� QRU�.LULORZpV�ZRUOG�� RU� UDWKHU�
worldviews, that succeed or supersede the other; only through eventual 
compromise and collaboration, the two protagonists manage to survive 
and escape. When Kora gets hit and injured fatally during their flight, 
Kirilow uses both her skills as a groom and instructions from one of 
,VDEHOOH�&KRZpV�FKLS-like knowledge scales to reprogram the LïFT and 
XSORDG�.RUDpV�PLQG�WR�VDYH�KHU�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��VLQFH�VKH�FDQQRW�VDYH�
her body: 

The wormy scale teaches my fingers VRPHWKLQJ�WKH\�GLGQpW�NQRZ�EHIRUH��$W�ODVW��
,�SXOO�P\�EORRG\�KDQGV�RXW�IURP�WKH�PHDW�RI�WKH�/Ì)7��o+HUH�JRHV�QRWKLQJ�p 

>f@�,�NQHHO�DQG�VWURNH�WKH�G\LQJ�JLUOpV�KDLU��o,WpV�JRLQJ�WR�EH�RND\�p�,�WHOO�KHU��o,Q�
MXVW�D�IHZ�PLQXWHV��\RX�ZLOO�VHH�p������ 

While Kora and Kirilow start off in the novel as two protagonists from 
opposing worlds, the resolution of The Tiger Flu presents them in a 
cautious care relationship with each other, thus connecting the two 
worlds. 

Notably, these notions of collaboration and care are also upheld in 
WKH�ODVW�FKDSWHU��HQWLWOHG�q7KH�.RUD�7UHH,r�ZKLFK�SUHVHQWV�WKH�UHDGHU�ZLWK�
DQ�RXWORRN�WR�WKH�IXWXUH��DIWHU�KHU�XSORDG��.RUDpV�PLQG�ZDV�GRZQORDGHG�
again and transferred into a so-FDOOHG� VWDUILVK� WUHH�� qBombyx Mori and 
Kirilow Groundsel worked for many years to make me what I am and to 
VHHG� WKH�HQWLUH�6WDUILVK�2UFKDUG� WKDW�QXUWXUHV� WKH�*ULVW�*DUGHQr (328, 
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italics in original). In a truly posthuman fashion, the conscious Kora Tree 
ends up serving the newly established New Grist Village as an organ 
donor, thus securing the survival of the Grist sisterhood. That this 
development is understood as a truly new form of existence is also 
marked by a change in narration: most of the last chapter is narrated 
WKURXJK� WKH�.RUD� 7UHH��ZKLFK� qYLEUDWHV� ODQJXDJHr� ������ WR�D�JURXS�RI�
young Grist sisters who sit underneath her branches (this vibrating is 
marked in italics). Notably, the Kora Tree not only explains her function to 
the young members of the Grist community but also once again points 
RXW�qWKH�LOOV�Rf a hetero-patriarchal society that used to exert violence of 
HYHU\�NLQG�XSRQ�LWV�IHPDOH�PHPEHUVr��3DVFXDO�������LOOV�WKDW�FDQ�SHUKDSV�
finally be left behind by the next generation of Grist women. 

,Q�FRQWUDVW�WR�qoOGr�*ULVW�9LOODJH�EHIRUH�WKH�SODQWLQJ�of Kora Tree, the 
establishment of New Grist Village is narrated almost like a return to Eden: 
qWKH� OLWWOH� GRXEOHUV� WXUQ� WR� DGPLUH� WKH� 6WDUILVK�2UFKDUG� WKDW� VXUURXQGV�
WKHP� LQ� D� OHDI\�� FRPIRUWLQJ� GDQFH� RI� OLJKW� DQG� VKDGRZr� �/DL� ������
Seemingly, the closing chapter of The Tiger Flu offers up a pastoral 
UHIXJH��DV�FRQWUDVWHG�WR�WKH�qGLUW\�JDUGHQr�RI�6DOWZDWHU�&LW\��������8QOLNH�
WKH� PDQ\� qEHWUD\HG� (GHQVr� �%XHOO� ����� ZKLFK� QDWXUH� ZULWLQJ��
environmental literature, and climate fiction frequently offer, this ending 
appears truly utopian in some ways: an all-female, post-patriarchal world 
LQ� ZKLFK� WKH� qVWDUILVK� WUHHr� JURZV� UHSODFHPHQW� RUJDQV�� HIIHFWLYHO\�
abolishing the necessity to harvest organs from Grist sisters and thus 
older forms of reproductive/restorative violence. In the new and isolated 
Grist Village, old structures of corporate exploitation, patriarchal norms, 
DQG�KHWHURVH[XDO�UHSURGXFWLRQ�ILQDOO\�VHHP�WR�OLH�RXWVLGH�WKH�VLVWHUVp�UHDOP�
of concern.  

The ending thus offers a glimpse into a queer, posthuman future that 
raises the question of whether The Tiger Flu settles on a final utopian 
vision, after all. And yet, even in this presumably utopian world, Lai 
includes space for ambivalence, as the former world still has not entirely 
disappeared. Both Kora and Kirilow are still marked by what they have 
lost. While Kirilow dreams of reuniting with her beloved Peristrophe 
Halliana, the Kora Tree likewise betrays a yearning for the past. Just as 
Kora gets reDG\�WR�UHVXPH�KHU�WHDFKLQJ�RI�WKH�\RXQJ�*ULVW�VLVWHUV��q>D@W�
the very top of her branches a little tendril lights up momentarily, calling 
RXW�WR�QR�RQH��6KH�ZLOOV�LW�WR�GLPr��������7KH�XWRSLDQ�SUHVHQW�LV�QRW�IUHH�RI�
history, at least not yet. This impression is further reinforced by the last 
VHQWHQFH�RI�WKH�ILQDO�FKDSWHU��ZKLFK�UHDGV��q>)@DU�EH\RQG�WKH�HDUWK��LQ�WKH�
deepest reaches of space, the old communications satellite Eng lurches 
along her still-deepening orbit, a long ellipsis that will take her a thousand 
\HDUV� WR� FRPSOHWHr� ����-������ (QJpV� HYHU-expanding orbit has been a 
UHPLQGHU�VLQFH�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�WKH�QRYHO�WKDW�KXPDQLW\pV�WHFKQRVFLHQWLILF�
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projects are frequently deeply flawed, because when Eng moves too far 
away from Earth, the knowledge and consciousnesses it stores will no 
longer be accessible. At the same time, the suggestion that the satellite 
will reappear in the distant future is also a reminder that the new Grist 
Village in all its radical new existence might rely on ignoring the outside 
world and the potential return of patriarchal and other exploitative 
structures at its own risk. Saltwater City, Cosmopolitan Earth, and other 
political entities continue to exist and operate at a distance from the 
localized utopian community of the Grist sisters, even if Kora narrates 
them as a thing of the past. By insisting on these ambiguities, Lai teases 
readers with the possibility of utopian closure that The Tiger Flu, however, 
ultimately denies. If at all possible, utopia is definitely not envisioned as a 
place, though maybe as an ongoing process. In this sense, possibly the 
most utopian quality of the new Grist Village is the sincere 
acknowledgment of existence as not only necessarily relational but also 
ideally compassionate, when Kora states, almost like a new maxim for the 
FRPPXQLW\��q<RX�PXVW�UHPHPEHU�P\�SDLQ��DV�,�UHPHPEHU�\RXUVr������� 
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Abstract 

This article seeks to elucidate how the American frontier myth with its specific 

narrative conventions, personnel and archetypes crucially informed a wave of 

urban crime film dramas from the early 1970s to the mid 1980s. Its special focus 

will be on the fiOPVp� JHQGHU� SROLWLFV� FHQWHULQJ� DURXQG� D� UHJHQHUDWLYH� YLJLODQWH�

masculinity that these movies inherit from their Western ancestors. The basic 

gender script analyzed here is that of a white masculinity that re-establishes its 

seemingly lost or endangered position of superiority via the use of vigilante 

violence against an abjected non-white, underclass or female other situated in 

ethnic inner-FLW\� QHLJKERUKRRGV�� :KLOH� DSSDUHQWO\� XQGHUPLQLQJ� WKH� VWDWHpV�

legitimate power, the regenerative vigilante ultimately assists or calls for a greater 

SUHVHQFH�RI�WKH�VWDWH�LQ�VXFK�XUEDQ�oRXWODZp�WHUULWRULHV��7KH�DUWLFOH�GLVFXVVHV�KRZ�

movies such as Death Wish, and Fort Apache, The Bronx reiterate or even 

reinforce the male vigilante script inherited from the American Western tradition 

and how 1970s Blaxploitation cinema and particularly speculative gang films of 

the early 1980s, from The Warriors WR�&DUSHQWHUpV�Escape films (partly) subvert 

or decenter this script. The personalized bracket of actress Pam Grier, who 

played characters in several of the above mentioned movies, will help to illustrate 

the various discursive framings of race, gender, violence and the state within 

these three strands of the urban frontier narrative. 
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In his seminal study Gunfighter Nation, Richard Slotkin follows the 
American frontier myth through a myriad of 20th-century cultural 
productions and shows how it was adapted to changing socio-economic 
and cultural circumstances in the U.S. After a period of almost thirty years 
roughly from 1940 to 1970, during which the frontier myth arguably 
reached its highest cultural prominence in a massive output of Hollywood 
Westerns, Slotkin notes that the Western experienced a sharp decline 
during the 1970s. This, however, did not entail a decline in the relevance 
of the frontier and its narrative, character, and gender codes within the 
American imagination. Rather, they merely seemed to change their 
disguise and setting, as 

the Frontier was displaced into genres dealing with metropolitan crime, >f@��
Between 1971 and 1977 urban crime dramas, featuring as heroes detectives, 
SROLFHPHQ�� DQG� qXUEDQ� YLJLODQWHV�r� ZHUH� WKH� SUHGRPLQDQW� W\SH� RI� $PHULFDQ�
location action film. (Slotkin 634)   

Strikingly, these urban crime dramas negotiated and made sense of 
mid/late 20th-century urban problems by way of essential elements of the 
American frontier myth, widely popularized in the Western movie boom of 
the previous thirty years. In doing so, these crime dramas relied heavily 
on established characters, tropes and narratives from the mythical 
American frontier along with its specific gender politics. They helped to 
re-actualize a white self-reliant, hyper-violent (vigilante) masculinity within 
a racially and sexually diverse urban space that was perceived as a threat 
to a society gone all-too liberal and a masculinity grown all-too soft. These 
films thus reiterated the discursive logic that brought about the mythic 
$PHULFDQ�IURQWLHU�WURSH�DQG�LWV�oUXJJHGp�PDVFXOLQH�LGHDO��HSLWRPL]HG�LQ�WKH�
cowboy figure) in the first place. In their essence, these ideals were 
constructed in the late 19th century by a group of white elite intellectuals 
and writers, among which Theodore Roosevelt and Owen Wister rank as 
the most prominent and influential ones.1 Slotkin has convincingly shown 
KRZ� WKLV� JURXSpV� GLVFXUVLYH� IUDPLQJ� RI� WKH� $PHULFDQ� :HVW� LQ� VRFLDO-
Darwinist terms as an arena of existential struggle for racial survival 
between a white Anglo-Saxon race and non-white races (especially 
Native Americans, to a lesser extent also Mexicans) functioned as the 
UHVSRQVH� RI� D� ZKLWH� PDOH� HVWDEOLVKPHQW� WR� D� JHQHUDO� oXUEDQ� WKUHDWp�
HPDQDWLQJ�IURP�qWKH�GHEDVHG�SROLWLFDO�FXOWXUH�DQG�UDFLDO�FKDUDFWHU�RI�WKH�
SRO\JORW� PHWURSROLVr� �6ORWNLQ� ���-170). This threat was marked by 

 
1  6HH�5RRVHYHOWpV�LGROL]DWLRQ�of the cowboy and/or frontiersman as an ideal of both true 

masculinity and racial superiority in Ranch Life and the Hunting Trail (1888) and The 
Winning of the West (1889), also visible in his own self-styled persona as rugged 
frontiersman during his years in South Dakota or as Rough Rider in the Spanish-
American War; also see Wister on the racialized construction of the cowboy as pioneer 
and epitome of a superior raFH�LQ�KLV������HVVD\�q7KH�(YROXWLRQ�RI�WKH�&RZ-3XQFKHU�r�
Also see Slotkin on this (29-62, 169-183). 
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significant race, class and gender implications: not only did late 19th-
century American cities house a growing number of non-Germanic 
immigrants, they were also the home of an increasingly organized and 
powerful urban proletariat (see Slotkin 18-21 on the class aspect).  

The basic setting of these late 19th-century urban frontier myths was 
easily adaptable to the American 1960s and 70s. Just as back in the late 
19th century, a white social establishment and its (conservative) 
intelligentsia perceived certain inner-city areas as dangerous urban 
frontiers complete with large disenfranchised non-white populations, a 
liberal-leftish political climate of revolt and protest embodied by a young 
white counterculture, Black and Latinx activist movements as well as 
burgeoning and increasingly visible LGBTQ communities (especially in 
New York City and San Francisco). In the mind of the white establishment, 
WKHVH�XUEDQ�]RQHV�DQG�WKHLU�LQKDELWDQWV�FRQVWLWXWHG�DQ�DEMHFWHG�oRWKHUp�WR�
a white, heteronormative, middle or upper class American identity kernel. 
Judith Butler has captured the spatial dimension of this process of 
negative subject constitution through abjection in the following passage 
of her influential Bodies That Matter (1993) that rings true for any kind of 
frontier situation, no matter if located on the original Western frontier or 
displaced onto declining urban centers: 

7KH� DEMHFW� GHVLJQDWHV� KHUH� SUHFLVHO\� WKRVH� qXQOLYDEOHr� DQG� qXQLQKDELWDEOHr�
zones of social life which are nevertheless densely populated by those who do 
not enjoy the status of the subject, but whose living under the sign of the 
qXQOLYDEOHr� LV�UHTXLUHG�WR�FLUFXPVFULEH�WKH�GRPDLQ�RI�WKH�VXEMHFW��7KLV�]RQH�RI�
uninhabitability will constitute the defining limit RI� WKH� VXEMHFWpV� GRPDLQ�� LW�ZLOO�
constitute that site of dreaded identification against which t and by virtue of 
which t the domain of the subject will circumscribe its own claim to autonomy 
and to life. In this sense, then, the subject is constituted through the force of 
exclusion and abjection, one which produces a constitutive outside to the 
VXEMHFW��DQ�DEMHFWHG�RXWVLGH��ZKLFK�LV��DIWHU�DOO��qLQVLGHr�WKH�VXEMHFW�DV�LWV�RZQ�
founding repudiation. (Butler xxiii) 

By way of staging inner-FLW\�XUEDQ�PLOLHXV�DV�DEMHFWHG�oRWKHU�VSDFHVp��DV�
heterotopic zones of illusion2��ZKHUH�WKH�YDOXHV�DQG�QRUPV�RI�D�oFLYLOL]HGp�
mainstream America are turned upside down via an abundance of social 
deviance, criminality, drug abuse, non-normative sexualities and gang 
violence, urban crime films of the 1970s and 80s became crucial 
instances of popularizing politically conservative discourses on urban ills 
as well as of demonizing inner-FLW\�DUHDV�DQG�WKHLU�oVDYDJHp�SRSXODWLRQV�

 
2 Foucault distinguishes heterotopias of illusion from those or compensation in his 
LQIOXHQWLDO�DUWLFOH�q2I�2WKHU�6SDFHVr��ZKHUHDV�WKH�IRUPHU�FRQVWLWXWHV�D�qVSDFH�RI�LOOXVLRQ�
that exposes every real space, all the sites inside of which human life is partitioned, as 
VWLOO�PRUH�LOOXVRU\r��WKH�ODWWHU�GHILQHV�D�VSDFH�qDV�PHWLFXORXV��DV�ZHOO�DUUDQJHG�DV�RXUV�
LV�PHVV\��LOO�FRQVWUXFWHG��DQG�MXPEOHG�r�7KLV�YHU\�GLVWLnction will remain productive for 
my argument in other parts of this article �q2I�2WKHU�6SDFHVr���� 
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(see Macek 37-70). They thus also proved central in legitimizing tough-
on-crime, zero tolerance and harsh drug policies to be implemented from 
the 1980s onwards. Yet as long as the state remained absent from these 
abjected zones, such filmsuin full accordance with American frontier 
ideologyulegitimized and perpetuated a vigilante violence that ultimately 
also functioned as a means to constitute a hyperviolent white male 
VXEMHFW� WKDW� ILQGV� LWV� oFRQVWLWXWLYH�RXWVLGHp� LQ� WKHVH� ]RQHV��As much as 
American frontier history comes down to a collective and continual 
oUHJHQHUDWLRQ�WKURXJK�YLROHQFHp�DJDLQVW�D�QRQ-white other3, the individual 
white male subject continues to be (re)constructed through violent acts 
against a non-white other, endlessly reiterated in narratives of the old 
Western and the more recent urban frontier.   

This article seeks to do two things. Firstly, it sets out to explore 
6ORWNLQpV� K\SRWKHVLV� RQ� WKH� IURQWLHU� FRGLQJ� RI� ����V� FULPH� GUDPD� LQ�
greater detail. With his focus on war, adventure and a couple of Western 
films from that period, Slotkin misses the opportunity to elaborate on the 
crime film genre in his study. In focusing on this neglected genre, this 
article will first look at examples from the mainstream urban crime drama 
and Blaxploitation cinema and then focus specifically on a cycle of late 
1970s and early 80s cycle of speculative gang films. An analysis of the 
first two movie strands will allow for a detailed assessment of how these 
gang films emulate or subvert (gender) scripts and tropes of the frontier 
narrative with a specific focus on depictions of frontier masculinity and 
violent conflict between abjected subjects and state forces. Secondly, this 
article will embed these fictional scenarios in a historical context, to show 
their correspondence with contemporary discourses and policies 
targeting urban crime as well as outline how the films supported, 
anticipated, subverted or criticized these discourses and developments. 
The specific thematic and temporal focus of this article, namely the 
representations of (speculative) urban crime films of the 1970s and 80s 
therefore also determines its source selection, even though these issues 
might also be explored in more recent media. 

1. Gunslingers on the Urban Frontier: The Vigilante Hero and Regenerative Masculinity 

MR�,SPP][SSHȪW�9VFER�'VMQI�(VEQE�']GPI������XS����� 
Two of the earliest examples of the 1970s Hollywood urban crime drama 
already provided the basic character types and narrative conventions for 
the entire genre, both of them in striking congruence with the established 
codes of frontier mythology. Both released in 1971, Dirty Harry and The 

 
3  )RU�PRUH� RQ�6ORWNLQpV� FRQFHSW� RI� oUHJHQHUDWLRQ� WKURXJK� YLROHQFHp� VHH� D� VXPPDU\� LQ�

Slotkin 10-16 or in greater detail in his  eponymous 1973 publication Regeneration 
Through Violence. The Mythology of the American Frontier, 1600-1860. 
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French Connection LQWURGXFHG� FRSV� WKDW� UHSUHVHQWHG� JULWW\� qXUEDQ�
gunslingers, [f] steely-eyed, cynical, fast on the draw, and likely to 
UHVROYH� WKH� SORW� ZLWK� D� FOLPDFWLF� JXQILJKW�r� WKXV� XQGHQLDEO\� SURYLQJ�
WKHPVHOYHV�WR�EH�qKHLUV�RI�WKH�KDUG-boiled detective, the gunfighter, and 
WKH� ,QGLDQ� KDWHUr� �6ORWNLQ� ������ +DUU\� &DOODKDQ� DQG� -LPP\� o3RSH\Hp�
'R\OHpV�NLQVKLS�ZLWK�WKH�P\WKLFDO�KHURHV�RI�WKH�:HVWHUQ�IURQWLHU�LV�IXUWKHU�
reinforced in these films by individual costume and prop details, such as 
Harr\pV� XVH� RI� D� 6PLWK� DQG� :HVVRQ� 0RGHO� ��� UHYROYHU� RU� 3RSH\HpV�
signature pork pie hat. More importantly, however, these two cops 
continually prove their willingness to routinely work above the law and 
EUHDN�SROLFH�UXOHV�ZKHQ�KXQWLQJ�GRZQ�qSXQNVr�RU�PREVWHUV�Rn the urban 
IURQWLHU�RI�1<&�RU�6DQ�)UDQFLVFRpV�SRVW-industrial wastelands, a behavior 
that gives them the air of vigilantes with a badge. Considering their often-
blatantly racist and politically reactionary attitudes coupled with their 
frequent complaints DERXW�FLW\�RIILFLDOVp�LQGXOJHQW�VWDQFH�RQ�FULPH��WKHVH�
cop-KHURHVp� SRSXODULW\� DOVR� WXUQHG� WKHP� LQWR� DQ\WKLQJ� EXW� VXEWOH�
mouthpieces for conservative political and criminological discourses 
RSWLQJ� IRU�PXFK�KDUVKHU�VWUDWHJLHV� LQ� oPDQDJLQJp� WKH�SUREOHP�RI�XUEan 
crime (see Corkin 103-111). As will become clear in the following 
passages, their modern vigilantism iconized in these popular films also 
served, much like the original ideal of the cowboy in traditional frontier 
fiction, as a gender script for regenerating an aggressive masculinity or a 
UXJJHG� oPDQOLQHVVp�� WR� HFKR� 5RRVHYHOWpV� SUHIHUUHG� FRQFHSW�� $OOHJHGO\�
grown soft or effeminate in urban civilization, such true manliness can only 
EH�UHJDLQHG�E\�ZKLWH�PHQ�WKURXJK�WKH�XVH�RI�YLROHQFH�ZLWKLQ�D�oVDYDJHp��
i.e., uncivilized, neglected or not properly state-controlled territory and 
directed against a racial, but often also gendered other. 

The urban vigilante formula arguably reached its most perfect and 
influential realization in Death Wish (1974), also because it narratively 
FRQQHFWV�LWV�SURWDJRQLVWpV�YLJLODQWH�UDJH�WR�WKH�DUFKHW\SDO�IURQWLHU�PRGHO��
Similar to Dirty HarrypV�OHDG�DFWRU�&OLQW�(DVWZRRG��ZKR�URVH�WR�IDPH�LQ�WKH�
Western TV series Rawhide and several acclaimed Italian Westerns 
during the 1960s, Death WishpV�OHDG�&KDUOHV�%URQVRQ�ZDV�DOVR�SULPDULO\�
identified with his Western roles, most notably his role as the nameless 
harmonica player in Once Upon a Time in The West (1968). Following his 
appearance in Death Wish, which also inspired several sequels, Bronson 
quickly came to be known as the quintessential impersonator of avenging 
vigilantes. The early 1970s cinema audience could easily connect these 
DFWRUVp�:HVWHUQ�SHUVRQDV�WR�WKH�XUEDQ�JXQVOLQJHUV�WKH\�HPERGLHG� LQ�D�
range of crime films. One might even argue that Eastwood and Bronson 
simply transplanted their Western personas into the urban settings 
without changing too much in their basic frontier-shaped attitudes and 
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behaviors.4 Along with these personas, they brought to the 1970s screen 
reactionary ideals of a violent masculinity that operated largely 
independent of the state, but nevertheless in its service or rather in that 
of a white national community deemed under assault by a criminalized 
UDFLDO�DQG�VH[XDO�RWKHU�LQ�WKH�QDWLRQpV�XUEDQ�FHQWHUV� 

Death Wish provides such an effective scenario because it closely 
charts the psychological transformation of its protagonist from a liberal 
pacifist into a merciless gunslinging vigilante who deliberately seeks to 
provoke violent confrontations on the nightly streets of Manhattan. 
Architect Paul Kersey, the protagonist of the movie, lost his father in a 
hunting accident as a child and swore never to touch guns again, thus 
turning into a conscientious objector who served as a medic in the Korean 
War. With his identity and masculinity thus defined by strict non-violence, 
the successful architect also seems to harbor a liberal social agenda, 
DOORZLQJ� KLP� WR� LJQRUH� RU� HYHQ�GHULGH� WKH�PHGLDpV� outcry over sharply 
ULVLQJ�FULPH�UDWHV�RU�KLV�FROOHDJXHVp�ELJPRXWKHG�WRXJK-on-crime rhetoric. 
The clash of political attitudes on urban crime is aptly staged in an early 
conversation between Kersey and his colleague Sam Kreutzer: 

KREUTZER. Oh Christ, you are such a bleeding-heart liberal, Paul. 
KERSEY. My heart bleeds a little for the underprivileged, yes. 
KREUTZER. The underprivileged are beating our goddamned brains out. You 
know what I say? Stick them in concentration camps, that's what I say. 
(00:05:06 t 00:05:20) 

Recalling the clashing perspectives evoked in the above scene, the 
PRYLHpV�WXUQLQJ�SRLQW�FRPHV�DERXW�ZKHQ�.HUVH\pV�ZLIH�DQG�GDXJKWHU�DUH�
violently attacked and raped in their Manhattan apartment, leaving the 
wife dead and the daughter traumatized to the point of permanent 
FDWDWRQLD�� .HUVH\pV� GHYDVWDWLRQ� LV� KHLJKWHQHG� E\� WKH� SROLFHpV� REYLRXV�
inability to solve the crime (the original perpetrators are never arrested, 
QRU� ZLOO� WKH\� IDOO� YLFWLP� WR� .HUVH\pV� YLJLODQWLVP��� ,Q� WKLV� VLWXDWLRn of 
existential crisis, Kersey comes to question his vow to non-violence, 
ultimately reconsidering his sense of self as a liberal pacifist as well as his 
sense of masculinity due to the fact that he was utterly unprepared to 
defend his family on a gloomy urban frontier of relentless gang violence. 
His development into a cynical and world-weary vigilante is further 
inspired by a business trip to Arizona. Here, in the heart of the old 

 
4 There even exist a number of urban crime films with cowboys hailing from the modern-

day American West that come to the big city in order to provide the law enforcement 
that an incompetent (because lacking a true frontier masculinity) urban police force 
appears incapable of. The first and most striking example, &RRJDQpV�%OXII (1968) even 
stars Eastwood and literally seems to mark his transition from the 1960s Western 
gunslinger to the 1970s urban detective. Other prominent examples include the TV 
series McCloud (1970-77), Walker, Texas Ranger (1993-2001) or the movie The 
Cowboy Way (1994). 
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American West, Kersey not only runs into a Western show with a 
reenacted standoff in an old Tucson Western town that used to serve as 
a film set. He is also invited to a gun range by the rugged, cowboy-styled 
local developer he is working for, who prompts him to touch and shoot a 
gun for the first time since his childhood days. Thus invigorated by the 
spirit and violent masculine ideal of the mythical American West, Kersey 
returns to the cesspool of New York City, only to discover that the 
GHYHORSHUpV� IDUHZHOO� SUHVHQW� LV� D� &ROW� 3ROLFH� 3RVLWLYH� UHYROYHU�� 7KLV�
revolver becomes a necessary item to fully complete his transformation 
into a vengeful urban vigilante and thus to overcome what the film 
presents as his effeminate pacifist urban masculinity.  

.HUVH\pV�WULS�WR�$UL]RQD�VHUYHV�DV�WKH�LGHRORJLFDOO\�WUDQVLWLRQ�IURP�WKH�
old to the new (urban) frontier. While vigilante violence has been reduced 
to a mere simulacrum for entertainment in the new, state-controlled West, 
a real frontier has newly emerged in the increasingly non-white and state-
neglected heart of American cities that cries for the same white, male 
vigilantism that was once a legitimate modus operandi in the old West. 
Yet, just as in its original frontier script, the urban vigilante tale is a 
narrative of male resurgence from indulgent or effeminate passivity 
through violence, exerted outside the realm of official law enforcement 
and in response to a (series of) real or perceived crimes or indignations. 
There is also the idea, present in all urban vigilante scenarios, that on the 
oVDYDJHp�RXWODZ�WHUUDLQ�RI�XUEDQ�IURQWLHU�ODnds, vigilante justice is ultimately 
a legitimate, if not the only strategy of survival in the face of overwhelming 
inimical forces that the state fails to control. By claiming for himself the 
right to enact the kind of violence traditionally monopolized by the state, 
Kersey is also able to reclaim a position of racial and gender supremacy 
(within an increasingly diverse urban milieu) that the state and its 
institutions can or are no longer willing to protect. Thus armed and 
ideologically invigorated, Kersey henceforth roams the Manhattan streets 
and subways at night only to gun down any petty criminal trying to mug 
him or other unarmed civilians, incidents which take place at an 
excessively high rate.  

Death WishpV� VWDJLQJ� RI� WKH� XUEDQ� IURQWLHU� DV� D� ODZOHVV arena 
overpopulated by young, male and exceeding non-white gang criminals 
harassing or attacking any white civilian within minutes after their stepping 
onto the streets provided one of the most powerfully distorted portrayals 
of inner-city plight of the mid-1970s, a portrayal that would inspire and 
legitimize harsh law enforcement policies for years to come. Death Wish 
also proved so unsettling in this regard because it addressed the 
insufficiency of urban law enforcement schemes implemented by the 
state: after a series of murders committed by Kersey on his nocturnal 
sprees, the whole city speculates about the identity and agenda of the 



Outlaw Territories 
 

Gender Forum Issue 80 (2021) | 82  

 

mysterious vigilante, with some even applauding his actions as a welcome 
response to soaring urban crime. With the ubiquitous menace of the 
vigilante out in the streets, city officials begin to register falling street crime 
rates and instruct the detective trying to hunt Kersey down not to arrest 
him (the policeman eventually lets him go under the condition of 
permanently leaving the city). In this way, the city officials integrate the 
vigilante phantom as an effective, if highly questionable deterrent into 
their law enforcement strategies (see Corkin 134-140). After all, the 
media as well as state authorities (even if such vigilantism undermines 
their monopoly of legitimate violence) also seem to tolerate the 
development of a parallel system of illegitimate law enforcement, because 
.HUVH\pV�YLJLODQWH�UDJH�XOWLPDWHO\�GHIHQGV�DQG�HPERGLHV�WKH�YHU\�V\VWHP�
of white, male domination that they seek to maintain as well. 

In the police drama Fort Apache, The Bronx (1981), the adaptation 
of traditional frontier scripts and motifs to the urban space is pushed to 
the extreme. Not only does the title already invoke a Western classic, 
John FRUGpV�Fort Apache (1948), but the film also transplants this fortress 
to the utterly hostile late 20th-century urban frontier of the South Bronx, 
staged as an apocalyptic scenery of ethnic ghettoization, urban 
wastelands (as a result of both post-industrial plight and slum clearance), 
poverty, gang violence, drug addiction and prostitution. Upon handing 
over the precinct to his successor, the outgoing Chief Dugan introduces 
the neighborhood as a truly savage urban frontier with the usual 
discriminatory conflations of ethnicity, crime, non-hygiene, violence, 
unemployment, poverty, prostitution and insanity: 

DUGAN. This is Siberia >f@. You got a 40-block area with 70,000 people packed 
in like sardines smelling each others' farts, living like cockroaches, >f@. You got 
the lowest income per capita, the highest rate of unemployment in the city >f@. 
Largest proportion of non-English speaking population in the city! >f@�Families 
that have been on welfare for three or four generations. Youth gangs, winos, 
junkies, pimps, hookers, maniacs, cop-killers >f@. I mean this neighborhood'll 
bury ya. There's enough dirt in this precinct to bury every smart-ass cop in the 
city! (00:18:02 t 00:19:37) 

This distorted picture of a nightmarish and malicious ghetto is confirmed 
E\� WKH� PRYLHpV� GLVWXUELQJ� RSHQLQJ� VFHQH�� D� GUXJJHG� %ODFN� SURVWLWXWH�
approaches two cops in a police car, seemingly in order to offer her 
services to them, only to suddenly draw a gun and shoot both of them 
dead. The hostility of the inner-city territory is heightened still by a group 
of Black and Latinx teenagers that loot the dead officers without any sign 
of shock or emotional reaction. 

Within this deeply hostile urban frontier space looms the safe haven 
of the 41st Precinctunicknamed q)RUW�$SDFKHr�E\�WKH�SROLFHPHQuas a 
designated sanctuary of law and order, normative sexuality, masculinity, 
and whiteness (with few exceptions, but certainly in comparison to the 
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QHLJKERUKRRGpV�RYHUZKHOPLQJO\�%ODFN�DQG�/DWLQ[�SRSXODWLRQ���Similar to 
its cinematic namesake, this urban fort has to be defended when attacked 
E\�oVDYDJHp�ORFDO�KRUGHV�DQG�LV�XVHG�DV�D�EDVH�FDPS�IRU�IRUD\V�LQWR�WKH�
dangerous territory by a brave police cavalry.5 After a riot breaks out in 
the neighborhood following the new policH� FKLHIpV� WRXJK�DSSUHKHQVLRQ�
methods applied in the search for the murderer of the two cops, the 
precinct is actually besieged by an enraged mob, which can only be 
dispersed after the use of tear gas. The reference to the mythic frontier 
trope of the Alamo is as much evident here as the reference to a number 
of Western siege scenarios. They typically feature a small, but heroic and 
homogeneously white Anglo-Saxon community under competent male 
leadership defending their position against a superiority of either a 
villainous foreign army, outlaws or, most commonly, throngs of 
bloodthirsty Native Americans.  

In accordance with the same ideological script, the 41st Precinct in 
Fort Apache, The Bronx represents a last stronghold of white, male state 
authority in a vast territory of non-white aggression and sexual non-
normativity. The entirely male police force therefore not only appear as 
rightful defenders of white superiority which has to be continually 
regenerated via sometimes excessively violent acts (tough apprehension 
policy and a murder committed by openly racist cops during a raid). While 
committed to this mission, they also pursue a much less obvious, but 
ideologically crucial quest of personal gender and ethnic regeneration. 
Male superiority not merely over the ethnic community is recurrently 
reinforced by the ultimately unsuccessful actions to hunt down the cop-
killing prostitute (the ultimate subversive agent in a cosmos of male 
dominance) that have the air of a retributive campaign against the whole 
community due to its extreme scope and violence. These collective acts 
of reclaiming male dominance over the ethnic ghetto are repeated on the 
SHUVRQDO�OHYHO�ZLWK�UHJDUG�WR�IHPDOH�ERGLHV��VXFK�DV�0XUSK\pV�URPDQFH�
with a Latina nurse, his help in delivering the child of a Latina teenager 
(an quasi-colonial scenario with Murphy as the white savior) or his 
SDUWQHUpV�SHUWLQDFLRXV�DWWHPSWV� WR� IRUFH�KLV� �ZKLWH��YLUJLQ�JLUOIULHQG� LQWR�
having sex with him. The racial perspective is also of relevance here, as 
most modern cop/vigilantes differ from their Anglo-Saxon frontier models 
in terms of their (recently overcome) ethnic minority status: the surnames 
of some of the most prominent cop/vigilante protagonists in 1960s to 80s 
urban crime filmsuCoogan (&RRJDQpV� %OXII) Curran (Joe), Callahan 
(Dirty Harry), Doyle (French Connection), Murphy (Fort Apache)uall 
point to their Irish origin and thus to an ethnic group in the U.S. not 
FRQVLGHUHG� IXOO\� oZKLWHp�XQWLO�ZHOO� LQWR�WKH���WK�FHQWXU\�� ,Q�Fort Apache, 

 
5 Slotkin has also stresVHG� WKDW� WKH�PRYLH� qWUHDWV� WKH� YLROHQFH� RI� FRQWHPSRUDU\� UDFLDO�
JKHWWRV�LQ�WHUPV�RI�WKH�VWDQGDUG�FDYDOU\�,QGLDQ�SDUDGLJPr������� 
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Murphy and his Italian-American partner Corelli are fully aware of their 
ethnic heritage, which puts them into an intermediary position on the 
urban frontier: not quite white, but not really non-white either. Their police 
service on the urban ethnic frontier thus also serves them to redraw the 
line between a white urban establishment and its racialized others in ways 
that allow them to continually stress their own whiteness and loyalty to the 
state in opposition to a Black and Latinx inner-city community. 

The logic of contesting and reclaiming the position of white, male 
authority is rendered obvious when taking a closer look at Fort ApachepV�
most disturbing and disturbingly clichéd character, namely Black 
prostitute and heroin-addict Charlotte. $V� WKH� XUEDQ� IURQWLHUpV� oVDWDQLF 
VDYDJHp�VKH� LV� WKH�PDOLFLRXV�VLUHQ� OXULQJ�ZKLWH�FRSV�DQG�FLYLOLDQ�VXLWRUV�
QHDU�KHU�LQ�RUGHU�WR�YLROHQWO\�NLOO�WKHP��&KDUORWWH�IXQFWLRQV�DV�WKH�PRYLHpV�
plot trigger via her initial murder of the two cops and the ensuing large-
scale investigation. She is also central to the motif of the unsolved crime 
or rather to that of the unpunished delinquent, common to so many urban 
FULPH�ILOPV�RI�WKH�WLPH��VXFK�DV�WKH�HOXVLYH�DWWDFNHUV�RI�3DXO�.HUVH\pV�ZLIH�
and daughter in Death Wish). Charlotte herself is ultimately killed by a 
dealer whom she intended to make her next victim. With her body 
eventually disposed of in the roadside trash, her end proves both 
satisfactory and unsatisfactory in the sexist and racist logic of the 
contemporary urban crime film. Represented as the most malicious, 
WUDQVJUHVVLYH� XUEDQ� UHLQFDUQDWLRQ� RI� WKH� IURQWLHU� QDUUDWLYHpV� VDWDQLF�
VDYDJH�� &KDUORWWH� VHHPLQJO\� UHFHLYHV� KHU� oMXVWp� IDWH� ZKHQ� EHLQJ�
consumed by the very ghetto violence that she herself represented. And 
yet her insidious crimes remain unsolved and she remains unpunished by 
WKH� ODZ�� 7KH�PRYLHpV� SORW� WKHUHIRUH� GHQLHV� DQ\� VDWLVIDFWRU\� UHWULEXWLRQ�
element in the sense of a reconstitution of white dominance over the non-
white, female usurper. While her life is ended at the hand of a (non-white) 
man, she cannot be held to justice or overwhelmed by a white, male state 
authority and thus the very force she symbolically intended to undermine 
in her crimes.   

Overall, many urban crime dramas seem to suggest that the urban 
IURQWLHU�LV�IDU�WRR�qVDYDJHr��LWV�YLFH�IDU�WRR�SRZHUIXO�DQG�LWV�HQGOHVV�FKDLQV�
of violent acts far too complex for any police force to properly solve crimes 
within the given political reality of inner-city laissez-faire and underfunding 
of urban law enforcement authorities. Given this situation, excessive 
police violence or even vigilante justice might arise as legitimate 
compensation. For all its obvious reiteration of frontier stereotypes and its 
political-ideological underpinnings, Fort Apache, The Bronx does not, 
however, amount to an entirely uncritical reflection of police work in the 
inner city. It problematizes excessive police violence through the case of 
two racist cops that kill a Puerto Rican teenager during a large police 
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operation by deliberately throwing him off a roof, an act that is ultimately 
reported by Murphy just before he himself quits his job in an air of absolute 
disillusionment. In his final discussion with the new police chief, Murphy 
DOVR� GHQRXQFHV� KLV� VXSHULRUpV� FRQIURQWDWLRQDO� SROLFH� PHDVXUHV�� ZKich 
ultimately triggered the latest war-like clashes between officers and local 
mobs.  

Fort Apache offers an early hint at, but also an early critique of tough-
on-crime ideologies and mass incarceration policies which were just 
beginning to become popular with American law enforcement authorities 
at that point, before attaining the status of common sense by the 1990s 
(see Parenti 69-89). ,Q�DQ�HDUOLHU�VFHQH��0XUSK\�PRFNV�WKH�QHZ�FKLHIpV�
mass apprehension scheme by hypothetically thinking it through to its 
logical end: q6R�WKH�MDLOV�ZLOO�EH�IXOO��WKH�QHLJKERUKRRG�ZLOO�EH�HPSW\�DQG�
\RX�ZRQpW�EH�RQH�VWHS�FORVHU�WR�VROYLQJ�WKRVH�NLOOLQJV�r�he notes (00:54:02 
t 00:54:07). Unknowingly, Murphy here delineates a scenario which 
would recur first as part of a dystopian vision in another strand of urban 
crime films, but then came true in actual policies of mass incarceration 
that have been dominating U.S. law enforcement for the past thirty years. 
These policies emptied American inner cities of its young male 
Black/Latinx population by locking them up for excessively long periods 
of time, often for only minor offenses. With politically conservative 
agendas on urban crime (also popularized in these films) and 
policymakers in power, the state and its institutionsuin particular a 
militarized police force, racially biased drug legislations and a penal 
system of mass incarcerationuwere able to reclaim a strong role in 
securing white male dominance (see Parenti 161-210, Alexander 59-
139). Yet even though such measures seemed to make individual 
vigilantism superfluous, the figure of the humiliated man seeking 
regeneration through violence on the urban frontier has not entirely 
vanished in popular media of the past forty years, be it only to stress and 
legitimize the ongoing necessity for a racially biased law enforcement 
system. 

As outlined in this subchapter, mainstream urban crime dramas of 
that period prove to be deeply rooted in the narrative conventions and 
gender scripts of the frontier myth. While in many cases they appear to 
adapt these conventions in their racist and sexist logic of male 
regeneration through state-sanctioned or -tolerated violence rather 
uncritically to their contemporary urban situation, one should not overlook 
their revisionist potentials. Despite perpetuating many of the frontier 
VFULSWpV�SUREOHPDWLF�HOHPHQWV��XUEDQ�FULPH�ILOPV�VXFK�DV�Joe (1970), Taxi 
Driver (1975) or Cruising (1980) also offer explicit critiques of their 
vigilante (anti-)heroes as reactionary, mentally unstable, if not 
psychopathic loners that project an imminent threat into their urban 
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environment in order to justify their eventual violence as a means to 
reclaim a position of white, male dominance.6 

2. Black Subversions? Shaft, Coffy, Foxy Brown and the Ambiguous Race and Gender 

Legacies of Blaxploitation Cinema 1971 to 1979 
The racist and sexist underpinnings of Fort ApachepV� IHPDOH� VDWDQLF�
savage character Charlotte would have already been disturbing enough, 
if it were not for another striking symbolic dimension to this character 
which is crucially connected to the actress playing the role. Considering 
3DP� *ULHUpV� SULRU� ILOP� FDUHHU� DV� ZHOO� DV� KHU� VLJQLILFDQFH for (Black) 
American cinema, her casting in the role of the malicious man killer 
haunting the ethnic ghetto suggests itself as a calculated decision by the 
filmmakers. In fact, Grier might be considered the most prominent female 
star of a cycle of 1970s films that came to be known as Blaxploitation 
cinema. These films with an often entirely Black cast focused mostly on 
urban crime narratives located within the Black American ghetto. In many 
ways, one might consider these films a variation of the mainstream urban 
crime dramas covered in the previous subchapter. Blaxploitation cinema 
partly emulated these mainstream urban crime dramas and thus also 
reinforced their problematic aspects, yet it also subverted their often 
blatantly racist undertones by telling its stories from a Black inner-city 
perspective, which is necessarily alien to the standard white cop and/or 
vigilante. 

2QH� RI� %OD[SORLWDWLRQpV� ILUVW� JUHDW� KLWV� DQG� VWLOO� DPRQJ� LWV� PRVW�
prominent entries in film history was Shaft in 1971. It stars Richard 
Roundtree as Black private detective John Shaft who goes about his 
dangerous business in a crime-ridden Harlem and operates in between 
the conflict lines of a white police force, Black nationalists and mobsters. 
Shaft is a politically conscious Black man who has to face the violent 
reality of a largely mob-controlled Harlemua place where the upwardly 
mobile Shaft no longer resides himself. Similar to many other films of the 
genre, Shaft UHLQIRUFHV� D� ZKLWH� PDLQVWUHDPpV� GLVWRUWHG� LPDJH� RI� the 
crime-infested, violent Black ghetto (see Corkin 74-96). Moreover, the 
character of Shaft embodies another racist stereotype that is a common 
and frequently criticized feature of Blaxploitation characters, i.e. his 
hypersexuality, showcased throughout the movie by his various sexual 
relations with a number of submissive women. Coupled with an often 

 
6  Also, it is true that the urban crime genre showcased more and more diverse detective 

teams during this period: the gritty white cop is often joined by a non-white or female 
partner, such as in Starsky & Hutch (1975-79), later installments of the Dirty Harry 
series or the Lethal Weapon films (1987-98), even though such ethnically diverse 
pairings also have a well-established frontier model in asymmetric cowboy and Native 
American teams, such as most prominently Lone Ranger and Tonto. 
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RSHQO\�PLVRJ\QLVW�PDFKLVPR�DWWLWXGH��6KDIWpV�H[SRVHG�K\SHUYLULOLW\�PD\�
be read as part of his empowerment as a discriminated Black man. Yet, 
it is also a harmful reinforcement of a common racist stereotype of Black 
masculinity. Shaft is thus complicit with his white movie doubles in 
regenerating a subordinated masculinity into a hegemonic one via his 
continual dominance over a number of both Black and white women. 

Yet the genre also proved open for subversive gender politics. 
Blaxploitation certainly reached its emancipatory prime with Coffy in 1973 
and Foxy Brown in 1974, featuring Pam Grier as the eponymous street-
wise female vigilantes. These vigilantes single-handedly fight against 
ruthless drug and prostitution cartels responsible for the drug addiction 
or murder of people close and dear to them. Distinct from normative roles 
as mere companions to heroic men, love interests or damsels in distress, 
assigned to women in mainstream urban crime dramas, Blaxploitation 
ILOPV�RIIHUHG�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�IRU�SUHVHQWLQJ�*ULHUpV�FKDUDFWHUV�DV�VH[XDOO\�
objectified, yet also and most importantly empowered female action 
heroes. This kind of character was unheard of in American mainstream 
films and even rare in the exploitation cinema of the time. Film posters for 
Foxy Brown LQWURGXFHG�WKHLU�LFRQLF�KHURLQH�ZLWK�WKH�ZRUGV��q'RQ
W�PHVV�
DURXQp�ZLWK�)R[\�%URZQ� ��6KHpV� WKH�PHDQHVW�FKLFN� LQ� WRZQ�r��ZKLOH� WKH�
movie trailer presented Grier, already fully identified with her vigilante role 
in Coffy��DV�qWKDW�RQH-chick hit-VTXDG�r�$OUHDG\�WKH�PRYLHpV�DGYHUWLVHPHQW�
thus conferred crucial characteristics of the male white frontier hero and 
his 1970s urban heirs, such as self-reliance, aggressiveness, ingenuity 
and a defiant willingness to take the law into his own hands, onto her 
female character. 

Wearing an afro hairdo, speaking in Black English Vernacular as well 
as harboring a vindictive sense of justice when met with racist humiliation, 
*ULHUpV�FKDUDFWHU�LV�HTXLSSHG�ZLWK�D�VSHFLILF�%ODFN�3RZHU�VW\OH�DQG�HWKRV��
But her urban frontier heroism is also coupled with and extended by a 
specific female performativity7, which is necessarily inaccessible to or 
deemed unsuitable for the male urban detective or vigilante. Surely, 
*ULHUpV�FKDUDFWHUV�GR�QRW�EUHDN�ZLWK�D�KHWHURQRUPDWLYH�VH[XDOLW\�DQG�WKH�
often-voyeuristic staging of her body clearly is intended to cater to the 
male gaze, i.e. the assumed viewing pleasure of a heterosexual, male 
audience. And yet, her film personas are able to make strategic use of 
their female sexual appeal as well as a range of normative female behavior 
scripts in order to come close to the male objects of their revenge. In fact, 

 
7 This term is used in the Butlerian sense that gendeUHG�EHKDYLRU�LV�QRW�URRWHG�LQ�RQHpV�

biological sex, but rather in the endlessly reiterated, quasi-theatrical performance of 
codified gender scripts for men and women. Subversive performances in contradiction 
ZLWK� RQHpV� ERUQ-with sex are thus possible, but practically scarce as such acts are 
continually met with rejection and sanctions in most social contexts. 
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that very modus operandi mLJKW�EH�GHVFULEHG�DV�&RII\�DQG�)R[\pV�PRVW�
FRPPRQ� VWUDWHJ\� RQ� WKHLU� YLJLODQWH� PLVVLRQV�� LQ� ERWK� PRYLHV�� *ULHUpV�
characters impersonate prostitutes8 and specifically adapt their 
appearance and behavior to the preferences of white dealers, pimps and 
mobsters.9 In this way, they are able to attract their attention and come 
as close to them as possible, only to suddenly transform from submissive 
sex objHFWV�DQG�WKXV�YHKLFOHV�IRU�PDOH�UHJHQHUDWLRQ�LQWR�oSKDOOLFp�YLJLODQWH�
avengers that gun their victims down without remorse.  

7KH�FRQIXVLQJO\�TXLFN�VKLIWV�RI�oSKDOOLF�SRZHUp�IURP�ZKLWH�FULPH�ERVV�
or henchman to the Black female vigilante-gunslinger that recur as 
climactic moments in these films may be seen as their ideologically most 
subversive moments as they embody the violent disruption of common 
hierarchies of race and gender. After having overwhelmed all henchmen 
at the end of Foxy Brown��*ULHUpV�KHURLF character arguably performs the 
most blatantly phallo-clastic act in Blaxploitation cinema by handing the 
white female head of the drug and prostitution cartel a jar with the cut-off 
JHQLWDOLD�RI�WKH�ODWWHUpV�UDFLVW�ER\IULHQG-accomplice. 

As much as Foxy is stylized into the agent of a Black, female or even 
feminist subversion and usurpation of white, male domination here, her 
Black vigilantism in contrast to the male vigilante is not motivated by a 
need to reclaim a seemingly lost position of gendered power and 
dominance. She is not per se interested in undoing gender inequalities 
and stereotyped performativities (as can be seen in her normative 
behavior towards her boyfriend and her willingness to perform as a 
prostitute). Rather her subversive vigilante acts originate in a 
�PDWHUQDOLVWLF�� XUJH� WR� VHHN� SHUVRQDO� MXVWLFH� IRU� KHU� ER\IULHQGpV� GHDWK��
They also originate in her urge to free the Black community from 
organized crime. Despite the fact that her boyfriend operated as an 
undercover police agent, she cannot count on the help of a legitimate law 

 
8 ,Q� JHQHUDO� FULWLFL]HG� IRU� H[SORLWLQJ� %ODFN� FXOWXUH� E\� ZD\� RI� qUHFRQILUP>LQJ@� ZKLWH�

expectations of blacks [so as to] >f@� repress and delay the awakening of any real 
SROLWLFDO� FRQVFLRXVQHVV�r�%OD[SORLWDWLRQ� ILOPV� OLNH�Coffy and Foxy Brown may also be 
accused for inviting a double exploitation in the light of gender concerns (Guerrero 93). 
1RW�RQO\�DUH�*ULHUpV�KHURLQHV�YLVXDOO\�H[SORLWHG�E\�ZD\�RI�D�VH[ually objectifying staging, 
EXW� HYHQ� RQ� WKHLU� SORW� OHYHOV� ERWK� PRYLHV� LQYROYH� WKH� SURWDJRQLVWpV� GHOLEHUDWH� DQG�
seemingly unproblematic self-exploitation by temporarily working or at least performing 
as a prostitute as a central strategy on her vigilante quest. 

9 A crucial feature of these Black inner-city counter-narratives seems to be the fact that 
the criminal organizations suffusing and intoxicating non-white neighborhoods with 
drugs, violence and prostitution are headed by (often openly racist) white men or 
women, yet aided by villainous anduat least from the perspective of a Black Power 
vision of ethnic solidarityualso treacherous and corrupted members of the Black 
FRPPXQLW\�� 2QH�PLJKW� HYHQ� DUJXH� WKDW� WKH� %ODFN� YLJLODQWHpV� VWUXJJOH� DJDLQVW� ZKLWH�
mobsters can be read as a regeneration of Black ethnic identity through violence or 
rather defense against white villains and oppressors. 
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enforcement that is unable or even unwilling to serve the Black 
community. In fact, the police are revealed to be customers of and thus 
involved with the very drug and prostitution ring Foxy seeks to be bring 
down. After undertaking her vigilante mission alone for a long time, she 
finally enlists the help of a Black Panther group. Only ethnic solidarity, it 
seems, can help the black vigilante on his or her quest for personal 
justiceuwithout the help and often also against the agents of a racist, 
violent and corrupt state. 

The very image of the Black female castrator and usurper of white 
PDOH�SRZHU�WKDW�XVHV�KHU�IHPDOH�DQG�oH[RWLFp�DSSHDO�WR�OXUH�PDOH�YLFWLPV�
near her only to kill or humiliate them ultimately returned monstrously in 
the figure of cop-killing prostitute Charlotte within the male urban crime 
universe of Fort Apache, The Bronx in 1981. Grier reappears in her well-
known role as an objectified (fake) prostitute with her attract-and-kill 
tactics, but this time not as a heroic vigilante empowered both as a 
woman and as a member of the Black community. In the racist and sexist 
logic of the mainstream urban crime script, subversive characters like 
Coffy or Foxy Brown can only be read as vicious threats to white male 
superiority, seductive succubi haunting the inner city that need to be 
exorcized by the guns of white policemen. By casting Grier in a distorted 
and ideologically reinterpreted version of her signature role, Fort Apache 
works to undo the emancipatory ideological rewriting of the urban crime 
QDUUDWLYH� DWWHPSWHG� LQ� %OD[SORLWDWLRQpV� PRVW� GDULQJ� PRPHQWV��
Furthermore, it opens up the harrowing vision of what might have 
happened to Coffy or Foxy within their inner-city homelands not only after 
the end of Blaxploitation and Black Power (at least the end of its 
heightened cultural visibility), but also in the light of the actual 
transformation of several urban ghetto communities into virtually 
apocalyptic wastelands by the late 1970s and 1980s. Reduced to a barely 
conscious and sexually exploited heroin-addict randomly murdering white 
men, Charlotte lurches through the literal and metaphorical debris of a 
broken community. Ultimately, her fate is a scenario that proves &RII\pV�
heroic one-woman vigilante quest fRU�DYHQJLQJ�KHU�VLVWHUpV�DGGLFWLRQ�DQG�
cleansing her community from crime, drugs and sexual exploitation 
devastatingly unsuccessful. 

3. Outlaw Nations: Spaces of Coercion and Illusion in the Dystopian Gang Film 1979 to 

1983 / 1996 
As Blaxploitation cinema came to its end by the late 1970s another set of 
films based on the basic premises of urban crime cinema came to the 
fore. Similar to Blaxploitation films, this new group of sci-fi-esque films 
typically revolved around (ghettoized) urban gangs. Set in a near-future 
dystopian U.S., these speculative films reiterated and reinforced some of 
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the tropes and archetypes of the mainstream urban crime genre, but also 
questioned and subverted its fundamental ideological script in crucial 
points. The dystopian gang fiOPpV� VHPLQDO� LQVWDOOPHQW�ZDV�:DOWHU�+LOOpV�
1979 movie The Warriors, whose key character types and aesthetics 
were imitated by most if not all other movies of that movie cycle. Set in a 
nocturnal NYC of the near future, the film follows the eponymous youth 
gang in their quest to return to their home turf in Coney Island, after a 
citywide gang gathering in the Bronx, defending themselves against 
attacks from both the police and rivaling gangs. The Warriors and its 
premise of a (potentially) gang-controlled city outnumbering the police 
WKUHH�WR�RQH�PLJKW�� LQ�IDFW��UHLQIRUFH�PDLQVWUHDP�XUEDQ�FULPH�FLQHPDpV�
most nightmarish inner-city scenario, such as it is suggested in Death 
Wish, for instance. At the same time, this gang movie is marked by a 
significant qualitative difference in its choice of protagonists, as it shifts 
WKH�YLHZHUpV�SHUVSHFWLYH�IURP�WKDW�RI�WKH�PDOH�ZKLWH�FRS�DQG�RU�YLJLODQWH�
to that of his abjected enemies, namely youthful, racially mixed street 
gang members. In doing so, the movie invites its audience to sympathize 
with the very villains or scapegoats of the dominant urban crime narrative, 
such as it was known from both fictional media and real-life political 
discourse. Thereby, films like The Warriors, but even more so the two 
Escape films (see below), allow their viewers to experience and question 
WKH�PHGLDpV�DQG�WKH�VWDWHpV�LQFUHDVLQJ�DEMHFWLRQ�VWUDWHJLHV�LQ�WKH�VHUYLFH�
of defining a white position of superiority from the very perspective of the 
abjected others. Targeted at a younger audience, the street gang 
personnel of The Warriors and similar movies also proved appealing 
because of their often playfully exuberant fashion styles. Largely 
reminiscent of certain contemporary sub-, youth or sports cultures, they 
also served to mark their ideological position within the frontier-shaped 
mainstream urban crime antagonism.10 

Clearly influenced by The Warriorsp� VXEFXOWXUDO� VW\OH�� -RKQ�
&DUSHQWHUpV�Escape from New York (1981) embedded the basic urban 
gang crime scenario within a larger, politically as well as ideologically 
SURYRFDWLYH�QDUUDWLYH�IUDPHZRUN�� LQ�&DUSHQWHUpV�G\VWRSLDQ�YLVLRQ�RI� WKH�
year 1988, the United States is not only caught up in a Third World War, 
but has also answered skyrocketing domestic crime rates by transforming 
into a police state and adopting drastic mass incarceration schemes. As 
a consequence, the entire island of Manhattan (already established as a 
shady, gang crime-ridden horror land in 1970s urban crime cinema) has 

 
10 One member of the Warriors literally does so by not only naming himself Conchise after 

the famous Apache chief, but also by wearing feathers and other adornments that 
symbolically link him to the Native American tradition. Some of his fellow gang members 
IROORZ�LQ�WKH�VDPH�IURQWLHU�WUDGLWLRQ�ZLWK�QDPHV�OLNH�&RZER\�RU�WKH�JDQJ�SRVLWLRQ�RI�q:DU�
&KLHI�r 
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been turned into a heavily fortified maximum-security prison meant to 
KRXVH� WKH�FRXQWU\pV�H[SORGLQJ�QXPEHU�RI�FULPLQDO� VXEMHFWV��0DQKDWWDQ�
Island is less a correctional facility, though, than an early modern asylum 
for locking up everyone deemed undesirable by a future American 
society. As each inmate is sentenced to lifetime imprisonment, there is 
QHLWKHU�D�VRFLDO�ZLOO�QRU�D�FKDQFH�IRU�SHUVRQDO�UHKDELOLWDWLRQ��q7KH�UXOHV�
are simple. 2QFH�\RX�JR�LQ��\RX�GRQpW�FRPH�RXWr�����������t 00:03:54)).11 
This crude, yet effective solution to unmanageable urban crime has 
established a seemingly contradictory blend of heterotopias in the 
Foucauldian sense: at first sight, the prison island represents a space of 
absolute compensation and coercion by way of its heavy fortification and 
surveillance via helicopters and watchtowers on the opposite shorelines. 
At the same time however, it also is a space of total illusion and subversion 
as the prisoners are basically free to do whatever they please in the 
emptied-out urban spaces of Manhattan. Carpenter was very careful in 
fashioning the semi-political entity that has formed within the walls of the 
prison island, this literal nation of outlaws, as an almost complete illusion 
heterotopia, an upside-down reflection of mainstream American society. 
Ruled by the Black Duke of New York, this multiracial prison society is 
composed of all sorts of non-normative individuals free to express 
themselves in all sorts of playful subversions of race, class and gender 
dichotomies and hierarchies. Subversions in the field of gender, however, 
DUH� QRW� DV� WKRURXJKO\� H[SORUHG� KHUH� DV� WKH\� DUH� LQ� WKH�PRYLHpV� �����
sequel Escape from L.A.  

Released fifteen years after the initial movie, Escape from L.A. (1996) 
featured an almost identical, but also crucially radicalized scenario that 
reflected major political events and developments of the past years, such 
as the rise of the Religious Right, the L.A. race riots of 1992, the 
increasing militarization of law enforcement (prisons in the movie are 
controlled by an army-like United States Police Force) and an 

 
11 The idea of locking up each undesirable individual in one place as imagined here bears 
D�VWULNLQJ�UHVHPEODQFH�WR�WKH�HDUO\�PRGHUQ�HUDpV�LGHRORJ\�RI�WKH�o*UHDW�&RQILQHPHQWp��
RI�LQFDUFHUDWLQJ�D�VL]DEOH�QXPEHU�RI�SHRSOH�GHHPHG�oDPRUDOp��RQO\�ZLWK�WKH�GLIIHUHQFH�
that in early modern WLPHV��WKH�oLQPDWHVp�ZHUH�DFWXDOO\�VXSSRVHG�WR�EH�oFRUUHFWHGp�E\�
way of hard work and religious instruction), as it was famously described by Foucault: 
q7KH�ZDOOV�RI�FRQILQHPHQW�DFWXDOO\�HQFORVH�WKH�QHJDWLYH�RI�WKDW�PRUDO�FLW\�RI�ZKLFK�WKH�
bourgeois conscience began to dream in the seventeenth century; >f@. In the shadows 
of the bourgeois city is born this strange republic of the good which is imposed by force 
on all those suspected of belonging to evil >f@. From >f@ the opening >f@ of the first 
houses of correction, and until the end of the eighteenth century, the age of reason 
confined. It confined the debauched, spendthrift fathers, prodigal sons, blasphemers, 
PHQ� ZKR� qVHHN� WR� XQGR� WKHPVHOYHV�r� OLEHUWLQHVr� �0DGQHVV� ����� 7KH� HDUO\� PRGHUQ�
asylum thus served the same purpose of moral self-definition via abjection of everyone 
GHHPHG�DPRUDO�WKDW�DOVR�GHILQHV�WKH� IXWXUH�8�6�Vp� UHODWLRQ�WR�LWV�SULVRQ� LVODQGV� LQ� WKH�
Escape films. 
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exacerbated mass incarceration policy that had turned into the dominant 
American penal paradigm by the mid 1990s. ,Q� &DUSHQWHUpV� XSGDWHG�
scenario, the U.S. has transformed into a theocratic regime ruled by an 
evangelical president for life modeled after prominent pastor and 
televangelist Jerry Falwell. Following a massive earthquake, central Los 
Angeles has been separated from the mainland. This new inner-city island 
is subsequently remodeled into another vast, walled-off prison city, which 
IXQFWLRQV�DV�D�qGHSRUWDWLRQ�SRLQW�IRU�DOO�SHRSOH�IRXQG�XQGHVLUDEOH�RU�XQILW�
WR� OLYH� LQ� WKH� QHZ�� PRUDO� $PHULFDr� ��������� t 00:04:24), namely 
everyone non-white, non-Christian, non-heteronormative or socially 
liberal.12 3ROLWLFDOO\��WKLV�qLVODQG�RI�WKH�GDPQHGr�LV�D�QR-PDQpV-land, which 
no longer forms part of the U.S. and its resident-inmates have been 
stripped of their citizenship. And still, for those confined in it, this urban 
mega-prison also represents a heterotopic sanctuary, a safe haven, 
LQGHHG�D�qGDUN�SDUDGLVHr��DV�WKH�SURWDJRQLVW�FDOOV�LW��IRU�DFWXDOL]LQJ�WKHLU�
non-hegemonic identities as well as for establishing political entities and 
cultural forms not based on normative codes of race, class, gender, 
UHOLJLRQ� RU� VDQLW\�� ,Q� FRQYHUVDWLRQ� ZLWK� WKH� WZR� PRYLHVp� UXJJHG�
protagonist, Muslim woman Taslima points out this paradoxical freedom 
within incarceration that many of her inmates seem to share: 

SNAKE. Why are you here? 
TASLIMA. I was a Muslim in South Dakota. All of a sudden, they made it a 
crime.13 
SNAKE. I mean, why did you stay? You can go south, Mexico. 
TASLIMA. /�$�pV�VWLOO�WKH�SODFH��6QDNH��,I�\RX�WKLQN�ZKDWpV�KDSSHQHG�RQ�WKH�
RWKHU�VLGH�RI�WKH�ZRUOG��7KDWpV�WKH�SULVRQ��This is the only free zone left, 
anywhere. 
61$.(��'DUN�3DUDGLVHf 
TASLIMA. At least we get something out of the deal. A girl can still wear a fur 
coat if she wants to, for example. 1R��RQFH�\RX�ILJXUH�RXW�WKLV�SODFH��LWpV�UHDOO\�
not so bad. (00:46:47 t 00:47:28) 

%RWK� VSHFXODWLYH� PRYLHV� VWUHVV� WKHLU� SULVRQ� FLWLHVp� VXEYHUVLYH� UDFLDO�
politics when presenting non-white characters to hold the most powerful 
positions within their outlaw nations. They do so by featuring the Black 
Duke of New York and the eccentric Latino communist revolutionary 
Cuevo Jones, outwardly modeled after Che Guevara, even though these 
characters are otherwise not depicted as specifically sympathetic or 
progressive individuals. In 1990: The Bronx Warriors (1982), an Italian 

 
12 &DUSHQWHUpV� YLVLRQ� RI� YDVW� LQQHU-FLW\� SULVRQV� VHHPV� WR� HHULO\� IXOILOO� 3DXO� .HUVH\pV 
FROOHDJXHpV�IDVFLVW�GUHDP�RI�ORFNLQJ�XS�D�GHPRQL]HG�XUEDQ�XQGHUFODVV�LGHQWLILHG�ZLWK�
uncontrolled street crime into concentration camps in Death Wish (1974). 

13 7DVOLPDpV fate not only foreshadows the discrimination of the US Muslim population after 
9/11 as well as during the subsequent wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, but her entire 
persona breaks with common gender stereotypes about Muslim women as meek, 
traditional, religiously conservative and dependent on men. 



Outlaw Territories 
 

Gender Forum Issue 80 (2021) | 93  

 

movie pastiche of both The Warriors and Escape from New York, the 
Bronx is staged as a vast gangland no longer under the control of any 
VWDWH�IRUFHV��,QGHHG��D�%ODFN�PDQ�DQG�D�ZKLWH�ZRPDQ��QLFNQDPHG�q7KH�
2JUHr� DQG� q7KH� :LWFKr� IHDWXUH� DV� LWV� PRVW� SRZHUIXO� �VHPL-)political 
agents��<HW�GHVSLWH�WKHVH�FKDUDFWHUVp�HIIRUWV�WR�VLQJOH-handedly head the 
prison society, their positions are continuously contested and undermined 
by other less powerful gangs. After all, these non-white leader figures, 
especially the ones in the Escape films, prove to be imitators of their white 
counterparts outside the prison or, for that matter, the mainstream white 
vigilante: in their desperate urge to political and male superiority, they 
frequently draw on excessive violence against and spectacularized 
punishments for everyone defying their dominant position. And yet, their 
UHJHQHUDWLYH�XVH�RI�YLROHQFH�RU�FRPSHQVDWRU\�oVWDWHp�ULWXDOV�LV�QRW�EDVHG�
on common hierarchies of race and gender. As non-whites14 among other 
non-whites or non-conforming individuals, they can only demand 
allegiance. Such allegiance, however, is hard to enforce within a territory 
that still remains an urban frontier, an illusion heterotopia, where everyone 
qILJXU>LQJ@�RXW� WKLV�SODFHr�FDQ�qJHW�VRPHWKLQJ�RXW�RI� WKH�GHDOr�� WR�HFKR�
7DVOLPDpV words. Despite their obvious insecurity and disorder, these 
cinematic prison communities evoke a different, more inclusive notion of 
America, the state, or even the frontier than their real and fictional 
counterparts outside the prison walls. Indeed, the ODWWHU� VRFLHWLHVp� VHOI-
image has long been founded on the very paradigm of racial exclusion 
and polarization that has, among other things, led to an excessively 
inflated prison population.          

7KH�RYHUDOO�G\VWRSLDQ�VFHQDULR�RI�&DUSHQWHUpV�Escape films might be 
deemed their most intriguing and politically subversive part. Yet, when 
read as a critique of conservative discourses on race, gender, crime and 
incarceration, their characters and plot elements turn out to be rather 
generic and also operate along well-trodden frontier paths. In both 
movies, the original 1981 one and its 1996 sequel, important political 
ILJXUHV� �WKH�3UHVLGHQW�DQG� WKH�3UHVLGHQWpV�GDXJKWHU�� UHVSHFWLYHO\��KDYH�
been kidnapped and smuggled into the inner-city prison islands, thus 
formatting their plots as standardized captivity/rescue narratives. The 
(anti-)hero chosen to perform these dangerous rescue missions is former 
Special Forces war hero Snake Plissken, a traditionally masculine, 
heterosexual white man who has, however, fallen from grace after being 
convicted for robbing the Federal Reserve. With his athletic stature, 

 
14 Each of these gang movies seems to deliberately reference the subversive race and 

gender legacy of Blaxploitation cinema by casting one of its stars in a role of authority, 
namely Isaac Hayes as the Duke of New York in Escape from New York, Fred Williamson 
DV� q7KH�2JUHr� LQ�The Bronx Warriors DQG�%OD[SORLWDWLRQpV� IHPDOH� VWDU�3DP�*ULHU�DV�
transgender gangster boss in Escape from L.A.. 



Outlaw Territories 
 

Gender Forum Issue 80 (2021) | 94  

 

superior strength, practical ingenuity and cynical, monosyllabic ways, 
Snake likely embodies the most perfect modern-day reincarnation of the 
mythical cowboy figure in all urban crime/action cinema. And yet: not only 
is it difficult for the viewer to fully sympathize with an always moody, 
psychologically hermetic Snake. He also differs from most urban 
cop/vigilantes heroes of the time in terms of his ambiguous, never fully 
transparent allegiance to either the state or the demonized inner-city 
oVDYDJHV�p� 2QFH� D� GLVWLQJXLVKHG� UHSUHVHQWDWLYH� RI� WKH� VWDWHpV� PLOLWDU\�
power, he has now turned to criminal activities and awaits his punishment 
by the state. For this state, however, he is nothing more than a means to 
DQ�HQG��QDPHO\�IUHHLQJ�WKH�3UHVLGHQW��������RU�WKH�3UHVLGHQWpV�GDXJKWHU�
(1996) from the hostile prison netherworld. 

When roaming the prison city, Snake appears to be an utter alien, 
clearly uncomfortable, if not even UHVHQWIXO�WR�WKH�LQPDWHVp�QRQ-normative 
oIUHDNLQHVVp�ZKLFK�FRXOG�QRW�EH�IXUWKHU�DZD\�IURP�KLV�RZQ�UHFOXVLYH�DQG�
controlled masculinity.15 As hisualways defensiveuviolence against 
attacking prisoners and his credit as a well-remembered war hero serve 
WR�FRQILUP�6QDNHpV�GRPLQDQW�PDOH�SRVLWLRQ��KH�GRHV�QRW�have to resort to 
compensatory violence against a racially and sexually diverse prison 
community. And even though on an official state mission, he bears no 
special allegiance to a state that (mis)uses him for its own purposes. He 
thus proves to be a less ideologically charged (modern) frontier hero than 
the manly, Anglo-Saxon warrior, animated with notions of racial and 
masculine superiority, as he was defined by Roosevelt and Wister in the 
late 19th century. It is because he is his own master free of racial and 
state allegiances, that he is willing and able to team up with a whole range 
of inmates in order to secure his own life and freedomualliances which 
would be neither imaginable nor viable in the racist and sexist logic of 
standard urban crime scenarios. In New York, a white, heteronormative 
6QDNH�UHOLHV�RQ�WKH�KHOS�RI�WKH�DJHG�WD[L�GULYHU�q&DEELHr��QRQ-hegemonic 
PDOH� VFLHQWLVW� q%UDLQr� DQG� KLV� JLUOIULHQG� 0DJJLH�� In Los Angeles, he 
cooperates with an even more diversified group of inmates, namely aged 

 
15 IQ� ERWK� PRYLHV� 6QDNHpV� PDOH� ERG\� DQG� KHWHURQRUPDWLYH� JHQGHU� LGHQWLW\� IUHTXHntly 
oFRPHV�XQGHU�DWWDFNp�ERWK�OLWHUDOO\�DQG�PHWDSKRULFDOO\��KH�RIWHQ�EHFRPHV�WKH�REMHFW�RI�
YDULRXV� LQPDWHVp� KHWHUR- and homosexual desires and thus has to fend off several 
advances. On other occasions, his body is also literally in danger of being taken apart 
in brutal fights. Yet none of these confrontations appears to be as disturbingly 
dangerous to him than his capture by the Surgeon General of Beverly Hills in Escape 
from L.A.��+LV�RZQ�IDFH�D�PHUH�VXUJLFDOO\�UHLQIRUFHG�PDVN��WKH�JHQHUDO�LQWHQWV�WR�oIDUPp�
6QDNH�DQG�7DVOLPDpV�ERGLHV�IRU�VSHFLILF�RUJDQV�DQG�VNLQ�SDUWV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�SURYLGH�KLV�
oddly disfigured patients, mere pastiches of foreign skin and body parts, with fresh 
WLVVXH��7KLV� LPPLQHQW�PXWLODWLRQ�WKUHDWHQV�WR�WXUQ�6QDNH�� MXVW� OLNH�WKH�VXUJHRQpV�other 
patients, into a patchwork of skin tissues and organs transferred back and forth from 
both male and female bodies, thus causing a literal transsexualization of his pristinely 
male body as ultimate safeguard of his heterosexual identity. 
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hippie-VXUIHU�q3LSHOLQHr��JHHN\�QRQ-KHJHPRQLF�q0DS�WR�WKH�6WDUV�(GGLHr��
self-reliant Muslim woman Taslima and trans woman of color Hershe Las 
Palmas together with her East Asian guards.16  

6QDNHpV�UHODWLRQ�ZLWK�+HUVKH��SOD\HG�E\�3DP�*ULHU�DQG�WKH�PRYLHpV�
most clearly identifiable transsexual character, seems to be the most 
complex one among these and invites a number of interpretations: Snake 
DQG� o&DUMDFN�0DORQHp� �+HUVKHpV� IRUPHU�PDOH�QDPH�� VKDUH�D�KLVWRU\�DV�
partners in crime until Carjack framed Snake during a joint coup some 
years ago. In the meantime, Carjack has been convicted and deported to 
the L.A. prison island, where, now living as Hershe, she has since 
established herself as a powerful gang boss residing in the dilapidated 
ocean liner Queen Mary, and was able to change her sexusomething 
impossible to accomplish in the fundamentalist U.S. beyond the prison 
walls. Naturally suspicious of the person who framed him and initially 
confused due to her altered sex, Snake almost immediately gropes 
+HUVKHpV�FURWFK��$OOHJHGO\��KH�GRHV�QRW�GR�VR�WR�FKHFN�ZKHWKHU�WKH�VH[�
change has entailed surgery, but to disarm her of a small gun that he 
knows Carjack always kept in this spot. Nonetheless, his action evokes 
the gendered violence of similar scenes in earlier crime drama, in which 
the male hero affirms his dominance by way of sexual aggression.  

8OWLPDWHO\�� 6QDNHpV� DFW� RI� DJJression also proves to have 
metanarrative significance, as the viewer is prompted to remember 
*ULHUpV�PRVW� LFRQLF�SHUIRUPDQFHV�DV�JXQVOLQJLQJ�YLJLODQWH-seductress in 
Coffy or Foxy Brown with a similar habit of hiding a gun beneath her 
clothes in order to point it at her male victims in the most intimate moment. 
This detail not only establishes the gun once more as a symbol of phallic 
SRZHU�WR�EH�VHL]HG�E\�WKH�IHPDOH�YLJLODQWH��LW�DOVR�WLHV�*ULHUpV�FKDUDFWHU�LQ�
this 1990s speculative film back to her other notable appearances in the 
urban crime genre discussed further above. At first, this scene might 
VXJJHVW�D�PHWDQDUUDWLYH�DFW�RI�PDOH�UHYHQJH�DJDLQVW�*ULHUpV�VXEYHUVLYH��
man-killing characters in Coffy, Foxy Brown and Fort Apache at the hand 
of Snake Plissken. Yet, the latter ultimately differs from the urban crime 
FLQHPDpV�FRSV��YLJLODQWHV�DQG�JDQJVWHUV��DV�KH�VHHNV�FRRSHUDWLRQ�ZLWK�
rather than literal or ideological confrontation with the urban IURQWLHUpV�
diverse denizens: Snake eventually teams up with Hershe and her loyal 

 
16 One might aOVR� DUJXH� WKDW� 6QDNHpV� FKDUDFWHU� H[LVWV� DV� D� VDIHJXDUG� WR� DOORZ� ZKLWH�

action/crime audiences to identify safely with his non-DOOHJLDQW� ZKLWH�PDQpV� SRVLWLRQ�
rather than with that of the non-normative and often non-white prison population. From 
this perspective, the Escape films appear less daring than The Warriors or even 1990: 
The Bronx Warriors with their non-white protagonists. Nevertheless, identifying with his 
position also invites white viewers to critically reflect on the state, its possible 
authoritarian elements or the future of its already existing race-biased mass 
incarceration policy.   
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guards in order to turn against Cuevo and secure their shared escape 
from L.A.  

'SRGPYWMSR�� 4EQȪW� .SYVRI]� XLVSYKL� XLI� 9VFER� *VSRXMIV� ����� XS� ����ȧIdeological 

Reinforcements and Subversions  
Looking back, it seems that the characters impersonated by Pam Grier 
manifest the fate of many (Black) inner-city communities from the 1970s 
to the 1990s. First, the Black communities received a heightened cultural 
visibility, claimed greater social participation and a collective 
empowerment that crystallized politically in the Civil Rights and Black 
Power movements and culturally, among other things, in Blaxploitation 
cinema (with all its obvious deficits and shortcomings). Then, they 
suffered a harrowing demonization in neoconservative discourses that 
sought to construct a non-white urban underclass inherently prone to 
crime and all sorts of social ills into a generalized urban problem in dire 
QHHG�RI� oPDQDJHPHQWp�E\�VWDWH�DXWKRULWLHV�� VXFK�DV� LW�ZDV�SRSXODUL]HG�
throughout the 1970s and 80s by mainstream cop and vigilante dramas. 
And finally, many Black inner-city neighborhoods faced the great 
lockdown of large parts of their populations as a result of a new mass 
incarceration paradigm and zero tolerance policies that were creatively 
and critically imagined into entire inner-city prison complexes in a number 
of early 1980s speculative gang films. Throughout this development, 
mainstream and alternative urban crime cinema have provided an arena 
for negotiating gender-based identities ultimately rooted in American 
frontier mythology. These identities have gone through ideological 
reinforcements in mainstream films, centering on hypermasculine, 
hyperviolent cops and regenerative vigilantes shooting their way through 
a hostile urban frontier space that proved threatening to their integrity and 
hegemony as white, male and heteronormative individuals as well as the 
white communities they represent. At the same time, these frontier 
identities have (partly) experienced subversions, disruptions or critical 
reevaluations within the realm of at least two strands of alternative crime 
films. Blaxploitation cinema attempted to subvert the standard scripts of 
white, male vigilante/cop vs. non-white ghetto by reinterpreting these 
antagonisms from a Black and/or female perspective. At the same time, 
it staged Black vigilantism as legitimate violence in the absence or even 
presence of racist law enforcement authorities that ultimately prove to be 
not an ally in the quest for justice, but rather another enemy.  

Both currents of urban crime drama culminate in a cycle of the early 
1980s inner-city prison gang films that provide an even more radical 
subversion of the general race and gender antagonism. Firstly, they fully 
VKLIW� WKH�YLHZHUpV�SHUVSHFWLYH�and sympathies to those of the abjected 
populations locked up inside the walled-off inner-city spaces and/or 
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prisons. Secondly, they imagine alternative outlaw communities that 
undermine common divisions and hierarchies of race, gender, age and 
in/sanity present in the world beyond the prison walls, thus paradoxically 
turning these prison islands into actual harbors of freedom. In the same 
way, these scenarios champion characters that favor cooperation and 
solidarity instead of vigilante rage and its logic of compensatory 
domination via racialized or gendered violence.  After all, these three 
strands of urban crime cinema follow the dichotomous logic of 
Foucauldian heterotopias: while mainstream urban crime films seek to 
compensate for seemingly lost (gender) identities by way of reinforcing 
them along normative lines of race and gender, Blaxploitation and 
speculative gang films (in different degrees) subvert and decenter all-too 
reinforced race and gender identities by diversifying and opening up new 
perspectives. 
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The anti-LG\OO�LV�D�qORQJVWDQGLQJ�FXOWXUDO�WURSH�DQG�VRFLDO�RSWLF�WKDW�produces 
WDOHV�RI�ZKLWH�UXUDO�QRQFRQIRUPLW\r������7KLV�RSWLF�LV�XVHG�DV�D�ZD\�WR�QDPH�
WKH�SUHVXPHG�IDLOXUHV�RI�UXUDO�FRPPXQLWLHV�WR�SHUIRUP�ZKLWHQHVV�qSURSHUO\ru
namely, by refusing to adhere to its demands of heteronormativity and 
ablenormativity. Peculiar Places: A Queer Crip History of Rural 
Nonconformity (2021) by Ryan Lee Cartwright seeks to challenge the anti-
idyll through an examination of its proliferation in American cultural history 
and the ways in which it has left rural communities marginalized. The book 
functions as a genealogy of the sensationalized anti-idyll, in which Cartwright 
maps out the origins and expansions of the idea throughout the twentieth 
century. However, they recognize that there is no straightforward history of 
social difference in rural communities, and instead use their chapters to 
provide examples of how a narrative of such a history was created through 
different cultural artifacts and practices. 

To achieve the goals of the project, Peculiar Places employs what 
Cartwright defines as a queercrip historical methodology, which they argue 
LV�QHFHVVDU\�LQ�RUGHU�WR�qUHDG�DJDLQVW�WKH�JUDLQ�RI�DQWL-idyllic textsufor finding 
the material and tKH�PXQGDQH�LQ�ZKDW�LV�UHSUHVHQWHG�WR�EH�PRQVWURXVr������
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through the engagement of queercrip analysis. This analysis also allows for 
the expansion of the definition of what qualifies as disability or queer histories. 
Indeed, despite or rather because of the use of queercrip analysis, Peculiar 
Placesp�VXEMHFWV�GR�QRW�DOZD\V�ILW�WKH�FRQYHQWLRQDO�ODEHOV�RI�GLVDEOHG�RU�TXHHU��
7KLV�LV�LQWHQWLRQDO��&DUWZULJKW�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�qLI�ZH�GR�QRW�UHTXLUH�RXU�VXEMHFWV�
to meet certain standards of legitimacy, transparency, and belongingness, 
WKHQ�ZH�FDQ�IRFXV�OHVV�RQ�FDWHJRULFDO�WHUPV�DQG�PRUH�RQ�KRZ�SRZHU�IORZVr�
(16). 

Peculiar Places is divided into six chapters. In the first chapter, titled 
q+DUORWV�IURP�WKH�+ROORZ�r�&DUWZULJKW�GHVFULEHV�WKH�RULJLQ�RI�WKH�DQWL-idyll: the 
eugenics family studies of the 1920s. They argue that the anti-idyll was 
IRUPHG�DV�D�ZD\� WR�SODFH� qPRUDO� YDOXHV� WKDW�KDG�QR�SODFH� LQ�DQ� LQGXVWULDO�
FDSLWDOLVW�VRFLHW\r�H[SOLFLWO\�DQG�RQO\�LQ�UXUDO�DUHDV�RI�WKH�FRXQWU\�������7KHVH�
studies aimed to notice bodily and behavioral differences in rural communities 
and denote them as social pathologies. In this way, these studies created a 
ZD\�RI� qGLDJQRVLQJ�XQGHVLUDEOH� WUDLWV� DV� HYLGHQFH� RI� D� VRFLDO� GLVHDVH� WKDW�
FRXOG�RQO\�DIIOLFW�ZKLWH�SHRSOHr�������7KLV�DOORZHG�IRU�society to consider the 
problem of supposed rural white degradation without calling white supremacy 
into question. 

,Q�q&XULRXV�6FHQHV�r�&DUWZULJKW�H[DPLQHV�WKH�FRQWLQXDWLRQ�RI�WKH�DQWL-
idyll into the 1930s. To do this, they examine the Farm Security Agency pV�
DUFKLYH�RI�SKRWRJUDSK\��ZKLFK�ZDV�FUHDWHG�WR�qFKURQLFOH�VWUXFWXUDO�SRYHUW\r�
(49) experienced in rural America and to rehabilitate the image of white 
rurality. In this chapter, Cartwright clearly demonstrates that hidden within 
the archive, space existed for both disability and queerness, despite the 
SURMHFWpV�JRDO�RI�GRFXPHQWLQJ�WKH�LGHDO�ZKLWH�FLWL]HQ� 

,Q�WKH�WKLUG�FKDSWHU��q0DGQHVV�LQ�WKH�'HDG�+HDUW�r�&DUWZULJKW�SURGXFHV�
a compelling, complex historiography about how the criminal case of Edward 
Gein helped to coalesce previous notions of the anti-idyll into a coherrent 
narrative. They examine the 1957 criminal case of Ed Gein and how it shaped 
spatialized ideas of rurality and rural monstrosity through the examination of 
local, regional, and national newspaper coverage of the case. Together, 
these varying interpretations of the case helped to shift the dominant 
perspective by dislocating ideas of monstrosity from Gein himself and 
relocating them as a function of his rurality. It is through the Gein case, 
Cartwright argues, that the anti-idyll was fully articulated. 

q0DLPHG�LQ�%RG\�DQG�6SLULWr�H[DPLQHV�WKH�$SSDODFKLDQ�SRYHUW\�WRXUV�RI�
WKH�����V��$�SURGXFW�RI�WKH�:DU�RQ�3RYHUW\��WKHVH�WRXUV�SURPLVHG�qJOLPSVHV�
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of the sensational poverty, disability, and non-heteronormativity that 
SXUSRUWHGO\�DFFRPSDQLHG�>WKH@�HFRQRPLF�H[SORLWDWLRQr������ prevalent in the 
region. Although these tours perceived these markers of difference as signs 
of rural moral failing, Cartwright conceptualizes them not only as ordinary but 
as desirable. 

,Q� WKH� ILIWK� FKDSWHU�� q%DQMRV�� &KDLQVDZV�� DQG� 6RGRP\�r� &DUWZULJKW�
explores the proliferation of the anti-idyll into the 1970s urbanoia film genre. 
Films such as The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (1974) amplified the messages 
of rural monstrosity first demonstrated in the Gein case. However, Cartwright 
is overtly critical of these anti-idyllic properties of the genre. These properties, 
they argue, contribute to the idea that nonnormative embodiments and 
sexualities are inherently violent or monstrous. Cartwright also provides 
several key alternative readings of the films. One such alternative reading 
surrounds the perceived proliferation of disability in rural communities. 
Although ableist ideology suggests that this proliferation of embodied 
difference is negative, Cartwright argues that the presence of disabled or 
queer embodiments is a function of community care and resistance to the 
institutionalization of difference.  

7KH�ILQDO�VHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�ERRN��q(VWUDQJHG�EXW�1RW�6WUDQJHUV�r�H[DPLQHV�
the resurgence of the anti-idyll in 1990s hate crime documentaries. For this 
purpose, Cartwright considers two documentaries: %URWKHUpV�.HHSHU (1992), 
ZKLFK� H[SORUHV� WKH� qDQWL-LG\OOLF� VWRU\� RI� IUDWULFLGH� DQG� IUDWHUQDO� LQWLPDF\r�
among four brothers, and The Brandon Teena Story (1998), which 
documents the murder of Phillip DeVine, Brandon Teena, and Lisa Lambert 
(168). In examining these cases, Cartwright demonstrates that disability, 
sexuality, race, and class become weaponized to support ideas that rural 
spaces are inherently violent and less socially enlightened than urban 
spaces. 

Throughout the project, Cartwright clearly delineates the history of anti-
idyll, while also providing considerable evidence that rural individuals and 
communities are significantly more complicated than the anti-idyll suggests. 
Peculiar Places: A Queer Crip History of White Rural Nonconformity 
challenges the reader to consider the complex interconnections and 
interdependencies of race, class, gender, sexuality, and ability in rural spaces 
in an effective and accessible manner. As such, this book contributes to a 
better understanding of the anti-idyllic lens through which individuals are 
WDXJKW� WR�UHDG�UXUDO�$PHULFD�DQG�RI�qKRZ�IUDXJKW� WKRVH� LQWHUGHSHQGHQFLHV�
can be, particularly on the spatiaO�DQG�VRFLDO�PDUJLQVr�������� 
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