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	Introduction

	 

	Irén Annus, Zsófia Anna Tóth and Zoltán Vajda

	 

	 

	 

	This volume of Americana eBooks has been designed to explore the theme of crisis in US culture and history, showing specific concern with changes generated by critical periods in the country’s history. As well as spanning various periods, the chapters encompass a diversity of topics and approaches ranging from historical linguistics through contemporary popular culture and film studies. With few exceptions, they all revolve around the problem of change and transformation – a concomitant effect of crisis – probing into its wider significance in American culture

	In the opening chapter of the volume Sándor Czeglédi (University of Pannónia, Hungary) re-examines the partially disproved claim that before 1861 the phrase “United States” was generally regarded as a plural notion, whereas the Civil War marked (and probably caused) the transition of the country’s name to a singular entity. Relying on the Google Books database and its Ngram Viewer, Aiden et al. (2013) have pointed out that the transition had already started well before 1861, and the singular form did not become dominant before the 1880s. Czeglédi attempts to map the earliest contexts in which the singular interpretation of the “United States” emerged with the overall results showing that the role of the legal language and the effects of territorial expansion should be given more credit for accelerating the singularization process.

	Zoltán Vajda (University of Szeged, Hungary) discusses the ratification debate over the US Constitution of 1787 probing into Anti-Federalists’ reaction to the problem of the national elite and federal representation. As scholarship has shown, Anti-Federalists suggested ways of ameliorating the proposed Constitution meant to tackle class tensions within the federal system of representation. In doing so, they also hoped to alleviate the “natural aristocrats’” disruptive impact on the republican order. By demanding a greater number of representatives, Anti-Federalists strove to bring a higher degree of representation of middling and lower-class interests into the Congress. Yet, the study argues, in an attempt to “domesticate” the natural aristocrats, Anti-Federalists, in fact, reproduced a concept that they thought to be against, also smuggling back the idea of virtual representation that otherwise they fiercely criticized in favor of the actual one.

	Andrea Kökény (University of Szeged, Hungary) offers a focused investigation of the complex political, economic and diplomatic landscape that surrounded the annexation of Texas. Since the Mexican government never recognized the treaty Treaty of Velasco (May 14, 1836) providing independence for the state, thus leaving its future uncertain. Kökény focuses on the series of crises that emerged as the consequences of the Texas Revolution—particularly the reasons that led to the economic crisis and resultant instability of the Republic, along with the military and diplomatic tensions involving Texas, Mexico, the United States, and Great Britain. She then details how these tensions were gradually eased through a series of careful negotiations, which can be best understood at the intersection of the Texans’ vision of the future of their state and dominant American views on westward expansion. These processes ultimately resulted in the annexation of Texas to the United States on December 29, 1845.

	Discussing inter-American relations during the 1940s, András Lénárt (University of Szeged, Hungary), argues that although the countries of the Americas remained neutral at the outbreak of the Second World War, the situation changed in December 1941, when the United States became a belligerent country after the events in Pearl Harbor and Latin American ships increasingly fell victim to German and Japanese submarine attacks. For Latin America, the US was a major partner, dependent on it and no longer able to remain neutral. In line with the evolution of inter-American relations, some Central and South American countries were forced to declare war on the Axis powers from 1942 onwards, and they participated in the war to varying degrees and qualities. Their situation was complicated by the large German and Italian immigrant communities in South America. 

	In his study, Krzysztof Siwek (University of Wrocław, Poland) discusses changes in US foreign policy toward countries of Central – Eastern Europe in the twentieth century. While the first half of the period witnessed a tone of pessimism within the American liberal elite engaged in making the U.S. foreign policy, after 1945 a concern among the US foreign policy makers and intellectual circles was associated with the theatre of Central – Eastern Europe, seen as a source of perpetual tensions, conflicts and anti-liberal ideologies, like communism and fascism. In fact, the image of this unpredictable “melting pot” of nationalisms and radical notions affected the perception of the US global political credibility as a liberal power. Although the Cold War division of Central – Eastern Europe undermined the progressive optimism of the US foreign policy elites, the threat of communism also facilitated their commitment to restoring belief in liberal ideals both internally and globally. By the time of communist consolidation behind the Iron Curtain in 1948, the American liberal sense of purpose seemed restored. Still, according to Reinhold Niebuhr, it was not only a liberal “inability to comprehend the depth of evil”, which sustained intellectual concerns, but a disturbing consciousness that communist tyrannies of Eastern Europe “are frequently the fruit of illusions similar to our own”.

	During the last years of the Clinton administration, efforts were made to tackle the issue of CO2 emissions and climate change by endorsing the Kyoto Protocol. However, bipartisan resistance led to the protocol’s rejection during Congressional approval. Sándor Kiss (University of Debrecen, Hungary; University of Nyíregyháza, Hungary) argues how, following the controversial Presidential Election of 2000, George W. Bush sought a strategic approach to strengthen his legitimacy as the newly elected President. He explores how the Bush administration used the Protocol and the environmental issue to strengthen its position. Its tactics drew from the communication strategies of the first Reagan administration and the militant Republicans of the 1990s, aiming to polarize the discourse around environmental protection and climate change, consolidating Bush’s position after the contentious election. This endeavor resulted in the “climate skeptic” communication framework within the political right, sparking the Democratic party’s utilization of environmental issues as a political tool against their adversaries. Simultaneously, it propelled Bush’s Democratic opponent Al Gore’s trajectory as a prominent advocate addressing global warming. 

	Armin Stefanović (University of Szeged, Hungary) investigates the ways in which speculative fiction—like the Harry Potter series—has emerged as a competitor in the religious field in the US, particularly by appropriating and reshaping narratives about the supernatural that have traditionally been dominated by religion. The rise of the series in popularity was met with a backlash from American religious communities who accused it of promoting witchcraft, occultism, and devil worship. Stefanović argues that speculative fiction has emerged as a significant competitor in the religious field by offering compelling alternative narratives about the supernatural. Drawing on evolutionary theory, the author explores how human curiosity toward phenomena that conflict our consensus reality, coupled with our cognitive need to seek patterns and meaning in what we perceive as the unusual, makes supernatural storytelling particularly captivating. He then revisits secularization theory to show how the declining capacity of religious institutions to regulate discourse in the public sphere has allowed speculative fiction to encroach upon traditional religious functions. The backlash against Harry Potter thus illustrates a broader crisis within the American religious landscape, faced with declining church attendance and waning cultural authority, religious communities perceive popular literature as a rival worldview. 

	Dóra Busi (Eötvös Lóránt University, Hungary) examines season one of HBO’s True Detective (2014) through the lens of conspiracy narratives and its engagement with masculinity. Season one follows two police detectives as they investigate a series of ritualistic murders connected to a cult embedded in powerful local institutions, a trope common in both fictional and real-world conspiracy theories. Busi argues that the investigative journey of the two detectives mirrors the process of conspiracy theory formation, where suspicions evolve into confirmed hidden truths. She interprets the main characters’ investigation as an act of such theory-making, with the mystic cult of the show going from mere fiction to reality. This transition, coupled with the persistent victimization of women throughout the series, constructs and legitimizes a form of “protective masculinity” embodied by the protagonists. However, the show also offers a more critical reading: the systemic violence against women portrayed throughout the series, which is also revisited in season four. It positions conspiracy theory not only as a justification for masculine heroism but also as a narrative tool to expose gender violence. Through this dual function, True Detective demonstrates how conspiracy narratives in fiction can simultaneously reinforce but also challenge dominant gender roles.

	Exploring some of the critical momentums in the intertwined histories of Native American Studies and American Studies in Hungary Judit Szathmári (University of Debrecen, Hungary) points out how Hungary and Indian Country are unique both in their geographical locations and their—oftentimes—traumatic histories, cultural specificities, and linguistic isolation. While these common denominators may have contributed to the centuries-old public fascination with the Indigenous exotic, Hungarian academics have also greatly contributed to a much more realistic, nuanced, and scientific rendering of American Indian histories, cultures, and literatures. Inspired by the 44th American Indian Workshop hosted in Budapest in 2023, 37 years after the organization’s first venture to Hungary in 1986. Grounded in a transnational, intercultural, and interdisciplinary framework, Szathmári explicates on how American Studies and Indigenous Studies in the Central European setting have formed a codependent alliance and enriched not only these particular fields but have impacted several others within and outside the academic sphere.

	Exploring how Lady Gaga empowers marginalized and abandoned groupings in an affirmative manner through her performance in “Born This Way,” Sumyat Swezin (University of Debrecen, Hungary) uncovers the imperceptible threshold between artistic endeavors and political activism, as well as between pop culture and nuanced sociopolitical commentary. Gaga’s “Born This Way” integrates social activism and creativity to create a social change regarding the fluid nature of identity during the third and fourth waves of feminism, while transforming historical traumas and social stigmas into a celebration with a progressive narrative. The affirmative politics and the idea of the nomadic subject conceptualized by Rosi Braidotti are employed to underscore how Gaga navigates the broader understanding of multiplicity and resilience regarding gender, race, and sexuality, representing an intersectional stance. Braidotti’s affirmative ethics is predicated on post-anthropocentric thinking, and it acknowledges the plurality of “others” and establishes the possibilities. In “Born This Way,” Gaga mainly deploys the aesthetics of monstrosity and the idea of abject in her performance to represent marginalized identities and address systemic issues like power differentials, traumatic events, and gender inequity; consequently, she explores more favorable potential regarding these issues as an activist, like her predecessor, Madonna’s endeavor in “Express Yourself.”

	Bálint Szántó (University of Szeged, Hungary) aims to analyze the popularity of the Multiverse in popular media by addressing the question whether it is merely a way for studios to gain further profit from previously abandoned media franchises, or rather, the current socio-cultural environment that made audiences are exceptionally receptive to narratives of this style? Popular culture is often viewed as a reflection of the feelings, fears, and anxieties of a certain society. Superheroes, often idealized as the perfect embodiments of what Robert Jewett and John Shelton Lawrence described as the American monomythic hero, are no exceptions to this observation. The advent of the superhero genre in cinema was intertwined with real-life events, with examples such as the famous omission of the Twin Towers from the theatrical release of Spider-Man (2002) after them being featured in the initial trailers of the movie. Current concerns with issues such as the rapid proliferation of fake news in media, artificial intelligence, Web 2.0, and virtual realities have brought a crisis of our perception of reality which is seemingly reflected in Hollywood’s current fascination with the concept of the Multiverse. 

	In the final chapter of the book Zsófia Anna Tóth (University of Szeged, Hungary) addresses the question whether unconventional behavior or appearance on the part of Disney/Pixar princesses or lead female characters contribute to changes in expectations regarding women in general. The paper focuses on those Disney/Pixar princess characters, who could be called fighter heroines as they wield power and weapons and fight symbolically or literally. She argues that these female characters play a significant role in how we perceive femininity as well as masculinity as these fighter heroines of Disney and Pixar have a transformative impact on cultural representations of girls and women. These characters provide us with crucial counter-narratives to earlier portrayals of passive, idealized femininity, offering instead complex, autonomous figures that young audiences can identify with. The emergence of such fighter heroines marks a shift in the normative ideals of womanhood and expectation concerning gender performance within mainstream media. The central focus of this study includes protagonists such as Ariel, Mulan, Rapunzel, Merida, Anna, Elsa, Moana, and Raya. These characters exemplify a departure from traditional gender roles, and their popularity among younger audiences reflects changing societal expectations. This evolution in character representation is not merely aesthetic or narrative—it carries deep socio-cultural significance. Thus, Disney and Pixar have contributed to altering public perceptions of gender norms.

	 

	 

	
 

	Crises as Catalysts? Making the U.S. ‘is’

	 

	Sándor Czeglédi

	 

	 

	 

	1. Introduction

	The speed and nature of the process by which the “United States” has become a predominantly singular notion is one of the better known American language policy myths, and it had mostly remained unchallenged until the online availability of large textual databases that contain tens of thousands of digitized primary documents drafted and published since the passage of the Lee Resolution and the ratification of the Declaration of Independence in the summer of 1776.

	Before the 2010s, conventional wisdom had held that the country’s name (originally interpreted as a plural entity) was suddenly changed into a singular notion following the trauma of the Civil War—mirroring the reunification and reconstruction of the war-torn country at the level of grammatical interpretation. Obviously, neither linguistic change nor identity (re)formation is a quick process in reality—let alone the post-Civil War Reconstruction in the United States, which may not even have ended until today, at least as far as the achievement of a truly interracial democracy is concerned (Manevitz 2020).

	Sources that had earlier given all or most of the credit to the Civil War as a (or rather “the”) linguistic catalyst for singularization were discussed extensively e.g. by Benjamin Zimmer (2005), Erez Aiden and Jean-Baptiste Michel (2013, Ch.1), and Bryan Santin et al (2016, 102–105). Zimmer (2005) traced the earliest explicit instances when singularization was attributed to the Civil War to a Washington Post article published on April 24, 1887, which boldly stated that “The surrender of Mr. Davis and Gen. Lee meant a transition from the plural to the singular.” This claim was repeated by classical scholar and former Confederate soldier Basil Lanneau Gildersleeve in 1909, who argued that “grammatical concord” was “at the bottom of the Civil War” (ibid.).

	One of the most famous recent reiterations of the myth is associated with eminent Civil War historian James McPherson, who, in his award-winning 1988 opus, Battle Cry of Freedom stated that “The war marked a transition of the United States to a singular noun” (1988, 859). The same claim was repeated by another prominent historian, Shelby Foote, who declared in 1990 that the Civil War “made us an ‘is’” (qtd. in Santin et al 2016, 103; Public Broadcasting Service 2005). Even in the early 2000s, in the Epilogue of The Rise of American Democracy Sean Wilentz wrote that the “transformed nation” after the Civil War was “no longer referred to as… the United States are—but in the singular—the United States is” (2005, 790).

	Whereas the nation-building role of the Civil War is rarely questioned—often described as a conflict that “defined” the United States “as a nation” (Morrison & May 1996, 39) or “the central event in America's historical consciousness” (McPherson 2021)—exaggerated claims about its grammatical impact has been coming under increased scrutiny for the past two decades. 

	The analysis of American fiction produced between 1790 and 1875 by Santin et al could not find sharp changes in singularization tendencies directly attributable to the Civil War, either (2016, 118). Nevertheless, as they have pointed out, the plural-to-singular transitional period seems to have started not later than the 1840s (ibid.)

	This paper attempts to map the earliest contexts in which the singular interpretation of the “United States” emerged by focusing on databases of historical (mostly legislative and executive branch) documents, and by checking Google Books texts more carefully than Ngram Viewer statistics allow at the first glance. 

	Potential crises or critical junctures that may have influenced popular perceptions about national unity and federal-state relations before 1860 could include the War of Independence (“American Revolution”); the problems of government formation and governance under the Articles of Confederation (1781-89); the drafting, ratification and implementation of the new Constitution (1787-89); territorial expansion and the incorporation of the newly acquired territories; the War of 1812 (or “Second War of Independence”); nullification and secession attempts (e.g. by South Carolina in the early 1830s); and compromises which averted the Civil War by several decades. 

	 

	2. Aims, Method, and Corpora

	Assuming that even before the Civil War there might have been crises or other nation-building milestones that had contributed to the singularization of the country’s name, the present analysis examines the relevant historical documents from this perspective. The data collection phase of the research took place in July 2023, from four databases.

	The first one was the collection of the milestone documents of American history compiled by the National Archives (https://www.archives.gov/
milestone-documents/list). Here, the pre-Civil War collection is divided into two parts: the first one, titled “Revolution and the New Nation,” which contains fifteen documents, while the second set is called “Expansion and Reform” (and holds nine documents). The “Civil War and Reconstruction” stock has seventeen documents on display as of August 2023, ranging from the Compromise of 1850 to the Act Establishing Yellowstone National Park in 1872. In all of these documents, every instance when the “United States” is mentioned was checked from the singular/plural perspective.

	The second major database was the American Presidency Project online presidential document archive at https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/. Here, the “United States is” and the “United States has” search string results were examined in “any” document category until January 1, 1900.

	The third database to be focused on was the legislative archive of Congressional documents and debates between 1774 and 1875 (“A Century of Lawmaking for a New Nation” at https://memory.loc.gov/
ammem/amlaw/), which includes the digitized records of the Continental Congresses, the Constitutional Convention, and the Federal Congresses until the post-Civil War years. Similarly to the American Presidency Project-related explorations, in this database the “United States is” and the “United States has” search strings results were examined.

	By far the most (potentially relevant) records came from the fourth database, the digitized collection of Google Books, whose data form the basis of Ngram Viewer’s normalized frequency curves. Consequently, Ngram Viewer’s data visualization technique must have a more significant overall impact on a lot wider audience than the combined users of the previous three databases. According to the digital research company Similarweb (https://www.similarweb.com/), Google Books attracted over 30 million online visitors in July, 2023 (https://www.similarweb.com/website/books.
google.com/#overview), while the comparable figure for the entire National Archives was 4.9 million (https://www.similarweb.com/website/
archives.gov/#overview). The American Presidency Project recorded 211.5 thousand visits (https://www.similarweb.com/website/presidency.
ucsb.edu/#overview), and the entire American Memory collection of the Library of Congress (memory.loc.gov)—whose  subproject is the “Century of Lawmaking for the New Nation” legislative database—logged only 208.1 thousand in the same period (https://www.similarweb.com/website/
memory.loc.gov/#overview). 

	In the Google Books “American English 2019” subcorpus, the “United States is” and the “United States has” search string results were checked, too, but only until January 31, 1850, due to the hardly manageable number of the thousands of potential hits. 

	3. Findings and Discussion

	3.1 The Milestone Documents Collection by the National Archives

	The Lee Resolution (which—technically—had declared the independence of the United States two days before Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence in July 1776, and the Declaration of Independence itself both viewed the United States as a plural entity. The first and second constitutions of the U.S. (the Articles of Confederation of 1777 and the Constitution of 1787) were no exceptions, either. The Bill of Rights—the list of individual rights guarantees added to the Constitution as the first ten amendments in 1791—continued this tradition, which was seemingly broken in the late 1840s, when the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which concluded the Mexican War in 1848, apparently shifted to the singular form in Article XIV:

	The United States does furthermore discharge the Mexican Republic from all claims of citizens of the United States, not heretofore decided against the Mexican Government. (Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, Art. XIV, 1848, emphasis added)

	However, the scanned version of the original text reveals that the digitized transcript must have been (auto)corrected, as the handwritten version consistently treats the United States as a plural entity:

	 

	Figure 1: The original text of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848). Source: National Archives Catalog (2007).
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	Although not a part of this collection, a similar discrepancy between the digitized text and the printed original can be found in the Federalist Papers as well. In essay No. 15, Alexander Hamilton discusses the fatal shortcomings of the Articles of Confederation (titled “The Insufficiency of the Present Confederation to Preserve the Union”), and he is supposed to have mixed the singular and the plural interpretations of the United States in the very same sentence: “the United States has an indefinite discretion to make requisitions for men and money; but they have no authority to raise either” (Hamilton 1787, emphasis added). Yet, the print editions appear to have been using the plural form only:

	 

	Figure 2: Excerpt from an 1802 edition of the Federalist Papers. (Source: Jay et al 1802, 93.)
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	Overall, the Milestone Documents Collection does not have a single historical document on display from before the Civil War which uses the singular form of the United States in a verifiable manner. The first genuine example dates back to 1868, when the U.S. government recognized the sacred Black Hills as part of the Great Sioux Reservation in the Treaty of Fort Laramie. In this document, variants of “the United States agrees” phrase crop up no fewer than eight times (Treaty of Fort Laramie 1868).

	 

	3.2 The American Presidency Project

	The “United States is” search string apparently returned 158 records until January 1, 1900, but the vast majority of them were not taken into consideration as they were either parts of a longer phrase whose head was not the United States (e.g. “the Constitution of the United States”) or there was a punctuation mark between the “United States” and the verb (but the search engine did not recognize the capital letter and the sentence boundary).

	As a result, the first relevant record in this database was dated to December 18, 1844, when President John Tyler described the position of the United States with respect to the looming annexation of independent Texas (which annoyed Mexico considerably), and complained that “the United States is charged with deception and falsehood” in this matter (Tyler 1844). Territorial expansion continued to be the context for the singular form of the United States four years later as well, at the end of the Mexican War. President James K. Polk, while assessing the value of the territories ceded by Mexico to the United States, pointed out that the importance of an area for the federal government was not based on the ownership of public land alone, as “In the State of New York the United States is the owner of no public lands, and yet two-thirds of our whole revenue is collected at the great port of that State” (Polk 1848).

	During the 1850s and the Civil War, there were no further examples for the singular form recorded in presidential documents. After a long hiatus, the next relevant record was from December, 1869, when Ulysses S. Grant announced that as “the United States is the freest of all nations, so, too, its people sympathize with all people struggling for liberty and self-government” (Grant 1869). From the 1870s, the singular form became more frequent in the presidential documents as well, although the “United States has” search string produced no results until 1900. 

	 

	3.3 The Congressional Legislative Database

	The legislative archive of Congressional documents and debates (https://memory.loc.gov/ammem/amlaw/) seemingly returned more than 500 hits for the “United States is” query between 1774 and 1875. In reality, before the Civil War the number of relevant and verifiable records was only ten (with overlaps between the House and Senate documents, and also with the American Presidency Project database, as presidential messages were sent to the respective chambers.). The “United States has” search produced irrelevant records only, mostly containing the phrase “the President of the United States has” (notified, approved, informed, etc.).

	The very first “United States is” record in the legislative database from 1830 was associated with the establishment of “the Law Department, of which the Attorney General of the United States, for the time being, shall be the chief officer” (Journal of the Senate 1830, April 30, 276). The bill in question contained the “cases in which the United States is a party” phrase, which indicates that in the legal context the U.S. was increasingly regarded as a singular entity by then (Journal of the Senate 1830, April 30, 277). The “cases in which the United States is a party” expression was repeated later several times in the legislative database, e.g. in 1849 (Journal of the House 1849, February 9, 413).

	Overall, the 1840s witnessed the truly noticeable emergence of the singular form, mostly in the legal context and in presidential messages. In 1842, for instance, a “Mr. Bayard, from the Committee on Naval Affairs” submitted a report to the Senate in which he reminded his fellow legislators that “the United States is the second commercial nation in the world” (Journal of the Executive Proceedings of the Senate 1842, May 16, 69). (This text was reprinted in the Senate Journal as well, on the same day.) On June 12, 1844, furthermore, the owners of the New England Mississippi Land Company petitioned Congress for compensation in exchange for conveying to the U.S. 950 thousand acres of land. The document contained that “the United States is pledged to make indemnity to said company” (Journal of the House of Representatives 1844, June 12, 1087). In 1846, Senator John J. Crittenden submitted a proposal to Congress which would have empowered the states to institute a suit against the United States over claims concerning the proceeds of lands relinquished to but unsold by the United States—and, according to the text, the “said United States is bound… to distribute among and pay over to said several States the proceeds of said lands” (Journal of the Senate 1846, July 8, 394).

	Presidential messages by John Tyler routinely used the singular form in the mid-1840s. On December 3, 1844, Tyler declared that the “United States is the last nation” to desire war (referring to the bitter relations with Mexico over the American annexation attempts of Texas) (Journal of the Senate 1844, December 3, 13). He also added that “the United States is the only nation which has, by its laws, subjected to the Punishment of death, as pirates, those who may be engaged in the slave trade” (Journal of the Senate 1844, December 3, 18). (This text appeared in an identical form in the Journal of the House on the same day.) On December 19, the Journal of the Senate and the Journal of the House printed John Tyler’s presidential message from the previous day (see 3.2). On July 24, 1848, The Journal of the House also printed President James K. Polk’s special message about the territories ceded by Mexico to the United States at the end of the Mexican War (see 3.2). While Polk also used the United States in the singular—just like John Tyler before—the actual text of the Guadalupe Hidalgo Treaty of 1848 consistently favored the plural version.

	For 20 years between 1849 and 1869, the singular form was not recorded either in the legislative or in the presidential database (see 3.2), which fact in itself casts doubt on the decisive impact of the Civil War on the plural-singular transition.

	 

	3.4 Google Books: Too Much Noise and Too Little Signal?

	With the help of big data analysis, Aiden and Michel was able to establish singular/plural usage tendencies by relying on the Google Books database (and its usage frequency visualization tool, the Ngram Viewer). They found that the transition was far from dramatic and watershed-like: the singular form superseded the plural only around 1880, and it had often been present since the early 1800s (2013, Ch.1). However, the updated Google Books “American English 2019” subcorpus-based usage tendencies appear to give more credit to the Civil War in the “is”/”are” transition; but the graphs also suggest that the singular form frequencies might have surpassed those of the plural already in 1776 and 1832:

	 

	 

	 

	Figure 3: The normalized frequency curves of “United States is”/“United States are” in the Google Books “American English 2019” subcorpus from 1776 to 2020. Source: https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=United+States+is%2CUnited+States+are&year_start=1776&year_end=2019&corpus=en-US-2019&smoothing=0 
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	A quick comparison with the “United States has”/“United States have” phrase frequencies in the same corpus paints a similar picture, with the peak years for the singular form before the Civil War being 1788 and 1832:

	 

	Figure 4: The normalized frequency curves of “United States is”/“United States are” in the Google Books “American English 2019” subcorpus from 1776 to 2020. Source: https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=United+States+has%2CUnited+States+have&year_start=1776&year_end=2019&corpus=en-US-2019&smoothing=0
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	These graphs suggest that the pre-Civil War decades are also worthy of closer examination, as important nation-building milestones may have exerted a detectable influence on grammatical usage. The frequency curves indicate that the singular form might have briefly overtaken the plural frequencies in 1776, 1788 and in 1832. Each of these years has an intuitive historical appeal. In 1776, the Declaration of Independence signaled the first formal steps of nation building, which would lead to the creation of the short-lived Confederation. In 1787, the new Constitution established a strong central government, and the fight for ratification resulted in the articulation of convincing arguments for and (also against) the adoption of the new supreme law of the land. Three leading Federalists, Alexander Hamilton, James Madison and John Jay, published a series of essays (the Federalist Papers) in 1787-88 to promote the ratification of the Constitution of 1787. In the second essay, John Jay described the young United States in optimistically exaggerated terms as far as its supposed unity was concerned:

	 

	Providence has been pleased to give this one connected country to one united people—a people descended from the same ancestors, speaking the same language, professing the same religion, attached to the same principles of government, very similar in their manners and customs (Jay 1788).

	 

	On the other hand, the year 1832 almost witnessed the secession of South Carolina over the long and bitter debates about tariffs and the limits of state sovereignty, culminating in the attempted “nullification” of the Acts of the Federal Congress at state level. Eventually, the crisis was defused with the combination of a gradual tariff reduction compromise and the threat of federal military intervention, and the specter of secession was not to be reawakened for almost three decades.

	In addition to 1776, 1788 and 1832, the issues of national unity and even survival met their most dangerous test between 1812 and 1815, during the War of 1812 against Britain. According to Walter R. Borneman, this war “forged a nation” from Americans, and “somehow, in the caldron of war… the United States as a plural term for eighteen disparate states had become a singular term for one united nation” (2004, 304).

	Yet, while the normalized frequency curves drawn by Google Books Ngram Viewer are unquestionably spectacular, they can lead to premature (and sometimes utterly faulty) conclusions—just like Borneman’s claim above. According to Ngram Viewer, the singular form of the “United States” has been there in print to varying degrees since 1776, occasionally even coming close to the plural version in popularity (see Figure 3). However, a more in-depth look at the underlying data reveals that in fact no valid and relevant examples can be found until the 1810s. There are many reasons for this. As the scanned Google Books data are not checked by humans (at least the large number of irrelevant records imply this conclusion quite strongly), optical character recognition failures are common, especially with respect to numbers that are very much similar in more archaic print, e.g. 1807 and 1897. Furthermore, the Google Books search engine routinely disregards punctuation marks that separate words seemingly constituting a phrase (and capital letters do not seem to help the algorithm to notice this pitfall, either). Also, as previously noted, phrases like “the Constitution of the United States is” or “the President of the United States is” cannot inform the reader about the singular or plural interpretation of the “United States,” so these were discounted, too. In fact, the “United States has” search results were marred by these shortcomings to such a degree that they could not be used for this analysis. As far as the “United States is” search results are concerned, there were almost three thousand potential hits until the end of 1850, but in reality, the relevant records numbered only 22 in the “American English 2019” corpus in July 2023. To make matters even more complicated, the corpus contained a few British sources, too, despite the applied filter.

	The (theoretically) earliest singular reference in the examined corpus can be traced to 1811, when the War of 1812 was already looming over the horizon. In this atmosphere, the General Chronicle and Literary Magazine wrote that “Great Britain is the greatest maritime power existing; France is the greatest military one; and the United States is absolutely the meanest, either by sea or land. The United States, nevertheless,… is ready to go to war” (1811, 5). However, despite being listed in the “American English 2019” corpus, this magazine was published in London.

	Almost half of the twenty-plus relevant records in this group treated the U.S. as a singular notion in the legal context: the oldest, verifiably American and unquestionably relevant printed source (published in 1812) already did that. The Reports of Cases Argued and Adjudged in the Supreme Court of the United States, in February Term, 1809 clarified that on the basis of the “judiciary law of 1789,” circuit courts have “original cognisance” (=the right to try a case) “Where the United States is plaintiff” (Cranch 1812, 73). Interestingly, the cited Federal Judiciary Act of 1789 invariably used the “United States” in the plural, even in the “where the United States are plaintiffs” phrase (Federal Judiciary Act 1789). Consequently, the plural-singular transition must have taken place in federal legal documents during the two decades between 1789 and 1809, which tendency continued in other contexts as well after a few decades.

	The nullification crisis and South Carolina’s near-secession in 1832 left no discernible impact on the plural-singular transition in the Google Books corpus. The only source that discussed the tensions between the federal government and the states argued that “the United States is nothing but a government or a confederacy… . The sovereign must be found in the states, that is, in the people of the states” (Raguet 1835, 233). 

	However, the singular form had already been in circulation several years before 1835, and continued afterwards as well, not only in legal contexts but also in those sources that assessed the economy (mostly the agricultural and commercial potential) of the United States. These documents represented half of the relevant records here, and the vast majority of them predicted an optimistic future for the U.S. In 1825, the Proceedings of the Convention on Internal Improvements calculated that “the United States is supposed to contain two million square miles, and,… is capable of sustaining one hundred and twenty million souls” (Phenix 1825, 6). One year later, the Register of Debates in Congress recorded the pros and cons arguments about the responsibility concerning the repair of post roads in view of state sovereignty versus federal responsibility (1826, 85). This is the only source in the entire corpus that contained both the singular and the plural versions of the country’s name:

	 

	Figure 5: The “United States” as a singular and plural notion in the same document. Source: The Register of Debates in Congress, 1826, 85.
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	From 1848 onwards, boastfully optimistic descriptions about the (singular) United States began to proliferate. “If we except one or two small territories, the United States is the only place on earth where all, down to the very bottom of society, are fully fed and well clothed”—wrote the Prairie Farmer in 1848 (66, italics in the original). “The United States is the brightest spot on the globe, flooded with light”—opined the Annual Report of the American Tract Society in 1849 (123). According to an 1849 piece in Graham’s Illustrated Magazine, “the United States is looked to by the whole world as the Mecca of the oppressed” (1849, 289). More materialistic observations were focused on cotton production and mineral resources: “The United States is the only country where the growth of cotton is on the increase,” stated the Plough, the Loom and the Anvil in 1850 (148), and Horace Mann argued in the same year that “the United States is in possession of mineral wealth so vast, that ages will not be able to measure its extent” (Mann 1850, 30).

	The only exception to the long string of self-congratulatory pieces in 1848-1850 was an article published in 1849, which highlighted an educational shortcoming aggravated by rapid territorial expansion. The author pointed out that “the United States is lamentably deficient in agricultural schools, and as to schools of forestry there is but one in America which can be appropriately so named” (Pamphlets by California Authors, 1849, 12). This deficiency was addressed by Congress more than a decade later by the Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862, which allowed the states to sell public lands donated to them by the federal government in order to establish colleges specialized in “agriculture and mechanic arts” (Morrill Act 1862).

	 

	4. Conclusion

	The analysis of contemporary documents from before the Civil War has revealed that the pre-1860s period definitely warrants a more in-depth look concerning the beginning of the plural-singular transition with respect to the country’s official name. The earliest pivotal years from this perspective might have been 1776, 1788, 1812 and 1832—as suggested by Google Ngram Viewer usage statistics and corresponding historical events.

	However, the closer inspection of the Milestone Documents collection of the National Archives could not confirm any of these expectations. The supposedly first instance of the singular form in the digitized text of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848) in this corpus has turned out to be different from the handwritten original, which consistently treats the United States as a plural notion. (The same phenomenon could be observed in the Federalist Papers as well, where the original essays contain the plural form in every single case, despite some counterexamples in the recent reproductions of the texts.) As far as the Milestone Documents are concerned, the “United States” was (or rather: were) not treated as a singular entity at all before 1868.

	The database of executive documents had earlier examples for singular usage, associated with the eventual annexation of Texas (1845) and the following Mexican War (1846-48). These events proved to be crucial in the process of singularization, as the legislative database and Google Books both corroborated their importance in the process. During and immediately after the Civil War, on the other hand, presidential documents did not use the explicitly singular form until the late 1860s.

	The central role of the expansionist tendencies of the 1840s was illustrated by the database of Congressional documents, too, which database also revealed the importance of legal terminology in the grammatical unification process. Similarly to the presidential database, the legislative records also failed to demonstrate any special catalytic role for the Civil War.

	The overall findings corroborate Santin et al’s conclusions (2016, 118) based on the examination of a corpus of American fiction in that the plural-singular transition started mostly in the 1840s. However, earlier, verifiable instances can be found in the Google Books database—although the usage frequency curves drawn by Ngram Viewer should be treated with extreme caution (as only about 1% of the listed Google Books examples were genuinely relevant for this analysis). 

	In reality, there had been absolutely no competition between the singular and the plural forms until the 1850s, not even in the presumptive peak years between 1776 and 1832—the plural form was practically the default version even then. Nevertheless, the earliest harbingers of the singular interpretation started to appear in the 1810s, mostly in legal texts, which became the norm soon afterwards. Additionally, the economic boom (associated with the “market revolution”) and the continued territorial expansion, which also opened up new possibilities for agriculture and the extractive industries, appear to have contributed to the birth of exuberant patriotism and blatant spread-eagleism, pushing even the country’s name toward its very own manifest destiny: singularization.

	Contrary to widespread and intuitively appealing explanations and expectations about the decisive role of crises in general and wars in particular in fostering national unity at the level of grammatical concord, the underlying processes of the singularization of the “United States” were mundanely slow, peaceful and evolutionary rather than spectacular, quick and revolutionary.
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	Ever since the century-old interpretation of the making of the US Constitution of 1787 and the ratification debate by Charles Austin Beard, with varying intensity, US historians have attempted to address the class dimension of a crisis that most contemporaries believed the Union was experiencing. Part of the reason for this interest was the turmoil characterizing the era with a debate polarizing the political society of the Early Republic most alert to any divisive issues threatening political stability shortly after hard-won independence (Beard 1913; Wood 1993 (1969), 488-92, 513-15; Cornell 1990; Cornell 1999, 51-120; Holton 2007; Leonard and Cornell 2019, 8-41).

	With the proposed document shifting power from the states to the central government as well as offering a new perspective on the function of its branches, a completely new relationship between the citizens of the republic and its power structures was created that became the basis of today’s US political system. Nonetheless, it all happened in response to a political situation evoking serious concerns about the impact of such changes on the relationship among various social groups of the republic. At the same time, the Federalist solution to the political turmoil was bound to generate another crisis according to their Anti-Federalist adversaries, who, in turn, offered their own solutions in the hope of modifying the proposed Constitution.

	Connected with such concerns, in this essay I will address one specific problem related to ratification, namely the connection between federal representation and the leaders of the nation, whom Anti-Federalists expressed serious concern about. In the first place, I will argue that through certain political mechanisms, they hoped to deal with the national elite in the proposed Congress by domesticating the “natural aristocracy” of the nation—a concept originated by John Adams and seen as a threat to republican political order. 

	As I hope to show below, Anti-Federalists offered to domesticate the natural aristocrats in a dualistic manner: one temporary, the other permanent. As for the temporary version, they proposed reducing the period of time for office-holding from two years to one in the House of Representatives and dealing with magistrates turned natural aristocrats in office. By contrast, they also offered domesticating natural aristocrats in a permanent manner by increasing the number of the middling sort as a desirable component of the House. 

	In either case, inter-class political mechanisms were offered to resolve the crisis of the Union, and they were conceived of as an outcome of a debate over natural aristocrats as appropriate leaders of the country. Either associating such an elite with the middling sort representing all classes or putting their faith in more frequent elections, Anti-Federalists hoped to domesticate an otherwise undesirable class of natural aristocrats, who were seen as only representing the people virtually.

	Although scholarship has noted the Anti-Federalist concern with the problem of natural aristocracy as well as their attempt at dealing with them as a problem, it has failed to recognize the presence of the concept in the core ideas of the Anti-Federalist camp concerning representation (Ellenbogen; Johnson; Cornell 1990; Cornell 1999 68-73, 96-101). Their critique of representation as stipulated by the Constitution was, in fact, laden with their implicit evocation of the problem of the natural aristocrats, together with their concern about domesticating them.

	So, whatever happened to the natural aristocrats in the political discourse of the Anti-Federalists? In order to be able to answer this question, firstly I am going to provide an overview of the Federalist and Anti-Federalist conception of the US electorate and representation as well as their more general views of natural aristocracy before turning to their proposals to deal with them as a threat to the republican mode of representation.

	By the 1780s, most Americans had coped with their fear of the rise or existence of a political elite of artificial distinctions threatening the republican political order. It was believed that their society was characterized by a rejection of support for social privilege and inequalities. Instead of fearing a dangerous political elite, beliefs about too much power for the people and democratic extremities seem to have shaped responses to political developments of the times (Butterfield 2022, 127-28).

	Nonetheless, a new fear over natural aristocrats—a political elite without social privileges— developed and was articulated during the debate over the new Constitution of 1787 and basically affected critical attitudes to it. A major divisive issue characterizing the relationship between the two opposing sides of the ratification debate in relation to natural aristocracy consisted in understanding the appropriate form of representation at the national level of politics. While Federalists believed that the new system would definitely provide for a viable political community, their opponents held that because of the pluralistic nature of the Union, it would not work properly at the federal level and would end up in a “consolidated” government detrimental to republican liberty (See, for instance, Cato in Storing 1981, 2: 110).

	Anti-Federalists articulated such a strong opinion about the diversity of US society that he even claimed to identify three major categories of voters along the line of social divisions: the wealthy, the middling sort, and the poor. Hardly a surprise then that this division could also be detected within their own ranks trifurcating into “elite,” “middling,” and “plebeian” Anti-Federalists, corresponding to the values that they professed, as scholarship has shown. They tended to be divided on certain issues discussed in the ratification debate reflecting their class-orientation – also expressed through their public utterances (Cornell 1999, 51-120).

	A major concern of Anti-Federalists in connection with such diversity (including their own ranks) related to the representation of the common good in the face of plural interests in the federal House of Representatives. Federalists tended to idealize the common good as one existing above all particular interests and associated its representation with appropriate persons possessing the necessary trait of republican virtue. Hence their perception of the common good consisted in an abstracted national interest above particular ones (Wood 1993 (1969), 608; The Federalist #71 in Madison, Hamilton, and Jay 1987, 410; Johnson 2004, 658, 659). By contrast, Anti-Federalists promoted the idea that political representation was to serve the interests of the people made up of individuals belonging to various social groupings and thus believed the public good to be a sum of all particular interests in a republic (Johnson 2004, 653-54; Virginia Ratifying Convention, “A Proposed Bill of Rights,” in Elliot 1836, 3: 658).

	This difference in the conception of the public good, on the other hand, had consequences for both groups’ attitudes toward representation by magistrates at the federal level. Most Federalists held that to pursue the ultimate good of the whole took men of virtue, that is, people with the capacity of subordinating their private interest to this abstract conception of the public good, being capable of giving priority to it over particular interest groups (Wood 1993 (1969), 509-510; Madison, Hamilton, and Jay 1987, #57, 343). By contrast, Anti-Federalists would argue that if the public good equaled the sum of all particular goods in society, magistrates were to be chosen by each social group to represent such interests comprehensively (Wood 1993 (1969), 491; Johnson 2004, 659). In other words, the Federalist paradigm required men with an eye on the common good of national scope, beyond particular class interests in order to function successfully, while Anti-Federalists sought representatives who could stand for particular social groups as a criterion of their ability to perform their duties properly. While Anti-Federalists admitted the pluralistic nature of the political body in view of class and argued for the need to represent all relevant interests, Federalists rather stressed the role of the “elect” virtuous few in representing the interests of all with an eye on the national interest. 

	Anti-Federalists’ understanding federal representation therefore implied a body of representatives in the House willing to cater to all particular goods in the republic, understanding it as a pluralistic society in terms of class interests. This is the reason why they rejected the lofty ideal of the natural aristocrats being virtuous enough to represent the common good as proposed by supporters of the Constitution.

	A major complaint that Anti-Federalists raised about natural aristocracy was in connection with the distinction between actual and virtual representation. The problem was derived from pre-Independence times when American revolutionaries demanded representation for themselves in the British Parliament, where new legislative measures were introduced to tax them without their consent. The British political elite responded by claiming that American colonists, just like other subjects of the Crown were virtually represented even if they had no political rights such as the one to elect representatives into Parliament. (The group would include dependents such as women, children as well as colonials and even males in Britain failing to meet voter qualifications.) Such a system of virtual representation was criticized by revolutionaries to deny the legality of the new taxes imposed on them, pointing out that they lacked actual representation for themselves, that is, the right to send representatives of their own choice to Parliament (Slauter 2009, 129). Their slogan “No taxation without representation.” was also to express this idea.

	With the new Constitution made, a similar situation characterized post-Independence America—Anti-Federalists believed. The natural aristocrats, as they held, in terms of class, differed from their constituents, who then would have no access to actual representation, i.e. sending magistrates of their own class representing their own interests into the House of Representatives but rather should make do with virtual representation (Patrick Henry in Storing 1981, 5: 245; A Republican Federalist in Storing 1981, 4: 181). In that sense, these Anti-Federalists claimed to have found themselves under the same deplorable conditions that revolutionaries had before the Revolution. Natural aristocracy thus became merged with the concept of virtual representation in their eyes.

	At the same time, opponents of the Constitution associated more profound problems with the natural aristocrats, identifying them as a basic threat to republican order, and they were not alone in doing so. Similar concerns were voiced by John Adams, together with whom, several Anti-Federalists hoped to confront the problem of controlling natural aristocrats by confining them to the Senate. According to Adams, the natural aristocrats were truly men of distinction of any society, in terms of personal quality, most suitable to lead it. However, when in power, they could easily misuse such talents against the political community. As he argued in 1787, around the time of the making of the Constitution, 

	 

	It is a body of men which contains the greatest collection of virtues and abilities in a free government; it is the brightest ornament and glory of the nation; and may always be made the greatest blessing of society, if it be judiciously managed in the constitution. But if it is not, it is always the most dangerous; nay, it may be added, it never fails to be the destruction of the commonwealth (Adams 1797, 116-17).

	 

	In parallel to that, Anti-Federalists hoped to keep the House free of these undesirable magistrates. In doing so, they strove to strike a balance between the two houses in terms of power and influence, thereby countering the potentially destructive effect of the natural aristocrats and striking a balance between natural aristocrats and the people by separating them into the Senate and the House respectively. This was to contribute to the healthy balance of the aristocratic and democratic elements of the federal government. That was the way in which both could be controlled (Ellenbogen 1996; on Anti-Federalists on Adams see Storing 1981, 6: 162). Thus, Anti-Federalists concentrated their efforts on diminishing the influence of natural aristocrats in the House, and their proposals to be discussed below were to keep the House homogeneous, that is, free of natural aristocrats.

	At the same time, it must be noted, Anti-Federalists exhibited a great degree of variety concerning natural aristocracy in view of the possibility of reducing their significance within the House. As historian Saul Cornell has shown, the various groups of Anti-Federalists showed different attitudes toward natural aristocrats. While elite Anti-Federalists accepted the idea of such an elite standing for the sum of all particular interests in American society, middling and plebeian Anti-Federalists alike regarded them as the major obstacle to democratic representation and thus questioned the system of governance offered by the Constitution (Cornell 1999, 119).

	Furthermore, while plebeian Anti-Federalists completely rejected the idea of representation and thus natural aristocrats, favoring direct political participation and the local sphere of politics (Cornell 1999, 107), middling Anti-Federalists expressed their doubts that such an elite would be able to fulfill the ideal of federal representatives capable of considering the interests of all particular groups. They questioned the natural aristocrats’ ability to develop sympathies for those groups of the people that were different from them. As one Anti-Federalist of New York using the pseudonym Federal Farmer argued, the “large body of selfish, unfeeling unprincipled civil officers,” “unfriendly to the people” would be detrimental to their liberty and well-being (Storing 1981, 2:302). Or as Melancton Smith of New York, too, pointed out, “They cannot have that sympathy with their constituents which is necessary to connect them closely to their interest: Being in the habit of profuse living, they will be profuse in the public expenses.” (Storing 1981, 6:159). Natural aristocrats could have no potential to represent the people properly, then, since they could not share the sentiments of those different from them.

	Such a general picture of representation with a critique of natural aristocracy at its center was, however, complicated by the two kinds of mechanism that Anti-Federalists suggested in order to promote a more efficient functioning of the political system through better representation, replacing the rule of the natural aristocrats made possible by the new Constitution. They offered the first one as a permanent way of domesticating them in the House of Representatives.

	Such considerations got crystallized around the debate over the number of representatives in Congress as stipulated by the proposed Constitution, which assigned one representative to every 30,000 constituents making up each election district. Anti-Federalists opposed this number arguing that it was too high to ensure the representation of all interests in the Union—a major desire for them, as we have seen. Hence, they called for a higher number of representatives by reducing the size of election districts in order to facilitate the inclusion of social groups among the representatives other than natural aristocrats (Storing 1981, 2: 269, 298). The Federal Farmer of New York would, for instance, argue that “the number of those who make the laws and return to their constituents” should be increased. In this way, “information” would be “spread,” and “a spirit of activity and investigation among the people” could be “preserved” (Storing 1981, 2: 291). 

	Anti-Federalists thus regarded the interests that Federalists promoted through the natural aristocracy as rather limited, excluding a substantial portion of the nation. Hence their proposal to increase the chance for the middling sort to appear in larger numbers as representatives. Their special trait made Anti-Federalist writers such as Melancton Smith or Brutus think of them as a solution to the crisis of the Union. According to their reasoning, members of the middling sort were able to appeal to the well-to-do and the indigent alike, sharing sentiments of these two other classes. They were aware of the difficulties of the poor, understanding their situation and were ready to represent their interests, too, in federal legislation. As Melancton Smith maintained in that mode, “[B]ecause the interest of both the rich and the poor are [sic] involved in that of the middling class [n]o burden can be laid on the poor, but what will sensibly affect the middling class.” They are sensitive to taxing policies, too, and thus “from their frugal habits, and feeling themselves the public burdens [they] will be careful how they increase them” (Storing 1981, 6: 159).

	This idea of the middling sort being capable of catering to the interests of such part of the electorate that lay beyond the political elite rose after the revolution (Leonard and Cornell 2019, 13). Such an understanding of the middling sort’s capacity to feel compassion across class boundaries was obviously different from the natural aristocrats’ attention focused on the abstract concept of the common good, expressing no “common sensibility”—in Cornell’s term (Cornell 1990, 116). 

	This proposal of the Anti-Federalists’ involving the middling sort with its role in federal representation amounted to a reconsideration of the natural aristocrats as a stock element of republican representation either in the original Federalist or Anti-Federalist sense. In the first place, these representatives did not behave like natural aristocrats aiming at the common good existing above class interest. Instead, they would go for all class interests, heterogeneous as they were. In the second place, they did not appear to be the best of one particular class—they were separated in terms of interest both from the wealthy and the poor alike. 

	This was the way in which Anti-Federalists tried to reduce the possibility of the natural aristocrats dominating the House and pursuing their own selfish goals in an act of virtual representation. It was also meant to be a permanent way of dealing with the problem of the national elite through managing the number of representatives. 

	During the debate Anti-Federalists also developed another argument based on numbers in the hope of expanding the sphere of representation and domesticating the natural aristocracy of the Union. It concerned rotation in office, that is, the number of years that representatives could serve in office.

	The Constitution as proposed for ratification stipulated that this time period was to be two years, which Anti-Federalists hoped to reduce to one. By arguing for more frequent elections and thus rotation in office they hoped to improve the quality of magistrates as well as representation. The logic behind this proposal was that the shorter period spent in office would increase the degree of accountability of such office-holders. 

	Nonetheless, it also implied something more in terms of political representation: By resending magistrates to the people on a yearly basis, the former would be assessed and discontinue serving their constituents refusing to re-elect them if judged insufficient at having done their job. Therefore, a shorter period spent in office would reduce the time of their absence from the people resulting in more attention to the latter’s interests. As one Anti-Federalist writing under the pseudonym Centinel asserted about the time in office for representatives, “the term for which they are to be chosen” seems “too long to preserve a due dependence and accountability to their constituents” (Centinel in Storing 1981, 2: 142). Because of the time of “two years” in office, as Agrippa of Massachusetts claimed, and “that their residence is from two hundred to five [hundred] miles from their constituents, it is difficult to suppose that they will retain any great affection for the welfare of the people.” The ideal term should then be one year in office for representatives according to middling Anti-Federalists (Storing 1981, 4: 71; see also Cato in Storing 1981, 2: 118 and Borowiak 2007, 1007-1008).

	Such an argument assumed a special relationship between magistrates and their electorate. In the first place, Anti-Federalists argued that the more frequent rotation and thus control of representatives would result in a better representation of the people’s interests on account of making magistrates remember that duty through their encounter with the people at election time. The more frequently that happens, the better—Anti-Federalists claimed. And by contrast, the longer the term that representatives serve in office, the farther they stay from the people and thus defamiliarize themselves with their problems. More frequent rotation would result in better representation, too, because, in the second place, representatives would thus be able to retain their ability to sympathize with the people, their concerns, and troubles (Brutus in Storing 1981, 2: 445).

	Anti-Federalists, then, appealed to such bonds between magistrates and constituents arguing for their perishable nature in the case of politicians serving too long in office, staying distant from the people too long between two elections. Distance in time proved critical to magistrates’ knowledge of the people that they were supposed to represent. Its shortening would thus benefit the power of sympathy to be felt for the electorate: their situation and interests would not be forgotten by magistrates. More frequent rotation in office, hence, according to the Anti-Federalist argument, was to ensure stronger sympathies to be felt for the constituents by their magistrates and thus would mean better representation. At the same time, this claim also had consequences concerning the class aspect of representation that I have referred to above. 

	In the first place, this mechanism as suggested by the Anti-Federalists presumed a high degree of homogeneity between representatives and their electorate in terms of class identity and thus class interest. In other words, it was meant to suggest the idea of actual representation: representatives would be assumed to understand and represent the interest of the electorate at the moment of their election. Yet, the time spent in office would have the impact of distancing the former from their voters as well as breaking their connection with their shared identity. That is the reason why they were bound to return to the voters as soon as possible (after one year) to restore their attachment to them. 

	In the second place, such a move presupposes the idea of magistrates becoming natural aristocrats while in office, i.e. becoming different from their electors in terms of shared interests. Thus, the mechanism presumes an attempt to avoid the danger of heterogeneity developing as regards the relationship between the electorate and their representatives, that is, the development of virtual representation. The people’s representatives are supposed to have the propensity to become natural aristocrats temporarily according to this scheme. Through the device of more frequent rotation in office, Anti-Federalists hoped to prevent the evolution of difference in class interests. Needless to say, this conception of the natural aristocrats as ones perceiving the common good as their goal to pursue did not apply. Instead, it was the Anti-Federalist conception of this group based on class distinctions that informed this argument as well as its implications.

	In arguing for one year in office for representatives, Anti-Federalists, in fact, suggested the renewal of magistrates’ commitment to the people. This proposal presumed that whether they share the class identity of their constituents or not, representatives, can indeed represent their interests because elections are there only to reinforce their loyalty to the latter through political sentimental mechanism in the spirit of accountability. This, on the other hand, implies that all representatives will become natural aristocrats after the election process while in office. So, identity cannot be a guarantee for representing the peoples’ interests, only frequent rotation in office can. The transformation of representatives into natural aristocrats between elections was thus a fear assumed by certain Anti-Federalists, and through more frequent rotation in office they hoped to reduce the danger of such a change, at least temporarily, to domesticate magistrates with disruptive tendencies.

	Interestingly, the Anti-Federalists’ proposal for more frequent elections presuming a tendency on the part of magistrates to become natural aristocrats in office emphasized this device simply as a means to restore their loyalty to voters. However, they did not go as far as to limit the number of terms to be served by one representative, unlike state constitutions or the Articles of Confederation, which did so for fear of creating a permanent aristocracy of magistrates with an unlimited number of years in office mandated by successful elections (cf. Maier 2010, 31).

	To draw a conclusion, Anti-Federalists of the middling sort hoped to bring natural aristocrats under the control of their constituents in two ways – one permanent, the other temporary. Through the temporary device of more frequent elections, Anti-Federalists suggested the possibility of natural aristocrats being converted into representatives sensitive to the people’s sentiments and interests. By proposing more representatives, they aimed at bringing more middle-class magistrates into the House as well as tackling the problem of natural aristocrats in a permanent manner. However, in doing so, they showed their preference for homogenizing social classes through the middling sort at the level of federal representation.

	In demanding more frequent rotation in office, Anti-Federalists presumed magistrates in office becoming alienated from their voters, virtually becoming natural aristocrats, by forgetting their ties to the latter. The admission of such a danger, however, indicates that Anti-Federalists accepted the idea of natural aristocrats representing their constituents unless they could be controlled through more frequent elections – a temporary way of domesticating them. 

	So, either associating natural aristocrats with the middling sort representing all classes in a permanent way or putting their faith in more frequent elections, as a temporary manner of dealing with magistrates turned into natural aristocrats, Anti-Federalists hoped to domesticate an otherwise undesirable class of the national elite virtually representing the people.

	Such political solutions also represented the way in which the diversity of class interests as a problem highlighted by Anti-Federalists and associated with the crisis of the federal Union was hoped to be dealt with: natural aristocrats differing from the people in terms of class interest and identity were to become similar to the people in the spirit of the two proposals. Consequently, in spite of the established view about Anti-Federalists’ sensitivity to the pluralistic nature of US political society, it can also be concluded that their proposals about the modification of the Constitution under debate suggested an attempt at homogenizing the relationship between representatives and the electorate through a peculiar dynamism of class identity and interest.
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	The Texas Revolution broke out on October 2, 1835, between Mexico and Texan colonists, resulting in Texas declaring its independence on March 2, 1836, but it did not end military action. After a series of bloody clashes, the Texas army, commanded by Sam Houston, defeated the Mexican troops in the battle of San Jacinto on April 21, 1836, and captured the Mexican president. Santa Anna was forced to acknowledge the independence of Texas in the Treaty of Velasco on May 14, 1836. The Mexican government, however, never recognized it and the future of Texas remained uncertain (Fehrenbach 1968, 229-233, 239-241; Weber 1982, 251). One reason for that was that the Texas Congress almost immediately applied for statehood in the United States, but the American Congress rejected the application. Another reason was that the young republic struggled with various economic problems and the threat of Mexican re-occupation. In this study I first outline the immediate consequences of the Texas Revolution and the reasons that led to the economic crisis and the instability of the young Republic. I also discuss the causes of the military and diplomatic crisis and the tensions that developed in international politics between Texas, Mexico, the United States, and Great Britain. Moreover, I reflect on how these tensions were eased through negotiations. In addition, I briefly discuss what Texans thought about the future of their state, and what views dominated American politics about westward expansion and the annexation of Texas.

	At the end of the Texas Revolution Texas was in ruins. The land area claimed by the Republic was more than 242 million acres and stretched from the Red River in the north and the Sabine River in the east to the Rio Grande in the west and the south – although Mexico refused to accept the Rio Grande as the border and argued that the western boundary of Texas never extended beyond the Nueces River. About 180 million acres of the Republic’s land were unoccupied and unclaimed while 62.5 million acres were settled by about 30,000 Texans and a few thousand Native Americans. Nearly half of this occupied area had been devastated by Mexican troops during the Texas war of independence. As an early Texas settler, William B. Dewees put it: “The country has been completely ravaged by the armies. Houses have been robbed, provisions taken, beeves have been driven out of the country, and the game frightened off. We have suffered during the summer exceedingly.” (Dewees 1852, 208)

	As a consequence of the destruction of the farms, there was a shortage of food and prices were high. There was a threat of another Mexican attack, and the inhabitants of Texas knew that they could not withstand a well-organized invasion. The Republic was bankrupt, with a public debt of more than one million dollars, and no capital resources. Texas desperately needed help, so a referendum was held in September, 1836, which showed that 93% of Texan voters (3,277 to 93) supported annexation to the United States of America. However, to their astonishment, President Andrew Jackson – whom they had always regarded as Texas’ friend in the United States – not only failed to press for annexation, but he refused even to extend recognition (Fehrenbach 1968, 245-246, 249-250, Borneman 2009, 73).

	Jackson had good reasons for delaying, although personally he supported the independence of Texas. To recognize Texas before the Mexican government itself had done so could have been interpreted as an unfriendly act and might have dragged the U.S. into war. An even greater barrier to recognition was the question of slavery. Abolitionist sentiment was growing stronger in the North and the idea of bringing in a new slave state was opposed by many. They saw recognition as the first step toward annexation and strongly opposed it. Jackson also had the 1836 presidential election to think about. He himself did not seek re-election, but his friend and Vice President, Martin van Buren was running. If Jackson recognized Texas, he would lose Northern votes and possibly the Presidency for Van Buren. So he waited and Texas waited (Remini 1984, 359-364).

	The tide turned when Van Buren won the election. On March 3, 1837, the last day of his term, Andrew Jackson extended diplomatic recognition to Texas by appointing Alcée Louis la Branche as chargé d’affaires to the Republic (Fehrenbach 1968, 251; Pletcher 1973, 73; Remini 1984, 365). But taking Texas into the Union was another matter. In addition to the reasons why Andrew Jackson was hesitant – not wanting to violate previous treaties with Mexico or to provoke the counter-reaction of certain European powers, and being concerned about the issue of slavery – Van Buren’s administration also had to face economic problems as a consequence of the Panic of 1837. In these circumstances acquiring Texas could have had serious effects on his party and his presidency. So he rejected all proposals for annexation (Barker 1946, 53-54; Wilson 1984, 149-150).

	At that point it became essential for Texas to seek friends in Europe, establish trade relations, and secure recognition by them. Sam Houston, who was elected the first president of the Texas Republic, sent James Pinckney Henderson to negotiate with England and France. Henderson succeeded in obtaining trade agreements with the two nations in 1838. He also opened negotiations for a treaty of recognition, which he agreed on with the French government in September, 1839, and concluded with England in November, 1840 (Richardson 1943: 140; Barker 1946, 56; Connor 1971, 146-147).

	In the meantime, Texas’ second national election was held in 1838. According to the constitution of the Texas Republic, Houston could not succeed himself. His Vice President, Mirabeau Buonaparte Lamar, who criticized Houston for being too conservative and too cautious, ran on a ticket calling for efforts to secure foreign loans, gaining Mexican recognition – obtained by force, if necessary –, and the establishment of a powerful, independent nation that would extend to the Pacific Ocean. Lamar won the election with a sweeping majority (6,995 votes to 252). One month after he took office, the Texas Senate withdrew its offer of annexation to the United States, thus leaving the Republic to stand on its own feet (Fehrenbach 196: 254).

	To ease the economic crisis and to improve the financial situation of the Texas Republic, Lamar planned to gain control over the lucrative trade of the Santa Fe Trail and to establish Texas jurisdiction over the eastern half of New Mexico, which was still part of Mexico. He organized the Santa Fe Expedition, which included twenty-one wagons that carried various merchandise, several businessmen, the president’s commissioners, and a military escort of about three hundred volunteers.  The Texas Congress did not support the grandiose plans of the president, so he issued a call for volunteers, and promised the merchants transportation and protection for their goods. They were accompanied by three civil commissioners whose task was to assure the inhabitants of New Mexico that the expedition was peaceful, and that the only purpose was to open trade-relations and give them an opportunity to live under the liberal laws of Texas. If they accepted the offer, it was promised that only the general laws of Texas would be extended over New Mexico and their local laws and customs would be in force until altered by themselves. The commissioners were instructed to use no force unless to repel attack. The “Letter from President M.B. Lamar addressed to the People of Santa Fe, April 14, 1840” stated that 

	 

	[…] we tender to you a full participation in all our blessings. The great River of the North, which you inhabit, is the natural and convenient boundary of our territory, and we shall take great pleasure in hailing you as fellow citizens, members of our young, Republic, and co-aspirants with us for all the glory of establishing a new happy and free nation. (Gulick-Elliot 1923, 370-371)

	His address “To the inhabitants of Santa Fe and of the other portions of New Mexico to the East of the Rio Grande, June 5, 1841” argued that

	 

	[…] Believing that you are the friends of liberty and will duly appreciate the motives by which we are actuated, we have appointed commissioners to make known to you in a distinct and definite manner, the general desire of the citizens of this Republic to receive the people of Santa Fe, as a portion of the national family, and to give to them all the protection which they themselves enjoy. 

	 

	This union, however, to make it agreeable to this Government, must be altogether voluntary on your part; and based on mutual interest, confidence and affection (Wallace-Vigness 1963, 138).

	The expedition set out on June 19, 1841, and after a long and strenuous journey during which they suffered from heat, lack of fresh water and supplies, and sporadic Indian attacks, they finally arrived at their destination in the middle of September. They expected a warm welcome by the citizens of New Mexico, but instead, were “welcomed” by a detachment of the Mexican Army. The Texans, reduced in number and broken in health and spirit, were forced to surrender, and then to march more than 2,000 miles from Santa Fe to Mexico City. They were held prisoners for almost a year and released only in the spring of 1842 (Brown 1893, 195; Fehrenbach 1968, 258, 263).

	One of the consequences of the failure of the expedition was that Mirabeau Lamar lost the 1841 presidential election to Sam Houston. The attempt to extend the borders of Texas also provoked the counter-offensive of the Mexican army in the spring and then again in the fall of 1842 (Barker 1946, 58; Fehrenbach 1968, 260-261). Thus, when Sam Houston took office again, one of his first acts was to resume diplomatic efforts, and restore peace with Mexico. With British mediation the government of Texas and Mexico negotiated a truce on June 14, 1843 and then a general armistice at the beginning of 1844. However, Mexico still refused to recognize the independence of Texas or to sign a peace treaty (Pletcher 1973, 118, 133).

	In the meantime, the United States became alarmed over Great Britain’s policy toward Texas. The British were opposed to annexation and even contemplated the use of force to prevent it. It is not that they wanted to add Texas to the British Empire, but they did want to prevent the westward expansion of the United States and to gain commercial advantages from Texas trade. The growing anxiety over the impression that Britain and the Republic were about to establish an economic and political alliance rekindled annexation sentiment in the U.S. Sam Houston decided to take advantage of the situation. He instructed Isaac Van Zandt, his chargé d’affaires in Washington to pretend indifference to annexation, and to reject any discussion of the topic on the grounds that it might disturb the British. He was also told to make every effort to exaggerate the extent of Britain’s trade and other interests in Texas. As a result, on October 16, 1843, he received a message from the American president, John Tyler, saying that he believed he could get the two-third majority necessary in the Senate to ratify a treaty of annexation, and wished to reopen negotiations (Barker 1946, 62-63; Fehrenbach 1968, 263; Pletcher 1973: 127-130).   

	The threat of Mexican re-occupation, and the fact that the young Republic continuously struggled with economic problems revived the proposals for annexation in Texas as well. After long negotiations, Isaac Van Zandt and John Calhoun, the American Secretary of State signed a treaty of annexation on April 12, 1844, which was presented to the American Senate. It provided for admitting Texas into the Union as a territory and stipulated that Texas’ public lands would be turned over to the federal government. 

	The Republic of Texas, acting in conformity with the wishes of the people and every department of its government, cedes to the United States all its territories, to be held by them in full property and sovereignty, and to be annexed to the said United States as one of their Territories, subject to the same constitutional provisions with their other Territories. This cession includes all public lots and squares, vacant lands, mines, minerals, salt lakes and springs, public edifices, fortifications, barracks, ports and harbours, navy and navy-yards, docks, magazines, arms, armaments and accoutrements, archives and public documents, public funds, debts, taxes and dues unpaid at the time of the exchange of the ratifications of this treaty.

	The United States reserved the right to negotiate with Mexico and agreed to assume Texas’ public debt (Article V). On June 8, 1844, however, the American Senate rejected the treaty by thirty-five votes to sixteen (Fehrenbach 1968, 263; Pletcher 1973, 149). Behind the defeat there was a strange alliance of Northern abolitionists and Southerners who demanded full statehood for Texas. Some Senators abstained from voting because of the upcoming election.

	Events took an unexpected turn because, in the meantime, in the 1844 American presidential elections campaign the Democratic candidate, James K. Polk ran on a platform calling for the simultaneous annexation (“re-annexation”) of Texas and the assertion of American claims to (“re-occupation” of) the Oregon Country in the Pacific Northwest (Barker 1946, 68; Pletcher 1973, 144-145). On May 30, 1844, the Democratic convention resolved 

	 

	that our title to the whole of the Territory of Oregon is clear and unquestionable; that no portion of the same ought to be ceded to England or any other power, and that the re-occupation of Oregon and the re-annexation of Texas, at the earliest practicable period, are great American measures, which this convention recommends to the cordial support of the democracy of the Union. (Borneman 2009, 107-108)

	The coupling of Oregon – into which many Northerners were moving – with Texas made thousands of Americans see the proposal as a territorial issue and expansion as the key to the future greatness of the United States. In the 1844 campaign public opinion gradually changed and even some Northern newspapers editorialized that annexation was inevitable.    

	Polk won on a relatively narrow popular margin (1,337,243 votes to 1,299,062 votes), but received almost two-thirds of the electoral votes (170 to 105) (Borneman 2009, 128). The outgoing American president, John Tyler, took the election results as a mandate for the annexation of Texas. In his annual message to Congress in December, 1844 he recommended that Congress should annex Texas by a joint resolution, which required only a simple majority of both houses. Although the Republic of Texas was an independent country, the proposal for a joint resolution meant that annexation was interpreted as the admission of a state rather than a treaty with a foreign power that would have required a two-third majority.

	There were heated debates in the American Congress that reflected the complexity and intensity of the issue of annexation. In the end, the resolution about annexation passed by a narrow margin of 27 votes to 25 in the Senate and by 120 votes to 98 in the House of Representatives. John Tyler signed the document on March 1, 1845 (Pletcher 1973, 182; Borneman 2009, 140-141):

	 

	Resolved by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress assembled, That Congress doth consent that the territory properly included within, and rightfully belonging to the Republic of Texas, may be erected into a new State, to be called the State of Texas, with a republican form of government, to be adopted by the people of said republic, by deputies in convention assembled, with the consent of the existing government, in order that the same may be admitted as one of the States of this Union.

	 

	Great Britain still hoped to prevent annexation by having Texas decline the American offer. The British diplomats opened negotiations with the Mexican government, which in the end, agreed to acknowledge the independence of Texas on condition that she does not annex herself to any country.

	Public opinion in Texas was very much in favor of accepting of the American offer, which was expressed in the second permanent newspaper of the Republic, the Telegraph and Texas Register. On March 26, the paper reported that the bill was passed in the American Senate. The paper listed the names of senators who supported and also of those who voted against annexation. The editor contemplated on how the Texans would take the decision, and pointed out the significance of becoming Americans again:

	 

	The resolutions will doubtless receive the cordial approbation of the citizens of Texas. They admit Texas into the Union as a State, and allow her people the privileges of American citizens. We can in justice ask no more. Our government will doubtless promptly adopt such measures as may be necessary to consummate this great measure.  The people almost with one voice call aloud for prompt and decisive action, and we are confident that the Executive will not be found wanting at this crisis.  […]  Texas returns like the lost Joseph to the paternal bosom. (Telegraph and Texas Register, March 26, 1845)

	 

	The text of the ‘Joint resolution’ about annexation was published on the front page of the paper on April 16. The editorial described the general support and the celebrations that were held all over Texas to express the popular will:

	 

	From every section of the Republic we hear but the continued roar of plaudits, as the people assemble in county after county to testify their approbation of the terms for annexation offered by the American government.  The thunders of applause resound on every side.  The whirlwind of public opinion has swept down all opposition. (Telegraph and Texas Register, April 16, 1845)

	 

	More reports appeared in the following issues about the annexation meetings in the different counties. The general tone expressed relief as well as optimism about the future of Texas.

	 

	The farmer deserted his plough – the blacksmith his forge and anvil – the merchant his desk – the lawyer his books – the physician his drugs – the carpenter his square and line, and all repaired to the appointee place to express their joy at the flattering prospects of re-union to the United States, and shout a hearty God speed to annexation. (Telegraph and Texas Register, April 23, 1845)

	 

	The last president of the Texas Republic, Anson Jones called the Texas Congress to meet on June 16, 1845, and a convention of elected delegates was assembled on July 4. Anson Jones placed before both bodies the two choices: annexation or independence recognized by Mexico. Both the Texas Congress and the convention voted for annexation:

	 

	[…] we, the deputies of the people of Texas in Convention assembled, in their name, and by their authority, do ordain and declare, that we assent to and accept the proposals, conditions and guarantees contained in the first and second sections of the resolution of the Congress of the United States aforesaid.

	 

	Done at the City of Austin, Republic of Texas, July 4th, 1845.

	The ordinance of annexation was confirmed by popular vote. The convention also drew up a state constitution, which was also ratified by popular vote on October 13, 1845. James K. Polk signed the final Admission Act on December 29, 1845 and Texas became the 28th state of the Union (Pletcher 1973, 432-468; Borneman 2009, 147-148).

	The agreement about annexation contained much better terms for Texas than the original treaty. It could enter the Union as a state and could keep its public lands. The only drawback was that Texas needed to retain responsibility for its public debt, but that was also to be taken over by the federal government in time.

	Mexico never recognized the independence of Texas and considered the annexation to be an act of war. Tensions in the borderland region and between the American and the Mexican government led to the outbreak of the U. S. – Mexican War of 1846-1848. In the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, Mexico was not only forced to give up Texas, but also the whole of what is today the American Southwest - including New Mexico, California, and other states (Fehrenbach 1968, 266-267, 270-273; Meinig 1993, 142, 145-146). 

	The annexation of Texas and incorporation of the American Southwest into the United States resulted in further changes in the economic and geopolitical importance of the region, and led to a crisis which could not be resolved by negotiations, but a war, the American Civil War.
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	Since the first third of the 19th century, when most of its countries became independent, Latin America’s role and influence in world politics has been determined primarily by its relationship with the United States of America. The starting point was the Monroe Doctrine of 1823, a declaration drafted by Secretary of State John Quincy Adams and named after President James Monroe, which stated that the United States would not tolerate interference by any outside power in the life of the countries of the Americas and that the United States would be the guardian of this policy. According to the doctrine, in the event of a European intervention, the United States would act to ensure that the peace and security of the Americas would not be jeopardized. However, the principle of reciprocity (America does not interfere in the internal affairs of other states, including European politics or wars) was not respected by the U.S., as we will see later, and was only invoked when there was no clear interest in intervention (Lénárt 2018). Throughout the 20th century, the Monroe Doctrine and its addenda were crucial to the development of inter-American politics. In this article I will examine the role that Latin America played in this context during the Second World War. 

	My approach adopts an inter-American perspective: unlike most of the literature on the subject, I do not simply examine the positions taken by the countries of the region during the war, but rather situate each event in the history of U.S. – Latin American relations. The transformation of these cooperations as a result of the events of the war is the main theme of my article. The history of the relations between the United States and Latin America in the 1930s and 1940s is rich in literature, especially on diplomatic and economic relations. Some of these (e.g., Rinke 2015, Williams 2012), given their central theme, naturally apply an inter-American perspective, but focus primarily on the history of specific events. They do not make use of several articles, studies, and books in English and Spanish that allow for a broader inter-American perspective, which I have accessed in the course of writing this article (see later sections of this essay for these). In my research, I have attempted to synthesize these works on inter-American relations and other information on the countries in question in order to assess the extent to which Latin America’s involvement in World War II depended on its relationship with the United States.

	 

	1. The Road to War: The Good Neighbor Policy

	The relationship between the United States and Latin America has always been unbalanced, with the latter feeling subordinated. However, in the interwar period, events in Europe (particularly the rise of Benito Mussolini in Italy in 1922 and the rise of Nazism and Adolf Hitler in Germany in the 1930s) made it clear that the United States needed to seek allies. Latin America, which was its immediate sphere of interest, was clearly to be one of its partners in cooperation, but the conflicts (wars, political and military interventions) that had characterized the previous century made these countries suspicious of the great power of the North. With the arrival of large numbers of Italian and German immigrants in South America in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, it was vital for the United States to counter the growing fascist and Nazi sympathies in their communities. It was essential to modify the relationship between the countries of the Americas, replacing antagonism and suspicion with friendship and cooperation.

	In the 1930s, as the international situation began to change, the Monroe Doctrine began to lose its relevance, and the new circumstances called for a new approach. In 1933, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, weighing the opportunities and potential threats, announced the Good Neighbor Policy,1 which brought about a major change in inter-American relations. The goal was to create a unity and solidarity that would encompass the entire American continent and give it strength to resist direct or indirect external aggression, taking into account the political and social developments that were taking place in Europe at the time. In the years before the Second World War, the United States considered the other countries of the continent as its natural partners. The change in attitude was signaled by the White House’s withdrawal of the Platt Amendment2 to the Cuban Constitution, which limited Cuba’s independence, and the withdrawal of its troops from Haiti, which had been under occupation for nearly 20 years. Roosevelt no longer wanted to intervene militarily in Latin American countries, and his rhetoric emphasized the equal rights of all American countries and the importance of international agreements, placing inter-American relations on a new footing. It was envisaged that the countries of the Americas could thus become “good neighbors” who could always count on each other in the midst of constantly changing international conditions, even offering mutual assistance and protection if necessary (Lénárt 2022, 238-239). To reinforce this pan-American approach, several international conventions were signed in Montevideo and Buenos Aires in 1933, all of which emphasized that “no country has the right to intervene directly or indirectly in the internal or foreign affairs of another country” (Selser 2001, 597). This was an attempt to allay Latin American governments’ fears and insecurities about the United States. At the same time, Washington was aware that this would not be enough: U.S. and Latin American societies would have to be convinced to see each other as equal partners in the future.

	Roosevelt wanted to replace his country’s policy of interventionism with cooperation among all the nations of the Americas based on equality. In his inaugural address on March 4, 1933, the thirty-second president of the United States stressed for the first time that he wanted to act as a good neighbor in world politics, that he took it for granted that he would respect the rights of others, that he would base his international relations on respect for agreements, and that he would seek friendly cooperation with his neighbors (Moral Roncal 2003, 23). This new approach was incompatible with the use of military force, which had become the norm in Latin America and the Caribbean, and they could no longer intervene in this way. The president and members of his administration emphasized that the White House would no longer engage in armed intervention in the region, marking the beginning of a new era in the history of inter-American relations. 

	In addition to the political, military, and economic spheres, social and cultural relations also needed to be improved. While Latin Americans were suspicious of the United States, American society also had strong and negative stereotypes of Latin Americans: demeaning and inaccurate portrayal of Spanish and Portuguese-speaking Americans in travelogues, newspapers, novels, and films that could not be changed overnight. Perhaps the greatest challenge of the first half of the 20th century was faced by U.S. cultural diplomacy, which, as the result of a long process, bore its true fruits in the early 1940s (Lénárt 2018, Lénárt 2024).

	The Pan American Conference, held in Buenos Aires in 1936, focused on the growing threat from Europe, especially from fascist and Nazi countries. An all-American defense and full cooperation was needed to ensure that the Americas could maintain their ideological and geopolitical autonomy and not be influenced by an ideology coming from outside. After gaining independence (in 1776 for the United States and in the 19th century for the Latin American nations), this was the first time that all the nations of the Americas had tried to act together for a common purpose. Latin America, having learned from past events, continued to distrust the United States but was forced to choose to cooperate for its own sake, largely to defend itself. As a result of the conference, the participants agreed to immediately consult with each other in order to take the necessary steps in the event of an increase in threats, creating multilateral inter-American solidarity. Although the resolutions were adopted by a large majority, there were countries, notably Argentina and Chile, that wanted to relax this commitment, fearing that it would make ties with the United States too close and could damage the fruitful relations with Europe (Rinke 2015, 150-151).

	President Roosevelt intended to sign free trade agreements with as many Latin American countries as possible, thus preventing them from being attracted to the already prominent German and Italian business interests. The U.S. invested in local farmland, mines, trading and transportation companies, built new railroads, provided ever-increasing amounts of credit, and strengthened Latin America’s security through military agreements (153). One of the long-term (and in some places still ongoing) consequences of this was that the region became unable to develop on its own and needed external assistance for any major industrial and economic progress.

	 

	2. The Neutral America

	At the outbreak of the Second World War, the majority of American countries, while declaring their solidarity with Poland under attack, quickly declared their neutrality – a position identical to that taken at the beginning of the First World War. They wanted to maintain an isolationist policy: just as they expected Europe not to interfere in American affairs, they stayed out of European conflicts. They also developed preventive measures, especially the United States. The primary goal was to drive the existing German, Italian, and Japanese interests out of the continent. Reality, however, confronted the American countries early on with a situation that they could not help but be concerned about: the German-occupied France and the Netherlands had possessions in the Caribbean and northern South America, so Hitler was theoretically already in the Americas without actually having made any direct conquests there. There were rumors that the Germans would soon deploy armed forces in important territories under their control, such as Guyana, Martinique, Guadeloupe, Curaçao, and Aruba, but this was not carried out because they did not have the material, military, and human resources to do so (Bolívar Fresneda 2021, 3-6, 57-59).

	The first naval conflict of World War II took place in the Latin American region but did not directly involve the countries of the region. On December 13, 1939, the German cruiser Admiral Graf Spee attacked three ships of the British fleet off the coast of Uruguay, and the resulting Battle of La Plata put the South American country in a difficult position as the damaged German ship arrived in the port of Montevideo, testing the neutrality of the Uruguayan government. After a brief stay under international conventions, the ship’s commander sank the cruiser, the crew fled to neutral Argentina, where they were interned and scattered throughout the country until the end of the war, and the commander committed suicide (Millington Drake 1966). The two South American nations watched the fighting in horror from the shore, fearing that such incidents might draw them into a war in which they had no part and were not in open conflict with any of the belligerents.

	Many countries in Latin America had basically good relations with Germany, and in addition to fruitful economic cooperation, in some cases, such as Mexico, Argentina or Brazil, there was also an ideological rapprochement, but they were not willing to risk their good relations with the United States. However, the war created a new situation in which most Latin American countries, at the request of the United States, reduced or even broke off relations with the Axis powers and allowed Washington to establish military bases on their territories. The South American countries with large German and Italian immigrant populations, especially Argentina, could not and did not want to sever ties with these European dictatorships, and cultural and political ties remained strong, providing an excellent breeding ground for the spread of Nazism and fascism, as well as anti-Semitism. A social and political debate arose in these countries about whether to take an open position on one side of the war or to remain neutral (Alcalde Cardoza 1997, 64-66). In some cases, the country tried to keep the same distance from all parties in order to guarantee its security: Chile, due to its geographic location and size, feared that a possible Axis attack on the Americas would begin on its shores (a similar fear was shared by the U.S. state of California) and therefore did not want to openly confront Japan, which it considered the most dangerous (Navarro Meza 2020, 81-82).

	Thus, in the new international coordinate system, inter-American relations became both more diverse and much closer. However, this did not mean that the relationship was evenly balanced: the United States dominated in all areas, to which Latin America generally had to adapt for its security and economic interests. This subordinate relationship created resentment in large parts of local societies and increased fears of imperialism, because a close relationship also meant dependence, of which both sides were aware. The growing cooperation was sanctioned by a solidarity agreement signed by the foreign ministers of the American countries in Havana in 1940, which added concrete terms to the results of the Pan-American Conference held four years earlier: in the future, any attack on an American country by a non-American country would be considered an attack on the entire American continent, and the rest of the nations would be obliged to defend it. The U.S. could establish additional military bases in new countries in Central and South America, and plans were drawn up in case Axis politicians or soldiers appeared in the region (Morgenfeld 2009, 151-155). With the deterioration of the situation in Europe, American politicians began to think that sooner or later the war would have a direct impact on the Americas.

	For several countries, however, ambivalence remained. Brazil traditionally had good relations with the United States and sought to maintain them, but the country’s leader, Getulio Vargas, established an authoritarian regime with a natural sympathy for the fascist regime. By the end of the 1930s, Mexico had concluded a series of trade agreements with Germany, which became increasingly important for its national economy, while at the same time it was fundamentally and spectacularly opposed to right-wing military regimes3 and aware that it could not take a position that differed markedly from that of its immediate northern neighbor. In both cases, it should be stressed that they did not want to submit completely to the will of the United States, but by the end of 1941 it had become clear to them that they could not maintain close relations with the Axis powers. Under U.S. pressure, they had to suspend cooperation with German airlines and block the military-political activities of German diplomatic missions in the region. Peru, Bolivia, and Ecuador fully complied, in return for increased U.S. aid and purchases of raw materials (Rinke 2015, 156, 158).

	The processes that were radically transforming European society began to have an impact on the American continent. Some of these had begun before World War II, but they reached their most profound stages during the war. European Jews left their homeland in significant numbers beginning in the 1930s. The United States was supposed to be the main destination for those who also left Europe, but it tightened its immigration policies, so they had to look for other options. Many sought asylum in Latin American countries, but were rarely welcomed: between 1933 and 1945, only 84,000 Jewish refugees were accepted, a very small number compared to the roughly equal number accepted by Argentina alone in the previous twenty-five years. The global economic crisis meant that the large number of newcomers was generally seen as competition, and anti-Semitism increased, partly because of German groups sympathetic to the Nazis and partly because of the growing economic influence of the Jews. At the same time, Nazi spy networks in Latin America expanded, especially in South America (Milgram 2003). We also know of several Latin American diplomats who nevertheless embarked on Jewish rescue missions to European countries after 1941, often without the knowledge of their governments. Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico took in most of the Jewish refugees,4 many of them unofficially, because society would not have agreed to help (Zadoff 2015, 322-324). Cuba and Bolivia have admitted proportionately more Jews than other countries because of their more liberal immigration policies, and in the case of the Dominican Republic, the fact that Rafael Leónidas Trujillo, who was considered a bloodthirsty dictator, was trying to mitigate the negative international image of him, and thus served a propaganda purpose, is also an explanation for the admission of more Jewish groups (Lilón 1999, 53).

	The Germans in Latin America also created a paradoxical situation in countries that wanted to conform fully to U.S. expectations. One example is the case of Panama, where President Ricardo de la Guardia imprisoned Germans living in his country in internment camps for fear that they would collaborate with the Nazis in sabotage and espionage. However, most of these Germans had no sympathy for Hitler; on the contrary, many of them were Jews who had fled to Latin America to escape the Nazis. Thus, Nazi sympathizers and Jews who had once fled from the Nazis now had to live in the same camp in a distant country, under strict surveillance, because they were of German origin (Rinke 2015, 157, Milgram 2003).

	 

	3. A New Era in the War

	On December 7, 1941, the Japanese Navy launched an air strike on Pearl Harbor, the base of the U.S. Pacific Fleet in the Hawaiian Islands, and the United States was drawn into the war. This changed the situation and the possibilities for Latin America: it could not remain inactive under the terms of the Solidarity Pact, signed a year earlier, which stipulated that an attack on one American country would be considered an attack on the entire continent. 

	By late 1941, German submarine sightings in the Caribbean and off the coasts of Central and South America were increasing, making the area a high-threat zone, and in the first half of 1942 the Axis sunk hundreds of ships there. Countries appealed to the U.S. for assistance, and Washington’s navy appeared in their ports and surrounding seas, helping to develop local navies and, in some cases, providing an increased presence, such as at the key Panama Canal. Mexico and Brazil, which had declared war on Germany in 1942, were particularly hard hit by these attacks. The Caribbean was a prominent theater of naval warfare: between January 1942 and July 1943, 20% of the Allied fleet was sunk here by the Axis, with between 370 and 400 ships lost. The Germans realized early on that this region was of vital importance. Since the early 1940s, the U.S. East Coast had been dependent on this region for its oil supplies, and the oil refineries in Curaçao and Aruba were among the largest in the world, making them important targets for German U-boats. Other important raw materials were also exported from Latin America. From the end of 1942, when the U.S. Navy increased its protection of this coast and part of the sea, the number of attacks decreased somewhat. As recent research has shown, the Caribbean played a much more significant role in military and naval operations than historians have previously believed (Bolívar Fresneda 2021). Panama was particularly involved in international relations because of the Canal Zone, which was under U.S. jurisdiction and decided to go to war at the same time as the United States. 

	Most Central American countries, along with Cuba, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic, declared war on the Axis powers in early 1942, followed by Bolivia later that year. In each case, the reasons were clearly stated U.S. intentions or strong diplomatic and economic pressure, and the resulting agreements and treaties. Most of the countries in the region were not in a position to oppose the United States, on which they were to some extent dependent. As the war progressed, most German- and Italian-owned businesses were nationalized, while at the same time they received substantial financial and military aid from the United States. Venezuela and Colombia also severed ties with Germany and its allies, expropriated their property, and placed their citizens under surveillance, but did not enter the war (Alcalde Cardoza 1997, 68-70). Some countries, such as Ecuador, Peru, Uruguay, and Paraguay, did not officially enter the war until early 1945, when they were already certain of the outcome of the conflict.

	A milestone in the Latin American countries’ approach to the war was the Conference of Foreign Ministers of the Americas in Rio de Janeiro (January 1942), which provided the basis for coordinating action and clarifying the intentions of the United States. It was decided that they would all gradually sever diplomatic relations with the Axis powers – at different times, but over the next year most Latin American countries did so. As mentioned earlier, some states wanted to proceed cautiously because of their previously excellent German-Italian relations (such as Argentina) or their increased vulnerability (Chile), but in this new situation they were forced to act. Two months later, the Inter-American Defense Board was created, with the primary mission of providing defense and military advice, as well as developing and equipping the armies of Latin American countries according to standards set by the United States (Website of Junta Interamericana de Defensa, Rinke 2015, 160). New military bases were authorized in the region, not only on land but also on entire islands, such as part of the Galápagos Islands under Ecuadorian jurisdiction (Salcedo 2008, 29).

	Brazil’s role proved crucial, not least because of its geographic location. In response to German submarine attacks, the country declared war on the Axis powers in August 1942 and supplied the U.S. with vital raw materials. In return, the United States gave Brazil 70% of its aid to Latin America. Getulio Vargas’s country was far from a democracy, but the regime’s cooperation was necessary to defeat a common enemy. In the case of Brazil, therefore, we do not identify U.S. pressure as the reason for cooperation, as in the case of the smaller countries, but this cooperation seemed vital to both countries. It was the only Latin American state to send troops to Europe: its 30,000-strong detachment arrived in Italy, where it was placed under U.S. command and played a decisive role in the battles of Monte Castello, Castelnuovo and Montesei in February 1945 – in the course of which nearly 5,000 Brazilians lost their lives (Silva–Chagas 2016).

	Mexico, also hit hard by the U-boat attacks and heavily dependent on its northern neighbor due to its proximity to the U.S., declared war on Germany, Italy and Japan in May 1942. Mexico, like Brazil, participated in the war effort, providing air support in the Pacific theater in exchange for economic aid from the United States. In May 1945, the Aztec Eagles, a 300-man Mexican air unit, was sent to the Philippines and Formosa (now Taiwan), where it fought more than 50 battles against the Japanese (Soland 2023, 158-191). 

	In addition to the cooperation mentioned above, the war led to other types of collaboration between the United States and Mexico. In August 1942, the United States initiated the bracero labor exchange program, which brought 100,000 mostly unskilled Mexican guest workers to the “northern neighbor” each year, mainly to work in agriculture, construction, and the railroads. These guest workers were essential to the functioning of the U.S. (war) economy: since some of the U.S. workers had fought in the war, the economy could only be sustained by the Mexicans who came to replace them. At the urging of the Mexican government, the treaty made it clear that braceros could not serve in the U.S. military. Some of them were seasonal workers who were supposed to return to their home countries after planting and harvesting, but in most cases they did not, leading to an increase in the number of illegal immigrants living here. The program did not end after the war, but continued until 1965, by which time a quarter of the workers in the southwest were Mexican. Many believe that this is the origin of the current crisis caused by illegal immigration from Mexico to the United States (Bartnik 2011).

	The evolution of inter-American relations during World War II also had longer-term consequences. Nearly 360,000 people of Mexican descent (those who did not arrive as braceros) fought in the U.S. military, and when the fighting was over, they no longer tolerated the discrimination and racism they faced in their new country: they expected some recognition, or at least acceptance, in return for their service. This discontent was one of the main sources of the cultural, political and social advocacy organizations, including the now legendary Chicano movement, that fought for the rights of Mexican Americans (Gonzalez 2011, 104, 170-171). Like them, Puerto Ricans serving in segregated units of the U.S. military, all of whom were U.S. citizens, were unwilling to accept that they would continue to be treated as second-class citizens after the end of the Second World War (Hernández 2013, 549-550). 

	The United States believed that all Latin American countries should contribute to the war effort, at least economically. Their raw materials, such as copper, manganese, oil or rubber, as well as their agricultural products (especially Argentine beef) were vital to the Allies. During the war years, Latin American exports went almost exclusively to the United States. U.S. loans and aid helped stabilize the region’s economies, improve its transportation, industrial, and agricultural infrastructure, and in many cases, such as Mexico and Brazil, Washington forgave previously accumulated debt in exchange for commitments (Morgenfeld 2023, 65-69). However, this was accompanied by an increase in dependency, which perpetuated inequalities between the regions in the longer term.

	The United States made it clear to Latin American countries that only those nations that declared war on the Axis powers would be able to play an active role in shaping international relations after the war. For this reason, even Chile, a country that had maintained its neutrality as long as possible because of its special geographical location, officially entered the war against Japan in February 1945. Argentina also opted for neutrality because of the large number of Nazi and fascist sympathizers in its government and army. As dissent grew, Washington threatened to isolate Buenos Aires diplomatically, and under pressure Argentina entered the war in March 1945 (Rinke 2015, 162). 

	The war also had a major impact on the economies of Latin American countries, cutting off vital European transport routes for imports and exports and forcing them to produce what they could not buy from a neighboring country. Inflation rose, and the demand for local raw materials and products that were not essential to other countries during the war years was drastically reduced. The fundamentally unfavorable situation, however, also concealed many opportunities, as Latin American nations were forced to develop local manufacturing, textiles, food processing, and heavy industry as part of their industrialization and the partial modernization that it necessitated. At the same time, their vital raw materials gave them an important role in supplying the economies of the Allies, especially the United States. They became even more dependent on US financial support due to the radical transformation of international relations and the drift away from European partners, as well as the aforementioned forced development policy.

	As a result, Latin America’s involvement in World War II was multifaceted. Only Brazil and Mexico participated with military contingents, but Latin Americans appeared among the troops of other countries. This means that, in addition to passive cooperation (breaking relations with the Axis powers, providing raw materials and handing over military bases to the U.S.), there was also active participation (sending combat troops), with the economic consequences that this entailed. One of the direct consequences of this wartime cooperation between American countries was the creation of the Organization of American States in 1948, which facilitated coordination between them. In addition, Latin American countries, with the exception of Argentina, were able to participate in the founding session of the United Nations in San Francisco in April 1945.

	 

	4. After the World War

	The shadow of the Second World War was cast over the Americas even after the fighting had ended. Most of the war criminals tried to flee Central and Eastern Europe, but we know that many of them also held important positions in the soon-to-be-formed Federal Republic of Germany. However, those who had committed serious crimes sought to leave further afield, mainly to Western Europe or the Americas, using Italian, Spanish, Portuguese and Swiss escape routes. The Spanish general Francisco Franco responded to requests and provided passage through his country for Nazi officers and their allies whose final destination was Latin America: Juan Domingo Perón’s Argentina welcomed and supported them by all possible means (Goñi 2002), while Chile, Brazil and Paraguay, which had had a significant German population since the end of the 19th century, were also popular destinations, with several German communities sympathetic to the Nazis. To highlight only the most notorious, while Adolf Eichmann was captured by Israeli intelligence in Argentina in 1960 and sentenced to death in Jerusalem, Josef Mengele lived a “happy retirement” and died of natural causes in Brazil in 1979. Those who remained in Europe found refuge mainly in Franco’s Spain, where they became part of the regime’s elite and were still present in Spanish public life in the 1980s (Messenger 2018).

	The Cold War created a new situation in which Latin America played a key role in the struggle between the two blocs, and inter-American relations evolved accordingly. The main task of the right-wing and far-right military dictatorships installed under the so-called National Security Doctrine, supported by the United States, was to ensure that the Soviet Union’s influence on the continent was not significant. The cooperation between the U.S. and Latin American countries, based on the forced alliance forged during and in the run-up to the Second World War, had to be adapted to the new environment. Inter-American relations continued to evolve as before: the majority of Latin American countries had to take into account the interests of the United States, which led to numerous coups, dictatorships, revolutions, and civil wars throughout the 20th century. Significant regional disparities and socio-political tensions persist in much of Latin America today.

	 

	5. Conclusion

	Books and studies on World War II tend to treat Latin America as a minor player, a less significant factor. It is true that the region was not the scene of major battles or military operations, but its political, diplomatic, and economic importance is far from negligible. The forced cooperation between the United States and Latin America during this period was particularly noteworthy in the development of inter-American relations. Of paramount importance was access to raw materials in Latin America, which the U.S. needed to secure while preventing the enemy from obtaining either minerals or vital intelligence. Almost all the countries of the Americas had to participate, to varying degrees, in this war, providing further evidence that the will of the United States could not be ignored in shaping Latin America’s international relations, especially when it came to fighting a common external enemy. 
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	In his famous 1947 article on the Soviet threat George F. Kennan indicated “a certain gratitude to a Providence” for providing the American people with a foreign challenge that “made their entire security as a nation dependent on pulling themselves together and accepting the responsibilities of moral and political leadership”. Notably, his approach was determined not so much by particular geopolitical conditions in Central – Eastern Europe but referred rather to a fundamental sense of moral deficiency of liberal democracy in the face of new global commitments and challenges to the United States. Accordingly, it was a question of restoration of “spiritual vitality” able to “create among the peoples of the world generally the impression of a country which knows what it wants.” 5 Although a growing moral skepticism fueled the US isolationist tendencies, it also opened the door to the following revival of liberal “faith” in internationalist solutions addressed to Europe. This perception of intellectual crisis of liberal America, however, had a broader origin entailing both domestic and external factors.

	The purpose of this article is to demonstrate the relationship between the crises of U.S. liberal foreign policy and turbulent changes affecting Central – Eastern Europe in the crucial period of the Second World War and the early stage of the Cold War. Emphasizing the American tendency to perceive the origins of its own internal political condition through the background of distant European developments might contribute to understanding the nature of U.S. liberal internationalism and its perception of Central – Eastern Europe as a hotbed of both liberty and tyranny6. Within this context, liberal policy is translated into an American attempt to transform this allegedly non-democratic region according to the Anglo-Saxon notions of social progress, political liberty, democratization, universal human rights, and economic modernization for the sake of “making the world safe for democracy”, in the words of Thomas Woodrow Wilson7. Ultimately, it is important to stress the impact of this unfortunate U.S. internationalist approach also on contemporary Central – Eastern European international dynamics affected by rising tensions, conflicts and search for national dignity accompanied by growing opposition to liberal democracy within political bodies in this region.    

	Beginning with the failed promises of Thomas W. Wilson’s liberal internationalism combined with the postwar red scares, the Great Depression and the simultaneous rise of European totalitarian regimes, the previous progressive belief of the liberal elite in the United States became questioned8. A notion that mere institutional reforms and education might bring a just, democratic, and prosperous community both at home and abroad seemed no longer viable in a rapidly deteriorating moral environment. As noted by Ernest Hemingway, the Great War discredited a sense of honor, glory and sacrifice, while liberal intellectuals, like Henry Lewis Mencken, scorned any notion of loyalty by becoming increasingly disillusioned with the very concept of liberty and democratic government in favor of a rule by a “civilized minority”9. Even before the social-economic downturn of the 1930s, Walter Lippman started to call the public opinion a “mystical fallacy of democracy” since the ordinary masses, in his view, were simply “ignorant and unteachable” in increasingly complex matters of state, politics, and economy10. Meanwhile, as the Great Depression escalated, a non-democratic model of power seemed even more tempting for the New Deal architects and reform-minded public commentators, who looked with shameless admiration towards European fascist and communist experiments. It was not only the liberal voice of The New York Times, which praised Benito Mussolini’s “transformation of Italy” of “all classes” into “the general good”11. Also, renowned sociologist Robert S. Lynd admiringly compared a common skill of American “manipulative rightness of modern advertising” with the “tactics of Hitler” since both “rightly” acknowledged general human needs of “common purpose”12. Still, instead of sustaining discomforts of life, the American liberal society remained unprepared to confront fascism or communism since it lacked essential “discipline for the personality” in the eyes of Lewis Mumford13. This apparent intellectual mistrust of democratic idealism in favor of an allegedly “practical” temper was even more explicitly voiced by Thurman W. Arnold, one of the most influential New Deal proponents, who admired the Soviet “spectacle of internal cooperation” able to reduce the notion of politics and society to the “purely mechanical problem of production and transportation.”14 

	By the time of the Nazi German and Soviet aggressions in Central – Eastern Europe in the period of 1939-1940, the old progressive faith in inherent human goodness and civil society seemed thus irreversibly gone among the American liberal opinion makers. Despite the renewed wartime optimism of the “arsenal of democracy” under Franklin D. Roosevelt, a sense of crisis among the US foreign policy elite and intellectual circles persisted in a peculiar association with the theatre Central – Eastern European theatre, seen as a source of perpetual tensions, conflicts and anti-liberal ideologies15. 

	Already in the early stage of war the troublesome Central – Eastern European affairs developed into a serious burden for the foreign policy of the United States. Notably, the problematic Polish question inspired the US foreign policy architects to transform this region into more politically predictable and amenable to American liberal ideas16. Consequently, following a diplomatic mission of Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles to Europe in 1940, the United States appeared to recognize the need for a general peace settlement that would consolidate Central-Eastern Europe through concessions to Germany. As stated by Alexander Kirk, the US charge in Berlin, regardless of ethnic composition of German and Soviet “areas of interest” of 1939, the frontier resulting from a “fourth partition of Poland [...] may in time develop into one of the major geographical and political frontiers in Europe” assuring stability and more stable environment of this region17. After the signing of the Atlantic Charter in August 1941, it became apparent that any solution to Central – Eastern European issues would be solved according to the Anglo-Saxon vision of liberal transformation of the middle of Europe under terms of democratization and creation of free trade areas18. However, although the US concept of a territorially “self-satisfied unit in Central Europe” envisioned regional stability, cohesion and market economy, the American non-recognition policy and alleged limitless interference to ensure peace, hardly conformed with a sense of national interest of Poles, Czechs or Hungarians19. 

	Moreover, in the United States a fear of another economic depression that could hinder liberalism at home and abroad, contributed to the notion of an ultimate settlement for “all peoples” in Eastern Europe under conditions of the “Open Door”20. Liberal policymakers, including President Roosevelt himself and his close associates, like Adolf A. Berle Jr., sought to pacify this unpredictable “melting pot” of nationalisms and radical ideologies since the latter could negatively affect the social-economic condition of the whole continent and, last but not least, of the US global political credibility as a liberal power. Therefore, in order to disarm Eastern European “troublemakers”, like Poland, Roosevelt “would not particularly mind about the Russians taking quite a chunk of [Polish] territory”21. However, since the US ideal of applying a “Good Neighbor” model in this region was unlikely, Roosevelt apparently turned to the notion of splitting Central – Eastern Europe into small and weak nation-states under inevitable Soviet hegemony22.  By the final stage of war in 1944 the US planning for Central – Eastern European affairs involved Berle’s notion to establish “a cooperative continental system economically unified” at least west to the Soviet frontier23. Although the liberal foreign policy elite did not insist on opening the markets of Poland, Hungary or Romania, it stressed the exchange of eastern raw materials and food with western industrial products, thus assigning Eastern Europe merely the position of resources and agricultural producer. As a result, the US liberal vision particularly aimed at preventing the creation of regional self-sufficient political or economic blocs which would hinder a general “natural” flow of commerce. Indeed, as argued by William A. Williams, any closed national border was seen by liberal circles as an obstacle to permeable political and economic relations based on an “Open Door” concept24. According to this liberal notion, in 1944 the Committee on Post-War Programs on Germany assumed that “the significance of frontiers be reduced through the development of international organization and of freer international economic relations”25. 

	Since the US foreign policy establishment opposed any renewed spheres of influence in Central – Eastern Europe the clash with the Soviet and British designs seemed inevitable. Actually, however, Roosevelt’s vision at the Yalta conference coincided with Joseph Stalin’s objectives to control Eastern Europe, dismember Germany and weaken the Western European powers26. It emphasized the solution for Poland as an introduction to the concept of the Europe of regions, which – in opposition to the closed zones – assumed elimination of “artificial barriers” that blocked the evolution of Europe towards a more cohesive, predictable and peaceful environment under the impact of democratisation and commercialization of almost every aspect of human life.27 In fact, Roosevelt did not object to assigning the supervision of this Eastern European transformation to the Soviets perceived as “getatable”, in contrast with the “troublemaker” Poles, who had already made the US president feel “sick and tired” since they were referring to the frontier issues “all the time”28. 

	Notably, these American assumptions and prejudices changed very little in comparison to the US view of Central – Eastern Europe at the start of war when a kind of continental unity was imagined in Washington for the benefit of the US economic expansion. Indeed, the American liberal perspective foreshadowed the postwar Western European integration; however, it was also ideologically close to the communist internationalism and the Soviet managerial system praised by the New Deal ideologues and opinion makers since the 1930s. In the summer of 1945 even a renowned theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, who compared “communist moral utopia” to Western liberal-democratic ethic, neglected “the defects of the Russian system…that will free many serfs in eastern Europe and will come as an emancipator to millions”29. Unfortunately, Niebuhr failed to define what kind of further liberation from servitude was allegedly deserved by Eastern European nations after the end of war. 

	Ironically, although the ultimate Cold War division of Central – Eastern Europe and the escalating U.S. – Soviet dispute undermined the progressive optimism of the US foreign policy elites, the sense of international crisis also facilitated their commitment to restore belief in the liberal ideal of a “civilized minority”, both internally and globally. It was George F. Kennan, one of the most respected American postwar diplomatic figures who openly despised “the rule of the majority” during international challenges in favor of meritocratic “conglomerate minority composed of professional politicians and powerfully organized special interests.”30 Through his “long telegram” and an article of 1947 he emphasized a close connection of Central – Eastern European affairs with Germany, and with the political condition of the United States due to the paradoxical perception of both the Soviet danger to the West and the USSR’s liability to collapse under pressure of liberal economic dynamics. Indeed, according to Walter LaFeber, the origin of the Cold War laid neither in the direct Soviet threat to security of the United States nor to Western Europe. In his opinion, the U.S. approach to Eastern Europe derived from the ideological outlook of the American foreign policy elite on Central - Eastern Europe since the latter became separated by the Soviets in a way ‘abhorrent’ to the conviction that “the American system can only work globally”31. 

	One of the most peculiar representations of this liberal approach was a remark by Secretary of Commerce Henry Wallace in 1946, who insisted on “an open door for trade throughout the world” by “friendly” competition of capitalist and communist systems in Eastern Europe to “gradually become more alike”32. Wallace’s comment not only echoed earlier observations of Niebuhr on the East – West ideological convergence, but also corresponded to the James Burnham’s wartime theory of global managerial revolution33. Hence, the U.S. Cold War policy originated less from any particular threat of Soviet domination over Central – Eastern Europe than from a global competition between two universalist visions of the world represented by Anglo-Saxon liberalism and totalitarian communism. Actually, Walter Lippmann called earlier for a peaceful order based on “historic civilized communities” including both the “Eastern regional system” under Soviet control and the US-led “Atlantic Community”34. 

	However, it was this disturbing notion of similarity between opposing ideologies combined with failure to prevent “the door to be closed against our trade in Eastern Europe” which invited an assault of liberal intellectuals on any concept of political compromise with the Soviets. In particular, it seemed inconceivable to tolerate the competing communist progressivism in this “troublesome” part of Europe perceived by liberal elites as a source of nationalism, authoritarian politics and conflict, so much inconsistent with the Anglo-Saxon sense of universality. For Kennan the whole borderland between Germany and Russia involving Poland, Czechoslovakia and the Baltic states remained “the hotbed” of East European socialism and totalitarian revolution that would yet give rise to eventual “greater liberalism” in Russia, since he viewed totalitarianism as an “essential device of despair” in inevitable development of individual liberty35. 

	Regardless of geopolitical considerations of the Truman Doctrine of 1947, its purpose was primarily to convince Americans that particular threat of Soviet aggression to Central – Eastern Europe, in fact, reflected a general moral struggle between liberty and totalitarian communism36. In the words of Kennan, the goal was to create a global “impression” of the United States “coping successfully with the problems of internal life and with the responsibilities of a World Power.”37 Since “in essence this crisis was internal” it indicated a consistent pessimism about human nature and democracy which “far from promoting authoritarianism, alone can inoculate the democratic faith against it”. This way, domestic and foreign dimensions became organically connected in this Manichean perception of politics as shaped by a kind of religious ethics of good and evil. 

	Due to a perceived decline of Western democratic principles under conditions of growing totalitarian threats and economic disturbances, a notion of “Vital Center” proposed by Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. promised freedom as a “fighting faith” at home and abroad since “there is a Hitler, a Stalin in every breast”38. Actually, the Western moral crisis derived not only from a liberal “inability to comprehend the depth of [communist] evil”, but a disturbing consciousness that communist tyrannies “are frequently the fruit of illusions similar to our own”, as stated by Niebuhr39. Indeed, Niebuhr himself raised his concern over the moral source of this issue as caused not by insufficient faith in humanity but by exaggerated belief in liberal ideals. In his view, the Western worship of democracy, resembling almost a totalitarian creed, denied the fact that “no society, even a democratic one”, like the Americans, could successfully confront its non-democratic enemies by claiming to represent “the final end of human existence”40. Therefore, Schlesinger’s “communion in action” required confrontation with Soviet communism over Central – Eastern Europe not as much for the restitution of political sovereignty of “captive nations” as to determine the international and internal credibility of the United States in relation to the Soviet empire. In other words, the political developments in Poland, Soviet-led communist coups in Hungary and Czechoslovakia in 1948 mattered less to the United States than the global power relationship and its public image.41 

	Ultimately, American liberal disillusion with Eastern Europe inclined Lippman to question costly efforts to create “Jeffersonian democracies” out of “Eastern European peasants”42. By that time, the State Department officials themselves, although still committed to liberal economic and social reform abroad in line with the New Deal, were invariably ready to accept the inevitability of the Soviet sphere of influence in Eastern Europe43. This “realistic conception of humanity”, proposed by Schlesinger, called for “struggle within the world against communism and fascism” primarily in order to overcome the domestic “stagnation, corruption and oppression” since conflict itself was seen as “a guarantee of freedom” able to reunite individual and community in a desired “fruitful union”. Still, the latter notion seemingly disregarded Niebuhr’s warning about “liberal dreams” of “preventive war” and creation of rational order as an ultimate and self-defeating solution to the “frustrations” of modern history represented by insoluble discord among the nations.44

	Whatever the postwar conceptual differences between Rooseveltians and realists in US foreign policy, neither Niebuhr, nor Schlesinger or Kennan ever questioned the liberal principle that the “economic situation is more important than the political one” since the Soviet Union would not control Eastern Europe “unless it receives both moral and material assistance from the West”45.  Indeed, the US liberal opinions regarding Central – Eastern Europe remained closely interconnected with the prospective global expansion of economic liberalism and geopolitical factors. At the Moscow meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers in April 1947 Secretary of State George Marshall only referred to the Central – Eastern Europe in terms of “a continuing political problem” to the “healthful flow of trade and commerce and human intercourse”.46 It is still a matter of controversy whether the United States deliberately imposed interfering conditions on joining the Marshall Plan to make Central – Eastern European states “exclude” themselves from cooperation with the West. But Kennan openly favoured an idea of using the US economic power to “force the Russians” to strengthen “east-west bonds” because leaving the Eastern European nations outside this structure would mean “heavy economic sacrifice to themselves”.47 

	Notably, Washington opposed not only the Soviet domination but also objected to native radicalism of Eastern European states like Poland and Czechoslovakia, which nationalized their industries to the discontent of the United States48. Thus, the American liberal “creed” was destined to face opposition from Soviet communist mentality of “encirclement” as well as from national-territorial notions of security by Poles, Czechs or Romanians. As LaFeber noted, control of their border areas was worth more to those nations “than a billion, or even ten billion, dollars” from the United States, World Bank or the IMF49. Although the Polish government initially expressed interest in economic cooperation with the United States, it gave up its participation in a conference on Europe’s recovery due to both external and internal pressures.50 Still, since the burden of dividing Europe was placed solely on Moscow, the US officials no longer bothered themselves to distinguish between the Soviet Union and her Eastern European satellite states forming allegedly uniform communist bloc. In general, historical complexities of this region rarely concerned policymakers in Washington.

	The US liberal policy failed primarily due to the fact that it was the Soviet Union, not the United States, which gave full attention to Central – Eastern European affairs51. The case for nations located between Germany and Russia was now either the West or the East with very little room for maneuver thus marking a “final death sentence” for any prospective democratic regime in this region. Moreover, the Department of State prioritised the recovery of Western Europe over the interests of Central – Eastern European states, which were deemed structurally dependent on economic cooperation with the West with or without the U.S. aid52. Ultimately, an idea of “one world” faced a division into “two worlds”, no matter how close to each other in their common goal of the “emancipation of humanity”. Although Kennan continued to envisage a European federalized autonomy in a three-world order, his perspective on Central – Eastern Europe as merely raw material producing countries destined to form a “physical and psychic space” for German expansion, remained a rather poor alternative for the Poles, Czechs and Hungarians53. Actually, Kennan’s main problem with the Soviet sphere of influence was not Moscow’s strength but weakness translated as inability to organize the area, including Poland, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia, in terms of political and economic efficiency. However, it was not only the Soviet regime but also the US system in Europe which risked overextension and serious crises. Consequently, also Niebuhr tended to distrust a liberal idea of a world government based on a common democratic principles while turning attention to a more limited “Atlantic community”54. Still, the American liberal credibility relying now on the East – West ideological division, turned Central – Eastern European nations into both assets and hostages to the U.S. global commitments. This way, the American intellectual crisis entailed a certain political cost by turning US foreign policy into “apoplectic rigidity and inflexibility”. Moreover, while U.S. foreign policymakers have been consistently inclined to perceive the crises of American liberalism and democracy through the prism of overseas challenges, the political condition of the United States became irrevocably dependent upon the world affairs and distant conflicts. Although postwar global order seemed to rely on Washington’s will, the United States could not dispense with its foreign commitments thus placing both itself and its prospective Central – Eastern European partners in an increasingly constrained position.

	Ultimately, as correctly noted by Niebuhr, the primary American illusion has always been associated with a “straight path” of all nations toward allegedly liberating “human happiness”. Contrary to this notion, postwar concerns over “authoritarian personality” and skepticism about “universal opinions” in democracy led, in a long term, to the reduction of a “free society” into “lonely and uprooted masses” driven by alienating consumerist “material necessities”, so feared by Schlesinger, instead of producing a cohesive civil community55. As a result, today “liberalism itself is in peril”, as recently claimed by Francis Fukuyama, due to a democratic inability to develop a genuine self-criticism, a social discipline and authority worth dying for56. Instead, the worship of democracy practiced by the Western elites by the end of the 20th century actually contributed to a growing depreciation of liberal-democratic model in Central – Eastern Europe57. Contemporary tense political conditions in this region reveal that a concept of collective security associated with universal “human rights” and economic welfare has always been inadequate to contain political ambition of nations engaged in struggle for identity. In the words of Pierre Manent, Western liberalism “refused to acknowledge that political bodies have particular interests” able to diverge even to the point of war58. Consequently, the results of American-inspired liberal globalization contributed to confused sense of identity and dignity within political bodies of Poles, Czechs, Hungarians, Ukrainians or Russians thus leading to a crisis of Eastern European democracy and increased threat to the world peace. Contrary to the liberal premise, many sovereign nations simply do not want to live together under conditions of liberal-democratic values, which are neither common nor sustainable in every political culture. Ironically, “humanitarian” considerations of common peace may easily translate into universal war59. As stated by Claes G. Ryn and Christopher Lasch, instead of a universal reference to “mankind”, managerial globalism by the “civilized minority” and abstract “peace” through commercialization of human life, democratic solutions should focus on the revival of communities, creation of a decentralized society, local economies and self-restraint in international relations60. It may only be hoped that a decline and failure of American liberal design in Central – Eastern Europe – reflecting a broader crisis of Western liberalism – would contribute to an improved understanding of historical complexities and restore Western values by raised respect for a genuine sovereignty and cultural diversity of our continent.
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	Following the Presidential Election of 2000, George W. Bush sought a strategic approach to strengthen his legitimacy as the newly elected President. His opponent was Al Gore, a prominent environmentalist, and former Vice President in the Clinton administration. During the last years of the Clinton administration, efforts were made to tackle the issue of CO2 emissions and climate change by endorsing the Kyoto Protocol. However, bipartisan resistance led to the protocol's rejection during Congressional approval.

	In what follows, I explore how the George W. Bush administration used the Kyoto Protocol and the environmental issue and what alternatives it tried to present to the international community. However, this perceived selfish and unilateral approach led the Democratic party's utilization of environmental issues as a political weapon.

	Understanding the historical context of these events offers insights into the evolution of environmental communication frameworks, showing how the environmental political frontlines froze in the early 21st century.

	The literature on American political polarization typically focuses on the dividing cultural issues, or how party identity influences the perceptions of national challenges. However, relatively little attention is given to environmental concerns and the climate change. The origins of partisan divides over environmental issues are explored in Norman J. Vig’s Environmental Policy in the 1980s: Reagan’s New Agenda, where the authors examine how the Republican Party started to dismantle the environmental consensus in the wake of the energy crises of the 1970s, which were seen as a threat to American national interests. This shift compelled the Democrats to recognize environmental concerns as a “sleeper issue” with the potential to boost voter turnout for their candidates (Mitchell 1984, 70). Since then, polarization over environmental issues has intensified, fueled by both parties. The process has been monitored since 2000, and all results point towards increasing polarization (McRight and Dunlap 2011, 167). By 2024 environmental policy and climate change had come to be perceived so differently along US party lines that it appears as if Americans are living in two distinct realities (Kennedy and Tyson 2024).

	 

	1. A Contested Election

	The American Presidential Election of 2000 is controversial not only because of its contested results and the mediatized aftermath, but also because of its impact on the institution of the presidency. Immediately after the election a research conducted by Gallup revealed that approximately 19% of each presidential candidate’s supporters expressed unwillingness to accept the other candidate as a legitimate president (Newport 2000). This is particularly intriguing not only because questions of legitimacy were rare in the history of American presidential elections, but also because similar concerns arose two times in the last twenty-four years. Prior to the Presidential election of 2000, the scenario in which a candidate would lose the electoral college but win the popular vote had occurred only once before, in 1888, when Benjamin Harrison defeated Grover Cleveland (Erikson 2001, 33). The campaign was characterized by a balance between the candidates. Bush maintained a lead throughout the conventions, but Gore began to gain a narrow lead as the race progressed. By September the contest had tightened considerably with Bush regaining lead after the first presidential debate. Despite the fluctuations Gore managed to retain control of his key battleground states throughout the election campaign which underscores the tightness of the race from the beginning (Erikson 2001, 33).

	Similar to the Presidential election campaign of 1992, the presence of a third-party candidate probably influenced the outcome, and as a result, drew blame from the losing side. Ralph Nader’s presidential bid under the Green Party likely had a negative effect on Al Gore’s campaign in two ways. Nader’s target audience were the voters who perceived Gore not progressive enough. Nader himself stated that he entered the race because he believed certain issues were underrepresented within the Democratic party. In interviews, Nader acknowledged that his candidacy potentially cost the election for the Democrats, but he was driven by a desire to push the party further to the left (Zuesse 2014). Nader’s agenda can be interpreted as a reaction to the Clinton administration’s moderate policies. Following the successful Republican administrations of Ronald Reagan and George H.W. Bush, the American left understandably anticipated a more distinctly Democratic administration under Clinton. However, in the political landscape Clinton governed as a moderate, demonstrating willingness to compromise, and his economic policies were rooted in neoliberal principles. These stances may not have resonated well with the more progressive factions of the Democratic party.

	During the election, Gore faced the difficult task of balancing the need to appeal to the left to maintain their support while presenting himself as a moderate candidate capable of attracting undecided and moderate voters.

	In the first presidential debate the key issues were tax rates, social security, and the healthcare system. Al Gore notably emphasized the environment among his top three concerns, outlining an agenda focused on investing in education, healthcare, the environment, retirement security, and implementing tax cuts for the middle class (The Commission On Presidential Debates 2000a). 

	In the debate the issue of energy security also came forward. Between 1999 and 2000 the prices of two key energy carrier commodities experienced significant increases. The price of crude oil surged from $34.45 per barrel in April 1999 to $58.79 per barrel by August 2000, resulting in a notable rise in fuel prices (Macrotrends 2024). Furthermore, the prices of natural gas, utilized for heating and energy generation, also experienced an upward trend during this period. This increase contributed to a small-scale energy crisis in the United States (Hallman 2024). Gore also mentioned that Bush’s plan of energy security involved opening up the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge for oil exploration (The Commission On Presidential Debates 2000a).

	The discourse highlighted the divergence between old utilitarian environmentalist approaches and Gore’s proposed solution to address the energy resource challenges in the United States. While Bush advocated for opening up ecologically sensitive areas for resource exploration, Gore proposed a complex, comprehensive plan. Gore’s plan included a market incentive for domestic oil and gas production, coupled with tax incentives to spur the development of new, more efficient technologies in heating, energy production and the automotive industry. In contrast, Bush primarily emphasized the importance of domestic resource development and the necessity of resource exploration within the United States. He did not deny his plans about Alaskan oil exploration and also mentioned the development of a trans-American pipeline (The Commission On Presidential Debates 2000a). 

	Positioning the energy issue as a matter of American sovereignty, Bush argued that the country’s reliance on international oil trade rendered it vulnerable. This approach mirrored the Reagan administration’s framing of American energy security as a national interest despite the glaring disparity between the minor oil crisis of the 2000s and the energy crises of the 1970s. Throughout the first debate, Gore adopted a notably moderate stance, particularly on environmental issues, emphasizing the importance of developing clean technologies. While not opposed to fossil fuel usage, Gore advocated for environmentally responsible utilization, echoing aspects of Jimmy Carter’s energy policy plants in the late 1970s.

	During the second presidential debate, environmental issues were discussed in greater detail, with the topic of global warming emerging for the first time in a debate between American presidential candidates. Gore reiterated his message on the necessity of cleaner technologies, framing it in a manner that was intended to appeal to those concerned with American economic hegemony. He argued that incentives for new technologies, particularly in the energy and automotive industries, would benefit the United States in two significant ways. Firstly, it would create jobs and rejuvenate American industry, with a particular focus on the role of Detroit and the Great lakes industrial area. Secondly, Gore contended that newer technologies would enhance the American industry’s presence on global markets, focusing on the developing countries which —according to Gore— were reaching a stage in their development where they needed to improve the poor energy efficiency ratios of their economies and increase their standards of living in conjunction with environmental safety (The Commission On Presidential Debates 2000b).  

	In this debate, Bush did not shy away from discussing environmental issues but approached them from a different angle. He emphasized the utilization of locally available energy sources, reiterating the idea of tapping into the potential resources lying under the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, but he did not explicitly mention the oil industry. Instead, Bush proposed natural gas extraction as a clean energy source alternative, particularly citing the reserves in Prudhoe Bay, proposing its transportation via pipelines to the contiguous United States. Regarding the issues of environmental pollution and conservation, he stressed the need for down-to-earth, practical solutions and the importance of the involvement of local communities, emphasizing the importance of property rights in environmental protection, stating, “If you own the land, every day is Earth Day” (The Commission On Presidential Debates 2000b).

	Upon reviewing the presidential debates we can observe the evolving environmental perspective of the Democratic and Republican parties. The Democrats, led by Al Gore, championed expansive government programs in the spirit of New Deal, partnerships, and international agreements. Gore’s discourse of energy politics during the debates echoed the Carterian approach, advocating for well-regulated fossil energy production until a better, cleaner technology became available. It is important to mention that Gore did not shy away from using religious rhetoric when addressing environmental concerns. His discussions were characterized by moderation, coupled with optimism and faith that technological advancements were enough to resolve pollution issues in the medium term. 

	Bush’s stance during the debates is particularly intriguing. His communication reflected a Republican environmental framework with distinct principles. Firstly, he prioritized American energy security as a national interest placing environmental protection secondary. While his stance was rooted in the Reaganite tradition, Bush’s rhetoric was less confrontational, avoiding branding environmental opponents as un-American. Secondly, he advocated for federal cooperation with states, local authorities, communities and residents, resembling Nixon’s New Federalism concept, devoluting powers, finances, and responsibilities. Bush also embraced a cautious approach towards global environmental agreements, similar to the George H. W. Bush administrations. He was open to discussing global environmental initiatives only with irrefutable scientific evidence, while making sure that American economic interests would not be compromised. 

	It is also important that while Bush did not refute the existence of anthropogenic climate change, he expressed concern about the imperfections in scientific results. These moments can be viewed as predecessors of the climate skeptic frame gaining traction in the American right after Al Gore’s transformation into a national figurehead vehemently voicing his concerns and the anticipated perils of climate change after 2006. Bush successfully laid down the foundations of a Republican environmental framework which intended to facilitate meaningful multilateral discussions on environmental issues, a feat his father was incapable of. He successfully created a Republican position on a topic that was viewed as generally more favorable for the Democrats.

	The election results on November 7, 2000, sparked controversy. The slim margin between the two candidates prompted Gore, who appeared to lose the election, but was initially declared the winner in the first exit polls, to request a recount in Broward, Miami-Dade, Palm Beach and Volusia counties in Florida. The certified results declared George W. Bush as the winner but Gore contested these results. Upon this request the Supreme Court of Florida ordered a recount of seventy thousand votes, which was halted by the Supreme Court of the United States (Barstow and van Natta Jr. 2001). To underscore the thin margin of election results it is noteworthy that the difference between George W. Bush and Al Gore were 537 votes in favor of the former, out of the total electorate of 15,982,378 residents of Florida (U.S. Census Bureau 2000).

	The outcomes and court decisions undermined trust in the American democratic system, particularly among Democrats. There was a perception that the Bush teams sought the decisions of the more conservative-leaning United States Supreme court over the more Democratic leaning Florida Supreme Court. Moreover, Florida state’s rulings were viewed as potentially biased towards Bush, given that his brother, Jeb Bush, served as the State Secretary of Florida at the time (Avery 2007, 333–339; Kincaid 2001, 202). The controversial Presidential election of 2000 marked another milestone in the polarization of American political life, which continues nowadays and extends to environmental concerns as well.

	 

	2. The Environmental Actions of the George W. Bush Presidency

	The legacy of the George W. Bush presidency remains contentious in contemporary discourse. The period is widely regarded as a time when partisan division in American politics deepened, and the Bush administration’s environmental actions are portrayed as selfish, and heavily influenced by industry and lobby interests. In the following I explore the most important environmental actions of the George W. Bush administration beginning with its symbolic decision regarding the Kyoto Protocol, which significantly shaped the media perception of the presidency.

	On March 29, 2001 only two months after assuming office, the President’s team announced the United States’ withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol ratification process (Borger 2001). The Kyoto Protocol itself faced criticism for its flaws, and the Byrd-Hagel resolution of 1997 ensured that even after President Clinton’s signature Congress would not ratify the agreement. Before announcing the withdrawal from the ratification process, a group of Senators, including Chuck Hagel, the co-sponsor of the resolution, penned a letter to the president looking for insights on his stance regarding emission control and the Kyoto Protocol. In his response President Bush repeated his stance from the campaign trail. He acknowledged global climate change as an important issue but also highlighted his concerns that the Kyoto Protocol’s targets would exempt a significant portion of the world’s countries, placing a disproportionate burden on the United States in the environmental and economic transition. He also referred to the bipartisan skepticism towards the Protocol, citing the Byrd-Hagel resolution itself. George W. Bush argued that the existing frameworks of the Clean Air Act and the introduced market incentives and pollution quota trade mechanisms were adequate measures. He stood by his opposition to include carbon-dioxide among the Clean Air Act regulated pollutants, echoing the Reaganite argument suggesting that labelling CO2 as a pollutant and establishing emission targets for it would lead to a shift in energy production, resulting in higher energy prices, potential energy shortages and less competitive American economy (Bush 2001). 

	The media reaction to the President’s announcement regarding the Kyoto Protocol was harsh. Caricatures emerged, and the Bush administration was accused of isolationism and selfishness. Despite efforts from allies to persuade the United States to reconsider its stance, National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice informed the European ambassadors in a straightforward manner that from the United States’ perspective, the protocol was dead (Borger 2001). Japan, a crucial ally in the Pacific, expressed grave concern over the American decision (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 2001). The question arises: why would an incoming Republican presidency willingly take the blame for sinking an international environmental agreement, even one perceived as flawed? Due to the Byrd-Hagel resolution, the non-ratification of the protocol had been accepted as a fact among decisionmakers since 1997. With the resolution enjoying a bipartisan support, the prospect of ratification remained virtually impossible, regardless of the new administration’s stance. Reversing the resolution was also unlikely, and the reworking of the whole Protocol would have taken years of negotiations. We might speculate that the president aimed to bolster his administration’s legitimacy by throwing a controversial topic—likely to cause a division along party lines— into the political arena. This move could have been intended to rally his own supporters while alienating the opposition, thereby deepening partisan division in environmental politics. Also, it is important to note that the refusal of participation would echo the rhetoric of previous Republican administrations, emphasizing such topics as energy security, economic competitiveness, and sovereignty in multilateral affairs. However, this argument is countered by the fact that the president’s approval rating did not notably change during this period. Research indicated that his approval rating averaged 58.6% in February, while in April and May, approximately one and a half months after the announcement regarding the Kyoto Protocol, it averaged 57.2% (Gallup 2024). Nevertheless, the symbolic decision about the Kyoto Protocol can be interpreted as a message to core Republican voters, aiming to emphasize continuity in Republican administrations, and evoke memories of the politically successful Reagan era. By this the President’s team might have been intended to align the new administration with core Republican values and principles, thereby solidifying support among the party’s base. By vocally rejecting the Kyoto Protocol, and not intending to compromise of reform it, the administration may have sought to portray itself as steadfast in its commitment to American primacy and evoke a sentiment experienced under the Reagan administration.

	Nonetheless, the withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol had a detrimental impact on the Bush administration’s international reputation, drawing condemnation not only from the scientific community, but also from key allies (Falkner 2005, 585). While it is acknowledged that all parties recognized the flaws within the Protocol, the manner the Bush administration handled the issue was seen as indicative of unilateralism and lack of cooperation even with the closest allies.

	Also, it is important to emphasize that the post-9/11 focus on national security and military interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq temporarily overshadowed environmental concerns, providing sufficient weapons for the opposition to attack the President. Consequently, the George W. Bush administration lacked a comprehensive environmental policy but reacted to certain needs instead often drawing from the precedents set by previous Republican administrations. 

	Yet, the subsequent pressures, including the public outcry following events such as Hurricane Katrina in 2005, and the transformation of his formal opponent, Al Gore, into an environmental talking head prompted the administration to propose alternative environmental measures. 

	In terms of international environmental cooperation, the Bush administration followed the examples set by the second Reagan and the George H.W. Bush administrations. While withdrawing from the Kyoto Protocol, the administration showed willingness to engage with international partners on other fronts. In May 2001, a month after its announcement about the Kyoto Protocol, the Bush administration signed the Stockholm Convention On Persistent Organic Pollutants, indicating a willingness to collaborate on issues not compromising national interests. Also, an international environmental agreement with a limited scope, the Inter-America Tropical Tune Conventions was hosted and signed by the Bush administration in 2003. The Convention’s goal was to implement a measure to protect migratory fish (Falkner 2005, 597).

	Another notable international environmental agreement that the Bush administration participated in is the Asia-Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate. At its core, the Partnership represents an international private-public partnership where participation and the adoption of measures are voluntary. It serves as an example of how Republicans approached international environmental efforts with American leadership in the early 2000s. The signatory countries of the Asia-Pacific Partnership included Australia, Canada, India, China, Japan, and the United States. The charter underlines that the Partnership’s objectives are similar to those established by the United Nations, and emphasizes that it aims to complement, not replace the Kyoto Protocol (Asia-Pacific Partnership On Clean Development and Climate 2007, 1–2).

	The conservative nature of the Partnership is evident in its language regarding established goals. While the UNFCCC primarily focuses on environmental concerns, notably greenhouse gas emissions, climate change, and pollution, the Asia-Pacific Partnership incorporates objectives connected to economic development, such as the notions of “clean development” and “poverty eradication”. The primary aim of the Asia-Pacific Partnership was to establish a voluntary, non-legally binding framework for cooperation among members in developing, deploying, monitoring, and exchanging technologically or policy-wise innovative solutions. 

	The reception of the Asia Pacific partnership was twofold. With less diplomatic friction, binding emission targets, and low public accountability on the goals, Republicans were enthusiastic about the partnership. Business interests also embraced it because the decision-making mechanism made sure that no decisions with detrimental effects on the economy would go through. In the meantime, proponents of large, comprehensive international environmental agreements —such as the Kyoto Protocol— viewed the Partnership merely as a token gesture, demonstrating that the United States had not entirely forsaken the international community on environmental issues (Pugh 2015, 47–49.)

	The Bush administration’s symbolic withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol, abandonment of the consensus-seeking environmental policy approach of the Clinton administration, and reinstatement of industrial interests in both domestic and international energy policy and environmental legislation sparked bitter resistance from environmental NGOs, certain states, and the Democratic Party. This resistance proved to be more robust and influential compared to the opposition against the environmental policies of the Reagan administration, which exhibited far less interest in environmental protection than the George W. Bush administration.

	 

	3. Unconventional Reactions and An Inconvenient Truth. 

	Criticizing the Bush administration’s environmental policies proved to be challenging after the 9/11 attacks. Although political opponents identified key issues on which to challenge the president, the post-attack atmosphere of national unity needed different rhetorical frames and strategies. The Bush administration’s environmental actions were met with criticism not only from political opponents but also from NGOs and the scientific community. While some of these reactions gained significant media coverage, others were primarily political in nature. During the campaign and the initial months after his inauguration, President Bush pledged to support active collaboration with states, particularly in environmental initiatives. This pledge echoed the Nixonian New Federalism approach, which was also seemingly endorsed, at least in rhetoric, by the Reagan administration in the 1980s. However, this support for state cooperation quickly dissipated as the administration shifted towards a more centralized approach. This shift aligned with the effort within the executive branch to establish a more administrative, imperial like presidency (Rabe 2007, 414).

	Observing the federal government’s reluctance to address major environmental concerns, states took matters into their own hands with rather innovative approaches. In 2003 when the Bush administration suggested introducing a cap-and-trade system to manage mercury pollution nearly every state implemented mercury emission reduction policies. This response was prompted by scientific evidence indicating that even levels of mercury contamination considered safe according to the federal standards could pose significant public health risks (Rabe 2007, 427). 

	In July 2006, the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, Tony Blair, a staunch supporter of President Bush, traveled to Los Angeles to meet with California’s Republican governor, Arnold Schwarzenegger. During their meeting, California and the United Kingdom forged an agreement to collaborate on reducing greenhouse gas emissions and jointly address climate change. This agreement included mechanisms for technology and information sharing between agencies. More significantly, both parties expressed their will to establish an emission trading system reminiscent of the principles outlined in the Kyoto Protocol (Wintour 2006).

	The states’ independent initiatives to tackle environmental issues, in direct opposition to federal policies, did not garner significant media attention, unlike the prominent advocacy of Al Gore in the fight against climate change. Gore’s role is significant because it focused media attention on the environmental issues once again, stemmed environmental political efforts among intellectuals and in the movie industry, and once again, tied the environmental cause to the Democratic Party.

	In 2004 former Vice President Al Gore crossed paths with film producer Laurie David at a town hall meeting on global warming following the premiere of the environmental disaster movie The Day After Tomorrow. Laurie was deeply moved by Gore’s presentation on climate change, prompting her decision to transform his talk into a full-length feature film. With a financial background secured Laurie and Gore embarked on producing the movie enlisting director David Guggenheim to join their endeavors (Blair 2007).

	The film titled An Inconvenient Truth premiered in 2006 and it is essentially an illustrated talk on climate issues by Al Gore. Its primary objective was to raise awareness and alert the public to a planetary emergency resulting from global warming. The film’s political message was not particularly hidden and not just because of Gore’s role as a narrator. Reflecting on the contentious presidential election campaign of 2000, Gore greets his audience with the line “I am Al Gore. I used to be the next President of the United States.”

	Throughout the movie, Gore delves into the scientific consensus on global warming, highlighting both its current and projected future effects. He emphasizes that according to him global warming “is really not a political issue, so much as a moral one” (Revkin 2006; Rainer 2006).

	The movie premiered on May 24, 2006, receiving widespread acclaim and garnering numerous accolades. It was showcased at both the 2006 Sundance Festival and the 2006 Cannes Film Festival. In 2007, the film earned two academy awards: Best Documentary and Best Achievement in Music Written for Motion Pictures. The film’s popularity and significant media attention thrust Al Gore and the issue of climate change into national and international headlines. As a testament to his efforts, Gore was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, which he shared with the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the UN IPCC (The Nobel Prize 2007).

	Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that Al Gore’s emergence into the national spotlight in 2006 encouraged other Democrat-leaning public figures to speak out about environmental issues. However, the manner in which they proceeded risked alienating those who did not align entirely with the narrative presented. This approach has caused deeper ideological division in environmental political issues ever since. 

	As a result of the heightened media attention, the Bush administration felt compelled to address the raised climate issues. As the Republicans approached an election year, they failed to construct a comprehensive narrative on climate change. However, they tuned down the climate skeptic rhetoric that appeared in the early years of the Bush administration to minimum.

	On April 16, 2008, President Bush delivered a speech in the White House’s Rose Garden, highlighting the environmental efforts and accomplishments of his administration. While the President’s stance on said issues remained largely unchanged, it marked a significant acknowledgement that climate change was indeed a genuine concern demanding attention. He stood by his position regarding the Kyoto Protocol and advocated for a pragmatic, market-based approach. During his address, he outlined a plan aiming for the United States to cease the escalation of its greenhouse gas emissions by 2025 (The White House 2008). 

	While the President’s speech was significant because it acknowledged climate change as a critical issue demanding resolution, its impact was minimal. By April 2008, the sobering news of the impending economic crisis seized public attention, shifting the economy to the forefront of voters’ concerns (Pew Research Center 2008). Additionally, President Bush’s popularity and job approval ratings were notably low, therefore his public appearances posed a liability for John McCain, the anticipated Republican presidential candidate during his election campaign (Simon 2008; Cooper 2008).

	 

	4. Conclusion

	The George W. Bush administration marked a significant chapter in American environmental politics and the history of climate change. During his campaign, Bush promised a common-sense approach to environmental issues, embracing a mildly “climate skeptic” rhetoric, emphasizing imperfections in scientific data on climate change. Once in office, his environmental policies and international cooperation mirrored the strategies of the George H. W. Bush and Reagan administrations. This continuity could have offered Democrats a familiar target, as they already had a well-developed narrative criticizing previous Republican environmental strategies. However, the post-9/11 political climate made such criticism ineffective. As a consequence, the mainstream media and the film industry assumed a greater role in shaping public perceptions of the Bush administration’s stance on climate and environmental issues, including international cooperation.  Following Al Gore's emergence as an international environmental advocate, the Bush administration and the Republican Party intended to discuss environmental issues; however, they struggled to craft a compelling narrative around their policies that would capture public attention. As a result, environmental and climate change issues have become tied to the Democratic Party.

	The election of Barack Obama in 2008 brought substantial changes within the Republican Party. The once-fringe right factions began to undermine the center-right rhetoric that had characterized the Party. The rise of the Tea Party movement and, later, Donald Trump’s presidency further complicated efforts to establish a coherent Republican environmental policy. Instead, climate change denial and conspiracy theories gained traction.

	Today, the partisan divide on environmental matters has become entrenched, and meaningful political cooperation on climate change in the United States is overshadowed by a political tribal war. Future research aims to map the political processes surrounding environmental issues and climate change, as a deeper understanding of these dynamics could help NGOs, individuals, and policymakers to address these critical challenges more effectively.
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	1. Introduction

	In this paper, I draw on evolutionary theory to demonstrate how humans rely on an incomplete model of reality and are, therefore, constantly seeking new information about the unknown dimensions of existence. Supernatural stories inspire curiosity by featuring events and agents that violate our core intuitions about the laws of physics and causality. Since the earliest times of storytelling, humans have imagined supernatural realms, beings, objects, and abilities, which manifest our desire to explore beyond our immediately observable world.

	From a literary perspective, religious narratives also often describe otherworldly, fantastic realms and phenomena in ways that may parallel speculative fiction. While rooted in specific belief systems, these narratives function similarly: they construct unverifiable, imagined realities, propose metaphysical frameworks, and offer explanations that challenge or extend the world we know. However, unlike other forms of speculative storytelling, religions have frequently evolved into institutions and established traditions. In doing so, they have not only proposed supernatural claims but have also sought to categorize, organize, and police the domain of the supernatural. Religious institutions have strategically distanced themselves from the perceived fictionality of the speculative by asserting their authority over the boundary between the speculative and the real worlds and stories about them. They negotiated this by positioning their narratives as truth claims: narratives that depict not merely imagined worlds, but transcendent realities. In this way, religious institutions that dominated the public discourse on the supernatural attracted followers by offering them a narrative lens through which they could take a glimpse into the otherworldly, presented as a knowable reality.

	I approach religion as a social construction, as a historically contingent institution and, following Asad, as a “discursive tradition” (1986, 7, 14): a set of narratives, symbols, and practices transmitted over time, subject to interpretation, regulation, and contestation. The power of religious institutions has increasingly lost its ability to occupy a privileged position among the narratives that engage with the supernatural. In this shifting discursive environment, other forms of supernatural storytelling—particularly those emerging from speculative fiction—have gained prominence as cultural rivals. I argue that speculative fiction has emerged as a modern competitor to religion by providing alternative narratives about the supernatural. To maintain authority and dominance within the religious field, religion, however, needs to continually reassert itself as the primary and legitimate source of supernatural storytelling, often by limiting, discrediting, or excluding competing narratives. The backlash against the Harry Potter universe, popularized through books (1997-2007) and movie adaptations (2001-2011), reveals how religious institutions deploy discursive strategies to re-assert control over the supernatural domain, particularly in a post-World War II context in which their power to dominate discourse has significantly declined. 

	In what follows, I begin by outlining key tendencies of secularization in the United States after World War II, with a particular focus on how mainstream churches responded to the Harry Potter series through acts of religious censorship. I then draw on Rodney William Bainbridge’s (1985) theory of the religious marketplace to examine why humans are attracted to religious systems and their narratives about the supernatural. Building on this, the next section explores the broader evolutionary and cognitive reasons behind human fascination with the supernatural and the otherworldly. Finally, I turn to the contemporary culture wars, examining how religious institutions and cultural actors compete for discursive power over supernatural storytelling in a pluralistic and secularized cultural landscape.   

	 

	2. Harry Potter re-enchanting the world

	In 1937, an official American poll, Gallup, measured US denominational membership at 73%. In 1999, the number decreased to 70%. In 2018, the rate was 50%, and the numbers continued to decline, reaching only 47% in 2020 (Jones 2021). The statistics provide evidence for the crisis in church membership. Meanwhile, the popularity of fantasy fiction books featuring magic, like Harry Potter, has increased since the turn of the millennium. Pesce (2018) estimated that Rowling and the Wizarding World created a franchise worth $25 billion. The attention that Harry Potter books attracted resulted in a backlash from religious institutions, labelling them as revolving around witchcraft, satanism, and the occult. Rowling’s Harry Potter novels are not the only example of fantasy fiction becoming a competitor to religion. Although appearing on various top ten book lists, Philip Pullman's His Dark Materials (1995-2000) was rated second on the US Banned Books list. The reaction to Pullman’s novels included calls to burn the books (Boucher and Charlotte 2022, 26, 28). 

	In 2000 and 2001, Harry Potter books were first on PEN America’s list of banned books in the US, often labelled as promoting witchcraft and satanism, attacked by religious groups, and demanded to be removed from school libraries. A religious group, Freedom Village USA, for example, wrote about Harry Potter groups designed to recruit children for Wicca. A school in East Toronto, Canada, decided to restrict access to Harry Potter books (Šarić 2001, 7). In 2002, the Cedarville school board in Ohio restricted access to Harry Potter volumes after a parent, Angie Haney, claimed they promoted witchcraft and a disregard for rules. In 2006, a staff member in Mallory School in Atlanta, Georgia, claimed: “It’s mainstreaming witchcraft in a subtle and deceptive manner, in a children-friendly format. … The kind of stuff in these books—murder and greed and violence. Why do they have to read them in school?” (NBC News 2006). In 2007, the National Coalition Against Censorship reported that the Gwinnett County School Board in Georgia rejected a parent’s—Laura Mallory’s—plea to remove Harry Potter books from the school libraries (NCAC 2006). 

	In 2019, St. Edward's Catholic School in Nashville, Tennessee, removed Harry Potter books from the school’s premises. The ban was ordered by Father Dan Reehil, pastor of both the church and the school, who asserted: “These books present magic as both good and evil, which is not true, but in fact a clever deception. The curses and spells used in the books are actual curses and spells, which when read by a human being risk conjuring evil spirits into the presence of the person reading the text. I have consulted several exorcists, both in the United States and in Rome, and they have recommended removing the books from circulation” (Meyer 2019). 

	But not only Christian churches have regarded speculative fiction as a competitor. In 2005, Al-Mukhtar Al-Shinqiti, Director of the Islamic Centre of South Plains, Lubbock, Texas, said: “Traditionally, there is almost consensus among Muslim scholars that learning magic is haram. They base their argument on the verse mentioning people who learn magic: ‘And they learn what harms them, not what profits them. And they knew that the buyers of (magic) would have no share in the happiness of the Hereafter. And vile was the price for which they did sell their souls, if they but knew‘ (Al-Baqarah, 102)” (Islam Online).

	Moreover, the US is not the only place with religious institutions banning Harry Potter. In 2022, the series was prohibited in schools in the United Arab Emirates because they contained material deemed to be offensive to the Islamic faith by the authorities (BBC News 2002). An informant, who went to a Protestant elementary school in Hungary, reports that in 2002 his school tried to suppress Harry Potter to protect students from “occult” and “satanic” themes. From 2009 to 2018, Saudi Arabia’s anti-witchcraft police banned Harry Potter and other works of fiction deemed to contain “satanic themes” (Iaccino 2017). 

	Religious censorship, however, is not a new phenomenon. In 1606, the English Parliament passed the “Act to Restrain Abuses of Players,” which prohibited and penalized the use of profanity and the irreverent invocation of God’s name in theatrical performances. The Catholic Church also engaged in extensive censorship: for example, it placed John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) on the Index Librorum Prohibitorum in 1732 which remained on it until 1900. Thus, the relevant question is not why religious censorship occurs, but rather why religious censorship failed in the case of the Harry Potter books.

	 

	3. What fantasies may come?

	Stark and Bainbridge (1985) hypothesize that religious institutions compete with one another in the religious marketplace by attracting believers with rewards and compensators. A reward is a benefit gained in this world for adhering to a particular religious tradition. Religions offer rewards to their followers in terms of money, power, status, belonging, identity, or position. In addition to rewards, religions promise a future benefit, a compensator. Stark and Bainbridge argue that, unlike other institutions competing for followers (i.e., political, economic, and national institutions) that also use compensators, religions use supernaturally based general compensators, such as happiness, eternal bliss, paradise, and meeting with loved ones after death (1985, 23). This is why, in their account, secularization in the sense of cessation of religion is impossible. Naturalistic systems, such as political or national institutions, cannot supplant supernaturalistic ones because they cannot offer a sense of otherworldliness (1985, 3).

	They suggest that, unlike other types of institutions, religions attract followers primarily by offering supernatural general compensators. However, as religion becomes established and thus starts dealing more with worldly issues, such as politics, organization, and finances, it becomes progressively thisworldly. Its followers begin to perceive it as any other institution. Some may become disenchanted and question if their church can provide supernatural compensators, which may contribute to increasing secularization or the search for another source of the supernatural, becoming one of the contributing factors to the emergence of new religions or a schism in the body of a religious institution. These new, initially smaller religious groups attract followers by offering a newfound sense of the otherworldliness (Stark and Bainbridge 1985, 2). However, these movements may also become institutionalized over time, entering the same organizational and cultural circle as traditional churches did earlier, ultimately losing members to the forces of secularization and other religious communities. Therefore, for Stark and Bainbridge, secularization is not a single event, but a recurring process followed by religious revival each time, which inspires religious innovation.

	Stark and Bainbridge (1985) draw on historical, sociological, and anthropological accounts of religion to support their theory; however, they do not fully address why humans are interested in the otherworldly or why religious promises appeal to followers in the first place. In the case of naturalistic general compensators, such as wealth or social status, the ability of the institution to deliver can be rationally evaluated. One can rationally assess whether the institution is capable of fulfilling its promises before committing to its beliefs and practices. Religious institutions require significant commitment without any rationally demonstrable assurance of fulfilment. Should we assume that believers take these promises for granted? Such an assumption seems to conflict with the core premise of rational choice theory, which holds that individuals make calculated decisions based on expected or guaranteed rewards.

	 

	4. Curiosity about the otherworldly

	The Australian jewel beetle (Julodimorpha bakewelli) almost went extinct because males were not interested in mating with the females. Instead, they went to “mate” with beer bottles that Australians threw near their haunts. The beer bottles were shiny and the same shade of brown as the female beetles. If Australia had not changed its bottles, the beetles would have gone extinct (Hoffman 2019, 22-39). Why did jewel beetle males prefer beer bottles over females? Hoffman argues that the optic systems did not evolve to help animals see reality but to enable them to look for its aspects relevant to fitness (2019, 53-74). He compares our perceptual experience of the world to icons on a computer desktop. These icons are not real in themselves; rather, they serve to simplify complex computational processes and present only functions relevant to users (Hoffman 2019, 155-176). Just as experienced programmers understand the underlying complexity behind the interface, they also recognize the illusion it creates. However, when it comes to our perception of reality, we have no direct access to the underlying programming or to the true nature of our reality. For jewel beetles, the key perceptual “codes” used in mating behavior appear to be simple cues: “shiny,” “a particular shade of brown,” and “the bigger the better.”

	Humans may also have similar perceptual limitations, though these are harder to detect because we all share the same species-specific tools for interpreting reality. Hoffman (2019, 62-74) posited the Fitness Beats Truth (FBT) theorem, which states that optic systems did not evolve to perceive objective reality, but to prioritize fitness traits that enhance survival and reproduction. He tested his theory in simulations based on game theory, which involved animals with varying degrees of perceptual accuracy, measured against an abstract metric of Truth. Some animals could perceive objective reality with high accuracy, while others could not. In almost all simulations, organisms that perceived reality accurately went extinct. In contrast, organisms whose perceptions were tuned to detect information primarily relevant to Fitness but not so much to Truth survived. That is, evolutionary success favored organisms with perceptual systems optimized for Fitness, which victoriously survived and reproduced (2019, Chapter 4). 

	Drawing on animal research, Sjolander (1997) argues that there is no evidence to suggest that the human perspective on reality is inherently more accurate than that of any other animal. The model of reality we, humans, have and the way we perceive reality helps us to better adapt to our environment (1997, 598). We cannot perceive any part of reality beyond the limits of our senses; what we perceive is designed primarily to help our survival and reproduction, and not our understanding of reality as it truly is. However, building a model of reality that enables effective navigation of the world is essential for survival. Such a model must simultaneously simplify the overwhelming complexity of sensory information and direct our attention to features most relevant to Fitness. 

	Stories, therefore, can be understood as heuristics that help shape our mental model of reality, guiding us on what to notice and what to avoid. This process reinforces evolutionarily significant aspects of our model. No matter how fantastical a story-world may be, fundamental themes like love and friendship remain essential. Furthermore, exploring elements of our cognitive model through the medium of storytelling can inspire us to imagine previously unseen aspects of reality, such as electricity, oxygen, or magnetism, which may prove advantageous for survival and adaptation.

	Our cognitive model of reality is neither perfect nor all-inclusive, but it is constructed on experiences of our own and those of others shared with us. What we hear and see, and the stories we tell each other, help shape our collective consensus reality. However, aspects of reality that do not fit our existing model naturally draw our attention. This explains why events that contradict our consensus reality can so easily hijack our focus. We are constantly on the lookout for ways to improve our model, seeking new information that enables us to refine our worldview and open up novel adaptive opportunities. During the Medieval period, for example, magnetism was often interpreted as the influence of demonic forces. It was practitioners of magia naturalis (“natural magic”) who pointed out that magnetism arises from occult (Latin for “hidden”) forces (Hanegraaff 2013, 22). The interest in something that seems to violate our intuitions can spark curiosity and lead to the discovery of laws of physics we did not understand before.

	Magic tricks are a perfect example of how attention is captured, as what they present violates our intuitive understanding of reality. When confronted with such violations, we face a choice: either modify our mental model to accommodate the new observation or interpret the phenomenon in a way that fits within our existing model. I argue that it is this tension – teetering on the edge of reality – that attracts readers to supernatural storytelling. This dynamic also explains why many horror stories deliberately play with the ambiguity between supernatural and psychological explanations, a phenomenon Todorov referred to as hesitation (1970). The psychological explanation of supernatural events involves integrating the observed phenomenon into our consensus reality, providing us with a sense of control and security. Failing to resolve this tension exposes us to the frightening realization that reality may not be as stable or safe as we would like to believe.

	In a series of experiments with both children and adults, Subbotsky (2010) demonstrated that participants were most likely to engage in explanatory behavior when confronted with scenarios involving the supernatural, more so than with novel or counterintuitive events. Findings from experiments 1 and 2 of this study show that both children and adults were more drawn to impossible events that appeared intuitive than to possible events that were counterintuitive. However, experiments 2 and 3 revealed that participants’ curiosity peaked when the situation suggested a possibly supernatural element, particularly when it was also a novel or counterintuitive case. 

	Subbotsky explains this phenomenon by positing that supernatural phenomena like magic allow us to break away from the mundane world (2010, 498). Although I agree that distancing is an important aspect of magic, I would argue that curiosity in this case is primarily driven by facing gaps in our cognitive model of reality. The explanatory behavior observed in Subbotsky's experiments suggests a desire to integrate the supernatural into our consensus reality. No matter how novel or counterintuitive, new technology does not elicit the same level of existential discomfort because it is not perceived as a threat to our mental model of reality.

	When it comes to other forms of information gathering, we learn about people, new objects, and environments mostly through direct experience. However, our interaction with the supernatural is primarily mediated through narrative. Supernatural storytelling, therefore, offers us an opportunity to explore supernatural realms beyond ordinary perception. Other types of supernatural experiences, such as those induced by drugs, rituals, or magic tricks, are comparatively rare and often require integration into a narrative to be understood. These experiences are typically interpreted as tricks of the senses and thus do not challenge our intuition in perceiving reality.

	 

	5. Who owns elsewhere?

	Religion is much more than stories about the supernatural. Individuals are born into religious traditions, they celebrate religious holidays with their families, baptize their children, and bury their loved ones in accordance with their tradition. However, I would argue that the promises religions offer make sense because humans are curious about dimensions that lie outside of the consensus reality. Our survival mechanisms prevent us from fully conceiving or accepting the reality of our own annihilation. Using our imagination, we project our lives into an “elsewhere,” a realm beyond our immediate reality. Whether born into a religion or converted, we find religious stories meaningful because they allow us to glimpse into realms of the imagination beyond consensus reality—the otherworldly.

	Supernatural stories are powerful tools that capture human curiosity toward the otherworldly by introducing elements that reveal gaps in our model of reality. Furthermore, our interest in supernatural stories reflects a need to integrate and organize aspects of human experience that cannot be explained by the rational mind, such as destiny, the afterlife, and a sense of divine justice. Thus, religious institutions specialize in capturing attention by offering supernatural compensators (Stark and Bainbridge 1985). In many ways, religious institutions resemble other types of institutions: they are communities centered around a body of shared beliefs, symbols, rites, and rituals, providing their followers with a sense of identity, belonging, and status. However, they differ fundamentally insofar as they produce and sustain narratives about the supernatural. Historically, this unique role meant that the primary competitors of religious institutions were other religious institutions.

	As a result of secularization—particularly accelerating after World War II—churches were gradually losing their power over the public sphere. This decline in religious dominance over the discourse on the supernatural opened the door for a new and gradually growing competitor: speculative fiction.

	To illustrate this shifting cultural landscape, we can use the Google Ngram Viewer to analyze the frequency of the words religion and magic in the corpus of English fiction from 1800 to 2022 (Figure 1). Until the 1920s, the word religion appeared significantly more often. As of the 1970s, however, the word magic has grown increasingly prevalent. By 2022, the relationship between these two words in English fiction had effectively inverted, compared to the 1830s. Comparing the words faith and magic (Figure 2) reveals a similar pattern, with a breaking point appearing in the 1980s. While distant reading alone cannot fully substantiate claims about changes in the religious marketplace, these trends are certainly indicative of broader cultural transformations.

	 

	 

	Figure 1. Frequency of the words religion and magic in English fiction, 1800-2022 (Google Ngram)
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	Figure 2. Frequency of the words faith and magic in English fiction, 1800-2022 (Google Ngram)
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	The religious marketplace in the West has undergone considerable changes since World War II. The magical culture that had been suppressed since the 17th century by both religious and emerging scientific institutions began to reemerge in the public sphere, not simply as a counterculture, as it had been before the war, but increasingly as part of the mainstream (Hanegraaff 2019, 149-150; Partridge 2004, 40). This shift is mainly a result of secularization, most evident in the decline of institutional religion’s power to dominate the public sphere. In the vacuum left by this decline, a new form of religiosity has emerged: the New Age. Tracing the history of Western esoteric culture, Hanegraaff (2005, 42-43) argues that postwar spirituality—unlike earlier esoteric traditions rooted in Christianity, especially before the 18th century—is fundamentally embedded in secular culture. New Age does not represent a return to pre-modern spirituality, but the emergence of a new religious paradigm.

	Speculative genres are inherently filled with supernatural signifiers, as they set their narratives on the borders of consensus reality. McAvan (2010) argues that postmodernism collapses the distinction between the sacred and the profane, allowing popular culture to function as a space where spiritual meaning is explored outside institutional religion. Focusing on texts like J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter (1997-2007), Dan Brown’s The DaVinci Code (2006), or J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings (1937-1949), and TV series like Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997-2004), Stargate (1997-2007), The X-Files (1993-2004), and Battlestar Galactica (2004-2008), McAvan argues that these narratives are consumed “for an experience of the transcendent ambivalently situated on the boundary of formal religious and spiritual traditions” (2010, 7). These texts are created for capitalist entertainment and profit-making purposes—yet are saturated with spiritual signifiers. The fantastic postmodern sacred, argues McAvan (2010, 8), is characterized by a virtual, electronic, and globalized culture of pastiche, and it emerges from New Age religiosity.

	This is not a postmodern phenomenon, however. In Homer’s Iliad (800 BC), for example, Thetis informs Achilles that he will not see the fall of Troy. Should he return to the battle, he will die, earning eternal glory. In a similar vein, in William Shakespeare’s Macbeth (1623) the witches highlight the supernatural dimension of historical events, reminding us that our destiny is not only shaped by our actions but also influenced by higher powers. Both works are filled with supernatural signifiers. 

	 

	6. Conclusion

	This study has examined how, in the aftermath of World War II, the authority of institutional religion to dominate the supernatural economy in the United States declined significantly. This shift opened the way for a proliferation of diverse supernatural narratives across various media platforms. The backlash against speculative fictional works such as Harry Potter (1977-2007) reveals discursive strategies employed by religious institutions to expel competing sources of the otherworldly from the religious field, in an effort to reassert control over the supernatural domain. However, the repeated failure of these efforts highlights a broader cultural shift, which point to how institutional religions have lost much of the narrative authority they once held over supernatural discourse in the public domain.
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	1. Introduction

	“I think the killer, his methodology and his actual crimes were endemic, not only to our characters, but to the world we were dealing with,” (Sepinwall 2014) showrunner Nic Pizzolato shared on the ending of True Detective’s season one, which focused on a cult murdering children and women, with men from the police, church, and political institutions being involved in the abuse. The trope of elites committing sexual crimes in secret often appear in real-life conspiracy theories—from Anti-Catholic convent captivity stories to Pizzagate—and in fiction, demonstrating how the idea of gross misconduct by the powerful both fascinates and terrifies us. While extensive commentaries (e.g. Beck 2016; LaFrance 2022) and academic research (Butter 2014 and 2020; Uscinski and Parent 2014) have explored conspiracy narratives in both real and fictional contexts, further study of cultural products, such as television series employing similar narratives, can deepen our understanding of how conspiracy theories may operate in fiction. This study explores the specific ways in which the depiction of a cult at the center of the narrative in season one of True Detective illuminates the potential of conspiracy theories to function as a key narrative tool. By interpreting the investigation process as an act of conspiracy theory creation, this paper demonstrates on how such theorizing can be used to simultaneously reinforce and interrogate dominant social systems, such as gender hierarchies. By highlighting the conspiracy aspect of the narrative, this paper argues that conspiracy theories in fiction—especially when conspiracies are validated in the story—can serve unique narrative purposes, connecting truth, power and social practice.

	After a brief overview of the plot of True Detective’s first season, I outline three key theoretical frameworks that guide this study, each followed by the corresponding analysis of the series. First, I introduce the concept of protective masculinity, examining how the behavior of the two protagonists aligns with its core characteristics. Second, I explore the intersection of conspiracy and crime fiction, arguing that the act of theorizing serves as a strategy through which protagonists in crime fiction respond to a perceived crisis of masculinity—a dynamic that is justified in the series once the existence of the cult is revealed. Third, by drawing on Gray Cavender et al.’s (1999) work on reality crime programming and the portrayal of women, I analyze the depiction of female victims in the series. I argue that convergence of these two elements—the exposure of a secretive elite conspiracy and the consistent depiction of women primarily as victims—contribute to the construction and reinforcement of the protective masculinities associated with the two protagonists. However, by offering an alternative reading of the cult plot, I also consider the critical potential of conspiracy narratives, arguing that the conclusion of the season can be read as a commentary on the consistent and pervasive nature of gendered violence in the universe of True Detective. To further support this proposition, I reflect on how this legacy of violence also appears in the fourth and most recent season of the series.

	 

	2. A linear timeline of season one of True Detective

	True Detective is an anthology series, with seasons one through three created by Nic Pizzolato, and the fourth running under Issa López. In the first season, which this analysis focuses on, two Louisiana police detectives, Rustin “Rust” Cohle and Martin “Marty” Hart investigate a series of cult-related killings over a total of 17 years across eight episodes, jumping back and forth between three plotlines. In 1995, Rust and Marty investigate the murder of Dora Lange, connecting it to the case of a missing girl, Marie Fontenot. They are eventually led to Reggie and Dewall Ledoux, who Rust and Marty suspect were responsible for the crimes. Without authorization, the detectives infiltrate the Ledoux compound, killing the two men and finding two young children they have abducted. Later, Rust and Marty lie, claiming they were attacked when arriving at the scene.

	Next, the story picks up in 2002, where things seem to have settled into a sort of normalcy for both men—that is, until Rust finds out that Lange’s murderer is still at large. He becomes obsessed with the case again, which lands him in conflict with the police chief. Meanwhile, Marty’s relationship with his wife, Maggie, is hanging on by a thread, as he is continuously cheating on her. Maggie sleeps with Rust, and Marty and Rust get into a fistfight, after which they do not speak for 10 years.

	In 2012, the investigation of the Lange case opens again when two detectives start to suspect Rust of having been involved with the murder. Rust reaches out to Marty and shows him evidence of a cult that had been ritualistically abusing women and children. The two men connect the crimes to the Tuttle family, who we see to have considerable influence in the state. Although the show remains somewhat elusive about the details of the Tuttle cult, it is revealed that multiple politicians, religious figures, and other prominent people have been involved in it. Rust and Marty find Errol Childress, who is the illegitimate grandson of a Tuttle family-head, implied to be the last remaining “practicing” member of the cult. In the final altercation between the men, Rust and Marty are severely injured. They manage to kill Childress, but the investigation’s end is only half-satisfactory. Although the Tuttle cult has largely faded away by the 2010s, the remaining figures of the Tuttle clan seem to have power in Louisiana still. As a testimony to this, no one is taken to justice after Childress’ death, and both the FBI and the state Attorney General deny that Childress was related to the Tuttle family. He is taken to be a lone perpetrator of the crimes that are uncovered when his property is searched.

	 

	3. Protective masculinity in crisis

	I propose to investigate Rust and Marty’s characters as embodiments of protective masculinity in crisis; thus, we must turn our attention to the concept of protective masculinity first. Katarzyna Wojnicka defines it as a form of masculinity that has men provide “financial support and/or physical protection to dependent women and children [and where] the man’s role is seen as the ultimate sacrifice, as he is the one who serves the dependent ones and makes sacrifices to provide them with security” (2021, 3). However, service does not equal subjugation, and protective masculinity is not subservient—it is in fact his power that enables the protective man to step up in this role, and “the protected individuals need to recognize and accept the authority of the protector and their own subordination. Otherwise, the dissenting person or a group can be denied protection” (Wojnicka 2021, 3). In the case of True Detective, this protectiveness is compounded, as the protagonists are designated keepers of order due to their occupation, too. The ability to offer protection—and to possess the control that comes with it—is not just personal but a professional commitment, too. Rust and Marty perform this protective role in distinct manners that ultimately have similar consequences.

	When it comes to Rust, his past trauma informs him of the way he views the world and behaves during the investigation. Following the death of his daughter in a car accident, Rust’s marriage fell apart, and he was transferred to the narcotics division. After killing a meth addict who injected his child with drugs, Rust was offered the choice of either going to prison or taking on undercover work. Rust took the deal, spending four years as a cartel member, which led him to become addicted to narcotics. After recovering in a psychiatric hospital, he went back to work—refusing the offer of retirement—now as a homicide detective. As a result of his traumatic past, he suffers from hallucinations, substance issues and is shown to have difficulty forming relationships (he makes one failed attempt at dating in the show). Moreover, he is uncaring for his own body and safety, subjugating both to the investigation: he is willing to go on narcotics again to go undercover, he does not sleep during the case, his apartment is barely furnished. “Bodies participate in social action by delineating courses of social conduct—the body is a participant in generating social practice” write R. W. Connell and James W. Messerschmidt (2005, 851). For Rust, his body becomes a non-factor, a mere tool to fulfil his protective role. At the same time, the audience recognizes that this is a deeply unhealthy endeavor. The practices involved in maintaining hegemonic forms of masculinity, then, may ultimately also harm those who are involved in the performance.

	Michael S. Kimmel investigates how middle-class white American man’s anxiety and needs “to prove his masculinity at every turn” (2006, ix) turns to anger amid social changes that make it increasingly difficult to successfully perform what Kimmel calls “self-made masculinity” (2006, 216). Economic factors, deindustrialization, immigration, and women’s entry into the public have challenged traditional white manhood, Kimmel argues, with many men perceiving themselves as failing to meet changing social expectations. In this process, their anxiety to perform their masculinity turns into anger over a (perceived) failure to do so (2006, 216). In True Detective, the narrative consequence of a conspiracy might be a similar process. As the existence of the cult becomes increasingly clear, the two detectives feel an increasing need to demonstrate their protective masculinity. Rust descends into obsession trying to get to solve the case. His need to reinforce his role as a protector becomes increasingly marked by anxiety. Marty, on the other hand, becomes angry—he lashes out towards his family, responds with aggression when learning that his wife slept with Rust, and is quick to turn to violence when his teenage daughter, Audrey, is caught having sex with two young men, aged 19 and 20. Marty lashes out at Audrey, but his anger does not stop there: seeking out the two young men in the next episode as they are in holding, he threatens them: they either take his beating or will be charged with stat rape. “Man’s game charges a man’s price” (“Haunted Houses,” 3:40–3:43) he tells them, conceptualizing Audrey as his property to own, protect, and barter with. Audrey’s body, her virtue is Marty’s responsibility. However, after the beating, he walks out to his car and throws up, which highlights that even he is aware of the hypocrisy of his act (meaning he is not chaste or innocent either) and his moral corruption (using his authority as a detective to go into the jail and assault two young men). The role of the ideal paternal figure who protects his daughter clashes with the reality of Marty as a father as well as with the conduct that is expected of a model officer.

	As both men illustrate, “attempting to live up to masculine ideals can put men at risk inside families as well as outside them” (Adams and Coltrane 2005, 241): Rust is uncaring of his own wellbeing when in pursuit of the perpetrators, alone and alienated from people around him, while Marty, despite posturing as a religious family man, goes against the very morals he purports to uphold. Nonetheless, the show in many ways legitimizes their protective masculinity, through two narrative avenues that I will examine in the next section.

	 

	4. Conspiracy against women?

	“Gender is always relational, and patterns of masculinity are socially defined in contradistinction from some model (whether real or imaginary) of femininity” (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005, 848). In the case of True Detective, the two factors that justify the protective masculinity exhibited by Rust and Marty are the existence of the satanic cult and the way women are presented in the series. The men feel sensible in their violence against the perpetrators as well as in their conspiratorial thinking because both are done in protection of women. In the following, I outline how detective stories might structurally be connected to conspiracy fiction, and how the act of detection may be read as conspiracy theorizing. After that, I reflect on the victimization of women as portrayed through the conspiracy, paying particular attention to the figures of Dora Lange and Marty’s wife, Maggie, in order to demonstrate how their depictions reinforce the construction of protective masculinity. 

	 

	4.1. Conspiracies in crime fiction

	Conspiracy narratives in fiction might be analyzed in terms of their relationship with real life events or theories. For example, The Manchurian Candidate (1959) and its adaptations (1962; 2004) reflected Cold War era theories about brainwashing (Melley 2008), while Oliver Stone’s JFK (1991) took on Kennedy assassination conspiracy theories (Grenier 1992). In a similar vein, Joseph P. Laycock (2015) examines how True Detective season one interacts with the real satanic panic of the 1980s. Laycock’s main argument is that moral panics can shape popular culture and vice versa in a continuous loop of anxiety-feedback. He criticizes Pizzolato’s evoking of the real satanic panic in interviews, as it resulted in an influx of sensationalist headlines about the “real” events behind the show (2015, 220–1). What problematizes Pizzolato connecting the real and the fictional, Laycock argues, is that during moral panics, so-called cult cops investigating alleged ritualistic abuses “did much to legitimate claims of satanic conspiracies. The hunt for cultists led to the persecution of innocent people, and lives were ruined” (2015, 221). Laycock correctly highlights how—in this case satanic—conspiracy theories are closely connected to popular culture, and that depictions of these crimes often influence how the wider public assesses the possibility of such actions. In addition, “[w]hile True Detective is a work of fiction, because Pizzolatto invoked this event, it is also a public conversation about the plausibility of satanic cults” (Laycock 2015, 221–2). Laycock’s argument is that at first the show is critical, at points even mocking, of the idea that the police, the media, and political institutions are all involved in some secret conspiracy. However, as the allegations prove to be true in the narrative, the series abandons the critical tone it originally took. When Pizzolato hinted that the show’s premises had historic grounds, journalists, seeking the attention of readers, jumped at the opportunity to report on the controversial and unsubstantiated stories of the satanic panic, and the show reinvigorated interest in the original theories (Laycock 2015, 223). Cultural products, such as this television series and various articles written on it, mutually affirmed one another in their invocation of the (alleged) real-life conspiracy.

	Similarly to Laycock, my focus will be on the cult narrative, particularly the implications of the conspiracy proving to be true. I take the investigation process typical of the detective story— creating hypotheses for how a crime was committed and by whom—to be an act of conspiracy theorizing. For this, it is important to understand that a conspiracy theory is a narrative that attempts to explain some significant event as a result of the secret machinations of a group of people (Uscinski and Parent 2014, 32) who are both evil and deliberate in their actions, actively trying to further their goals while disadvantaging another segment of society (Giry and Tika 2020, 114). While my reading of the investigation as a conspiracy-making process might not be applicable for every detective story, as not all investigations lead to some shadowy group committing crimes, in the case of season one of True Detective, it is fitting to consider Rust and Marty’s sleuthing as a partially sanctioned form of conspiracy theory creation. Sanctioned, because as law enforcement officers they are permitted to come up with such theories—even though ordinarily, conspiracy theories are outside of the framework of acceptable public discourse [Barkun 2003, 83]—but only partially, for when they get closer to the Tuttle cult itself, the powers entangled with it try to prohibit them from looking into the matters deeper. Nonetheless, it is certain that the show legitimizes a form of argumentation that is usually stigmatized and considered to be the faulty reasoning of the fringes (Bezalel 2021, 675). In True Detective, producing conspiracy theories about satanic elites is presented as a valid way to interpret events in society, and Rust and Marty are rewarded for their mistrust in authorities as their position of righteous protectors is ultimately reinforced.

	To interpret the series, Michael Butter’s works (2014; 2020) will be of particular use, as they outline the classic fictional conspiracy narrative and its two narrative pivots. Butler writes: “At the first one, the protagonist realizes that something is going on and starts to investigate; at the second one, s/he finally understands what is going on, as all the pieces of the puzzle fall into place” (2014, 25). At the first narrative pivot, the protagonist comes to understand that their previous perceptions have been wrong. Connectedly, Peter Hühn calls attention to how the detective novel is a genre that depends on defamiliarization and a temporary state of “textual indeterminacy” (1987, 455). During the investigation, he notes, “automatically ascribed meanings” (1987, 454) are lost, the signification process becomes de-automatized, and “the enigma of the murder endows the everyday world with a rich potentiality of unsuspected meanings” (1987, 455). In another study on conspiracy theories in films, Butter adds that accordingly, the plot of such narratives is typically driven forward by the investigation, that is, by the “cognitive labour of the protagonist” (2020, 462) to try to untangle these new meanings. 

	Expressed in the framework of this study, the narrative of the detective conspiracy story is impelled by conspiracy theorizing. And in such an ambiguous situation, where the very order of reality seems to be completely uprooted, an avenue opens for the conspiracy theorist to introduce new, previously repressed narratives to the conversation. In the case of True Detective, this is evidenced when Rust begins to speculate that political and religious leaders are conniving to hide their decades of abuse of power. Although putting forward such a theory was previously inconceivable (the other police officers in the show are not as keen to contradict their higher ups as Rust is), the ritualistic murder of Lange created a fault line in the epistemic order of the show, making conspiracy theorizing not only possible and permitted, but necessary for the story to move forward.

	When the protagonist realizes that reality is not as it seems but (potentially) the handiwork of some scheming, malevolent forces, another important problem arises: they are thrust into crisis. Broadly, this is a crisis of meaning, of signification, or of knowledge. In the case of True Detective specifically, and other male-led crime stories generally, it may also be a crisis of masculinity. Butter writes that in this case, the crisis is a result of the male detective finding himself in a situation where “nobody believes him and he begins to doubt himself” (2020, 462). Taken all together, the cognitive work of the (male) detective, his scheming and conspiracy theory creation, then, is an effort to both reconnect signifiers and meaning and to reassert certainty in his masculinity. Once the protagonist finds out what really is going on, the textual indeterminacy is resolved, and signifiers gain their new, now correct, meaning. If the second pivot is successful — in case of a conspiracy narrative, the shadowy actors are revealed — the crisis is averted (Butter 2020, 462). The conspiracy narrative in True Detective is interesting to consider for two reasons. First, the conspiracy in the show is not just theory but fact. Throughout the investigation, we find out that Rust was correct to suspect that powerful men were behind the disappearances and deaths in the Louisiana bayou area. He was justified in being a conspiracy theorist. Second, despite Rust and Marty finding out about the Tuttle cult, the second unveiling in the show is only partial. Both factors have important implications for the way the narrative of season one may be read, especially in relation to the way men and women are presented on screen.

	 

	4.2. The women of True Detective and masculinity in crisis

	In an aptly titled essay of “Cool story, bro” for The New Yorker, Emily Nussbaum (2014) describes how her initial excitement watching True Detective slowly waned as the story unfolded week by week. While the show postures as a complex take on the murder mystery with its jumbled timeline and cult-imagery, viewers might, Nussbaum writes, “take a close look at the show’s opening credits, which suggest a simpler tale: one about heroic male outline and closeups of female asses. The more episodes that go by, the more I’m starting to suspect that those asses tell the real story” (2014). Indeed, in a lot of ways, True Detective is a clear-cut conspiracy detective story, with its underlying theme being bad guys protecting women from worse guys. The roles of men and women are, at times, strikingly conventional for a project that many praise for its thematic nuance.

	The crime genre tends to exaggerate character archetypes, party to highlight and problematize the crisis of knowledge that arises with the first narrative pivot (Boltanski 2019, 5). This archetypicality extends into gender relations, often resulting in crime shows reinforcing traditional gender roles. Gray Cavender et. al (1999), for example, examined the construction of femininity on America’s Most Wanted (1988-) and found that episodes usually foregrounded feminine vulnerability in the face of male brutality. Moreover, as the authors write, the show emphasized the whiteness, youth, and beauty of the female victims, which were prerequisites for them to be “ideal” or “legitimate” victims of hegemonic masculinity (1999, 645). Here, Cavender et. al borrow Nils Christie’s concept of a “suitable victim” (1986, 3), who analyzes the criminal control system as if it were a screenplay, emphasizing that dichotomy—for example, between a white victim and a black perpetrator—is an element in the success of the penal system as a drama (1986, 3). In True Detective, Dora Lange is the paradigm of a perfect victim. She is young, white, attractive, and a sex worker—traits that make her the ideal target to be investigated by the compound male-detective in two ways. She is a model subject of the male gaze, while at the same time is also the object of male paternalism as a vulnerable sex worker. (Not incidentally, the perpetrators we see are men, most of them visibly older than her, illustrating Christie’s point on clearly separated roles in penal plots.) Lange’s introduction illustrates this position perfectly: the first time the audience sees her, she is already dead. Her body, bound up in a kneeling position, is completely naked, her long hair, with its beauty contrasting the gruesomeness of her death, covering her face. The fact that the show is littered with scenes of gratuitous female nudity and that in later episodes we see similar young, white women in various stages of undress in decidedly sexual scenarios further establishes Lange’s position as the object of the male-detective gaze. In other contexts, her body would be the object of (mostly Marty’s) sexual desire. Now, however, she is to be prodded and her wounds to be documented. What is more, before Lange is shown at all, the camera lingers on the expressions of Rust and Marty for a moment. The first encounter with the victim is through the eyes of the two men, foregrounding their reaction to her murder. It seems that the show is not satisfied enough with the shock that the body of Lange would cause; instead, Rust and Marty must act as intermediaries for the audience to truly appreciate the cruelty of the crime.

	The other victims that we encounter throughout the series are similarly victimized. Most are either children or young women, many of whom are doing sex work. Victimized on the one hand or sexualized on the other, women seem to be stuck in extremely limited roles that are always in relation to the male protagonists. It follows, then, that the crisis brought on by the Lange-murder is one of masculinity with an unmistakably paternalistic edge to it: after the murder—and the realization that Marie Fontenot’s disappearance is related to it—Rust and Marty are shaken in their certainty that they can protect the children and women around them, both as officers of the law and as husbands/fathers. Their crisis of masculinity stemming from their inability to perform their protective roles results in a desire to right this (perceived) failure. And the show itself reinforces the righteousness of this desire: when Rust and Marty do indeed find the two children in the Ledoux shed, one of whom died because of the abuse they suffered, one would hardly argue that the two men should have waited for permission to go and investigate the site. By placing these characters into the focus of the narrative and highlighting their defenselessness, the show also rationalizes the wrongdoings of the two detectives—something that the characters are aware of, too. In episode three titled “The Locked Room,” the two protagonists have the following conversation:

	 

	MARTY. You wonder, ever, if you are a bad man?

	RUST. No, I don’t wonder, Marty. The world needs bad men. We keep the other bad men from the door. (44:45–45:04)

	 

	The scene conveys a central theme of the series: whatever law Rust and Marty are about to break, their actions are ultimately condonable, as there is a bigger evil that they are fighting. Because they are positioned to be protectors, their ends justify their means, no matter what those might be. This is why their extrajudicial killing of the Ledouxes and their subsequent lying under oath about the event is never punished. It is, instead, presented as a necessary transgression for the greater good.

	Kevin J. Cimino, in a highly entertaining study, collects every crime Rust committed across season one, finding that he “could have cumulatively faced a maximum of 781 years in prison, plus two potential life sentences and two potential sentences for capital murder in Texas” (2016, 89). However, illustrating the show’s intended effect of making us sympathize with Rust and Marty’s goals, he nonetheless concludes: “[d]espite all of the laws broken by Rust Cohle […], his bravery and search for the truth and justice, albeit somewhat misguided, is evident throughout all eight episodes” (2016, 89). 

	By having vulnerable groups be the victims of the crimes, the show not only permits Rust and Marty to infringe on rules in a legal sense, but also sets an appropriate background for their conspiracy theorizing. The crimes are so shocking and cruel that even a type of discourse usually frowned upon becomes appropriate. While typically there is a myriad of negative connotations associated with conspiracy theorists, in the show, creating theories is a completely valid way to argue. If in our everyday life conspiracy theories are invalid, in True Detective, the exact opposite is true. In the end, it is revealed that there is in fact a secret cult of powerful people conspiring against vulnerable populations, hindering the few good guys in law enforcement who want to protect the victims. Rust and Marty were right to speculate about it not only because the crimes affected defenseless children and women, or because of the crisis of meanings the first narrative pivot of the story brought about, but they were also correct in their assumptions: there really is a group of powerful, evil men in the shadows, and had Rust and Marty not connected the dots, they would have remained hidden forevermore. Thus, arguments that in real life are typically confined to the fringes of political ideologies become a powerful narrative tools, used to enforce the message that the world really needs these bad men to keep worse threats at bay, by any means necessary.

	 

	5. Conspiracy as criticism of a violent system

	At the same time, offering some nuance on his writing process—and perhaps indirectly addressing Nussbaum’s criticism regarding the one-dimensional portrayal of women on the show, Pizzolatto expressed:

	 

	[i]f someone were, I think, to read my prose, they would find it populated with rich female characters. My challenge was, if somebody only exists in relation to Cohle and Hart, […] they need to become vivid and imply a history and dimensionality in one or two lines. (Sepinwall 2014)

	 

	According to Nussbaum, the women in True Detective lacked both historical context and dimensionality, existing primarily as narrative devices and not fully realized characters. While Rust and Marty, she writes, “are avenging women and children, and bro-bonding over ‘crazy pussy,’ every live woman they meet is paper-thin” (2014). Similarly, Michael Mario Albrecht deftly points out that the “masculinity and identity crisis of its two straight White male protagonists account for much of the character development of the show’s first season” (2020, 15). The women are mere set pieces for the development of Rust and Marty: they are “[w]ives and sluts and daughters,” writes Nussbaum (2014), to which one may also add: victims. Women exist only in relation to the main leads, and they seem to be in positions where they are bound to be exploited to some degree. Rust’s dead daughter and divorced ex-wife, Marty’s string of younger women who he cheats with, his daughters who he neglects, one who he hits in a scene, and his wife, who he also gets physical with, besides cheating on. One moment that colors this picture is when Maggie—who Nussbaum harshly deems “an utter nothing-burger, all fuming prettiness with zero insides” (2014)—, in an act of revenge on Marty, sleeps with Rust. Even so, it is telling that for Maggie to gain control over her situation, she must embody both the seductress and the transgressor. She must be both sexually available/appealing and cruel. In order to retaliate against Marty’s infidelity, Maggie must stoop to his level, inflicting harm on someone else in the process. Notably missing from the narrative is any possibility of a healthy resolution to their marital issues; the story permits only “an eye for an eye” logic.

	Overall, as Albrecht highlights, the themes of masculinity, femininity, and gendered relationships are central not just the plot but also to the conversations that surround the show, and in these conversations, “the question of whether the show is misogynist is less important than the fact that nuanced discussions about gender and power found a platform and an audience with a broad circulation” (Albrecht 2020, 7). Intentionally or not—whether one takes the “paper thin” women of the show to be commentary on the patriarchy or simply less than stellar writing —, Pizzolatto weaves a tight narrative where the cruelty vulnerable groups face is raw, revealing that it is not only the named and unnamed perpetrators, that is, members of the Tuttle cult, who are complicit in sustaining patriarchal violence. The existence of the conspiracy (i.e. the cult) illustrates the undercurrent of brutality that children and women face in the True Detective universe, where Rust and Marty themselves are products and wardens of the system. On the other hand, the conspiracy theorizing that was validated by the protective masculinity of the main characters was the key to catch Errol Childress and stop his serial killing. Ideally, we could read this to be a liberating paradox: the patriarchal system sowed the seed of its own destruction, as Rust and Marty’s identities as protectors are the main drive behind their investigation that eventually leads to the death of Childress. However, such ideal conclusion is never reached in the story—but this in itself is a meaningful twist in the narrative, and an innovative way to utilize the conspiracy that drives the conflict of the show to give another layer to the story.

	As we saw, the fact that the conspiracy theory about the cult of elites turns out to be true, therefore morphs into a real conspiracy, affirmed Rust and Marty’s positions as protective men, sustaining the gender stereotypes that many crime stories operate with. Protective masculinity, if we understand it to be in service of the continuation of gendered hierarchies, does not deconstruct patriarchal relationships (Wojnicka and de Boise 2025, 14). At the same time, the cult’s existence can be read as meta-criticism of the violence the women on the show face. The show itself—whether intentionally or not—highlights how the violence inflicted upon women and children is a backdrop for the personal development of the two male leads: female trauma is relevant in relation to masculine pain, and it remains a focus of the narrative only as long as it overlaps with Rust and Marty’s journey. The two protagonists fight hard to bring the killer(s) of Lange and Fontenot to justice, but they are only successful to a certain degree when they kill Childress. The show ends on a note of resigned acceptance: Rust and Marty did what they could, but they cannot turn back time, nor can they save everyone. They faced powers beyond their reach, and though they put a dent in the cult’s practices, it seems that the violence that the children and women faced on the show is not going to go away in a sweep of arrests and systemic change. As John S. Nelson highlights, a conspiracy may be used as a trope in cultural products to analyze the workings of political, societal, etc. systems (2003, 502). A conspiracy (theory) on screen, then, can be just as much a tool for criticism, if not empowerment, as it can be a justification of certain gender performances.

	Time Magazine’s James Poniewozik (2014) expresses sincere surprise that “this dark, brooding series, this recruitment video for nihilistic pessimism, this express elevator to the sub-sub-subbasement of human degradation would end up… Hopeful? Optimistic? Even spiritual?” Indeed, in his near-death hallucination, Rust finds himself closer to his family than ever since his daughter’s passing, hearing her and his father speak to him again. The conclusion of the show is a moving, meaningful take on the cliché of the healing potential of hope in life. Such a finale does not cheapen the story—on the contrary, after eight episodes of, at its least extreme, bleak and, at its worst, deeply traumatic experiences, the feeling that Rust has earned the right to rest and move on from his agony is poignant. Yet still, the question rears its head: who is this hope and optimism that Poniewozik writes of reserved for?

	The Tuttle cult is virtually nonexistent by the finale of season one, its degradation depicted by Errol Childress’ disfigured face, as well as his incestuous relationship with his half-sister. Gone are the powerful men and left only is the over-exaggeratedly—and somewhat problematically — monstrous figure of Childress, who, at the same time, appears to be incredibly well-read and well-spoken, perhaps to caution: even under such circumstances, the cult is not to be underestimated. Nonetheless, the off-screen dissolution of the Tuttle clan reinforces the argument that violence is endemic and natural in the universe of the show. There is no big scandal, nor a chain of arrests after Childress’ death as more murders get connected to his name. The issue of the cult is effectively swept under the rug. The group ritualistically abusing kids and women simply dies out, without any outside intervention from law enforcement or authorities. In fact, we learn that multiple influential figures have been covering up the crimes of the Tuttle cult. The uncovering, or in other words, the second narrative pivot, is thus incomplete, and the specter of systemic abuse perpetuated by corrupt individuals in power looms over the ending of the show. While Rust and Marty receive this “remarkably generous take on the power of story and metaphor to give hope to a bleak existence” (2014), as Poniewozik puts it, one might be left feeling like the work is unfinished. The slow fading away of the Tuttle cult is a fraught return to balance, as the powerful men involved do not get punished in any significant manner. One group that was a product of a general atmosphere of abuse went away. Another one may emerge at any time. Although Childress faces consequences for his actions, both the Tuttle family and the larger system that permitted Childress’ existence in the first place persists.

	Pizzolatto himself seems to be aware of this sense of, if not injustice per se, but perhaps inadequacy in the conclusion of the plot, saying in an interview:

	 

	The conspiracies that I've researched and encountered, they seem to happen very ad hoc: they become conspiracies when it's necessary to have a conspiracy. I think it would have rang false to have Hart and Cohle suddenly clean up 50 years of the culture history that led to Errol Childress, or to get all the men in that video. It's important to me, I think, that Cohle says, “We didn't get em all, Marty,” and Marty says, “We ain't going to. This isn't that kind of world.” This isn't the kind of world where you mop up everything. We discharged our duty, but of course there are levels and wheels and historical contexts to what happened that we'll never be able to touch. (Sepinwall 2014)

	 

	The contradiction within True Detective is that Rust and Marty did try but could not do anything significant because of the systems in place. The mechanism of protective masculinity, that operates on the logic of male dominance rather than care (Wojnicka and de Boise 2025, 13)—that would require the incorporation of an alternate (traditionally feminine) gender performance—does not allow for systemic reform. What the show puts into focus is that, at the end, Rust and Marty are able to move on from their trauma—and they experienced a significant amount of it. Still, ultimately, it is the women and children who suffer the consequences of the story. The two male protagonists are mentally and physically scarred but can nonetheless recover from their wounds. The women and children of the show, on the other hand, remain in place as victims forever, and as such, are denied the chance to heal by the narrative. 

	 

	6. Conclusion

	As for the legacy of the series, and particularly the conspiracy in it, season four, which premiered in 2024 under Issa López, has taken on some of what was most memorable about Rust and Marty’s story, incorporating outright references to previous characters, as well as offering a counterpoint to the assumptions of the first season. In True Detective: Night Country, Liz Danvers and Evangeline Navarro investigate the disappearance of a team of scientists at a research station in Ennis, Alaska, and a murder of a woman some years ago that seems linked to the scientists’ mysterious fate. Season four saw high ratings and viewer numbers (Lethbridge February 7, 2024) but has also faced considerable criticism for what many felt to be a lackluster attempt to connect to season one. Pizzolato himself took to Instagram to repost several negative comments from fans, for example, that the season was “a major downgrade” with a “weak conclusion to the repeated heavy handed [sic] attempts of the season’s ‘proof’ that Men=Problem,” that was “beyond disrespectful” for invoking the first season (Braca 2024).

	The dialogue between the two installations is nonetheless worth considering. López recalled writing the scene where the bodies of the scientists are found by a female character, saying “I thought it was super interesting that the finding of the bodies was going to be male bodies. As a counterpart to so many shows, even ‘True Detective,’ where it’s two men finding and exploring the bodies of brutalized women” (Aurthur June 6, 2024). As for the conspirators, López seems to be fascinated with the idea of corrupted power. She told Variety that her saying yes to creating a fourth season stemmed from her missing “that feeling of something horrible happening under the surface and in the corners of America that we don’t pay attention to” (Aurthur June 6, 2024). Linking the story to the Tuttle family—a conglomerate called Tuttle United was funding the Tsalal research center—seems to have come organically, as a way to underline the dangerous potentiality of power left unchecked. López elaborated:

	 

	if you have an evil corporation in the first season where politicians and powerful people are cooperating with the government, isn’t it interesting that they have an investment in the company that is founding the mine in this town? It doesn’t mean that they’re doing bad things everywhere. It’s just bad money, and bad money brings bad things. (Aurthur February 18, 2024)

	 

	There had to be an evil corporation. There was a mine, there was capitalistic interests. And in the first season, there was this evil family that was very powerful in politics and in money. And I did make a connection between those two, but I thought that there could be a deeper connection, more of that evil family in this […]. (Aurthur June 6, 2024)

	 

	López evoked the name of the Tuttles as a legible shorthand for systemic abuses, supposing that viewers who have seen season one would be familiar with what their history entails. However, she did not go deeper and connect the Tuttle cult to the events of Night Country in an overarching conspiracy narrative. Still, the conclusion of season one looms over the story: as the deliverance from the systemic corruption was only partial then, evils connected to the Tuttles continue to exploit women, now in a different part of America. As Pizzolatto put it:

	 

	The killer [in season one] in that way is a physical articulation of cultural aspects that have sat behind the scenes, even informing that polluted landscape that provides so much of the background. […] Sam Tuttle in the early ‘30s led to Errol Childress in the first decade of the new millennium. (Sepinwall 2014)

	 

	In season four, López continues the chain of historic evil, with Sam Tuttle’s legacy reaching into the 2020s. The world of True Detective has still not overcome the pervasiveness of violence against its women, and although the conspiring group seems to have vanished, its claws are still deeply embedded in the flesh of the society left behind. 
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	“300+ Indians Are Coming:” American and American Indian Studies in Hungary
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	“. . . culture, institutions, and social and political processes are usually understandable to most anybody who is willing to learn and who at least may observe, if not participate, in the process” 

	(Champagne 1996, 78).

	 

	1. Introduction

	Daniel Heath Justice, member of the Cherokee Nation and a scholar of Indigenous literatures formulated a rather poignant inquiry in the title of his 2018 study: Why Indigenous Literatures Matter. A blunt answer would read as “why should not they,” but Justice’s question, although raised in the American setting, definitely calls for a detailed response in the Central European academic and non-academic settings alike. Justice’s mission statement serves right to initiate a more intricate discussion, the foundation of which is that “Indigenous literatures [do] matter . . . they help us bridge the gap of human imagination between one another, between other human communities, and between us and other-than-human beings” (2018, xviii-xix). Broadening the scope beyond literature to embrace American Indian histories and cultural studies, crisis—or, rather—crises emanate as an all-too prevalent notion, commonly relegating the Indigenous into the victim position. To counteract this tendency, the present article proposes to shift the focus to resolutions of these crises by extending Justice’s faith in a transnational, intercultural, and interdisciplinary understanding. Duane Champagne, Chippewa sociologist, also advocates inclusivity by arguing that “Indian nations are human groups, part of the broad history of all humanity, and therefore can be compared with other groups in technology, cultural world views, history, and adaptation to global markets and expanding state systems” (1996, 77). 

	In the following, I explicate on how Indigenous Studies and American Studies in the Central European setting have formed a codependent alliance, share an interwoven nature, and are essential both in and outside of academia. Furthermore, I explore selected momentums of “Indigenizing” American Studies in Hungary. The cooperation between the two fields is analogous to that of a dream catcher, where the small hole in the center allows good dreams to enter and the first rays of sunlight make bad dreams vanish (“Ojibwe Dream Catcher Legend”). The dream catcher—an artefact universally recognized as a Native American cultural product—and the relationship of Indigenous and American Studies share several features: their points of origin are indeterminable, good and bad—if not dreams but thoughts—pass through central holes, intricate relations oftentimes complicate issues they address, misrepresentation and misinterpretation may generate conflicts, and both the dream catcher and Indigenous/ American Studies have been scrutinized through the lens of cultural appropriation—the latter frequently prevalent in political discourse. In consonance with current trends to indigenize Native American Studies, the article proposes to express its relevance in today’s higher education curricula by drawing upon momentums of the interrelatedness of Indigenous and American Studies in the Hungarian context. These examples testify not only to the age-old interest in America’s first peoples but also to the growing concern with both fields in question. In the same manner, the approach employed evolves from prominent Indigenous scholars, such as Thomas King and Margaret Kovach, who, in their proposition for Indigenized methodologies, call for the acknowledgment of (oral) stories, rather than a strictly fact-based, chronological method.61 The “we/ they” dichotomy have long been the foundation of discussions in both fields, and Indigenous Studies have also been permeated with the expansive list of binaries, such as “oral/ written,” “community/ individual,” holistic/ linear” (Sz. Kristóf 2012, 152). In order to offer a more encompassing view, “academic/ public” amends the above list to demonstrate the relevance of Indigenous Studies in Hungary. 

	In Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations, and Contexts, Margaret Kovach states: “stories remind us of who we are and of our belonging. . . . [They] are vessels for passing along teachings, medicines, and practices that can assist members of the collective” (2021, 94-95). In Indigenous epistemologies, stories regarded both as “method and meaning” facilitate inquiries outside the “bracketed” time and space and may open new paths. I concur with Kovach that “in asking others to share stories, it is necessary to share our own” (98) and, although the present article falls short of fully expressing the Indigenous perspective in and from the Central European setting, it testifies to how personal/ collective; academic/ nonacademic, popular/high culture, Indigenous and non-Indigenous contraries may be bridged and interwoven, just as the threads of the dream catcher. The following stories attempt to illuminate how the abovementioned binaries eventually comprise a web of awareness and knowledge of Indigenous cultures.

	 

	2. Points of Origin

	Several variations on the origin of the dream catcher exist, but the Anishinaabe (Ojibwe) are acknowledged as the first nation to have circulated the story of the Spider Woman weaving the fate of clans together and restoring Grandfather Sun to the Anishinaabe (“Ojibwe Dream Catcher Legend”). Likewise, the evolution of American Studies in Hungary has diverse points of origin. Travel writings, such as by Bölöni Farkas Sándor, Haraszthy Ágoston, and Xántus János, transmitted the first pieces of information, images, and news to Hungarians from and of not merely America but also Indian Country; and only in the early twentieth century did travel literature evolve into systematic studies of the United States, including professional and academic assessment of the Indigenous population of Turtle Island. Since 1580, when the first documented Hungarian traveler, István Parmenius of Buda, shared his observations of the New World, the “I-know-all-about-it attitude” (Glant 2010, 171) had so deeply engrained the image of Native America in the Hungarian imagination that a much needed interdisciplinary cooperation is called for to present the public with a more appropriate image of today’s realities.  

	A historical parallel and a news coverage from late May 2023 encapsulate how America and her Indigenous demographic are still relegated to a romanticized past. What in Hungary would be the Age of Reform from the mid-1820s, which brought about the awakening of national identity, roughly corresponds with the federal Indian policies of treaty making and the forced removal of tribes in the United States. Bölöni Farkas’s Journey in North America, published in 1834, addresses Native Americans as “Poor Indians! You are strangers in your own homeland!” and contemplates the fate of the Iroquois Confederacy remarking that it had always been the white man to thwart agreements and violate treaties (196-97). Both American and Indigenous Studies are rooted in the tradition of travel writings which planted the seed of the free “Red Man” in European public imagination. Stories were subjective renditions of either personal or collective experience. The most illustrative of their enduring legacies is János Xántus, whose accounts of America projected the image of a “strange, alien, yet romantic land of opportunities” (Glant 175).

	The publication of Bölöni’s book preceded the Treaty of New Echota by a mere year, paving the way to one of the direst episodes in Native American histories, the Cherokee Trail of Tears. Journey in North America was promptly banned by Austrian authorities due to its explicit admiration of the spirit of freedom. Ironically, while American Indian cultures are still, as of today, praised for their embodiment of freedom, Austria had, at the time, associated it with settler colonialism: Bölöni cited the American nation to serve as example for Hungarians in their efforts to gain independence from Austria (Glant 172), while the US was engaged in the extermination and assimilation of its Indigenous population. Paradoxical as it may seem, and despite relegating the right to freedom to the young Republic, its free spirit became synonymous with Indian Country, resounding even in 2023. In May of the same year, a Hungarian national public radio broadcast aired the following introduction to an interview: “we play Indian because we want to be free” (emphasis added). The remark was to explain the reasoning of a Budapest drama theatre, which received notification from the agency representing playwright Martin MacDonagh that they do not consent to a production featuring a white actor playing a Black character. Debates over woke culture erupted and, together with Black facing in Othello and epicanthic fold make-up in the operetta The Land of Smiles for a Chinese character, playing Indian was adduced as an expression of freedom. It was argued that “we”— the Central European, more specifically the Hungarian, audience—would not be able to relate to characters unless visually indicated for us. How “we” visualize freedom, and by extension American Indian cultures is crucial, but with an eye for the realistic presence both within and outside academia. Apparently, since the first account in 1580, freedom has been the key determinant of Indian people, even though several documents have described their struggles with settler colonialism. Despite the tragic tribal histories of dispossesion and genocide, the 2023 excuse reinforces the very same, highly stereotypical image of “the Native” that relegates them to be relics of a romantic past, thereby dismissing present-day realities. 

	Hungary was first placed on the international Indigenous Studies academic map in 1986. The first American Indian Workshop (AIW) meeting in Budapest corresponded with the centennial celebrations of the English Department of Eötvös Loránd University (ELTE). In addition to the approaching change of the regime, on two accounts was 1986 a critical moment for both Americanists and Indigenists, if such a term exists—the Hungarian term “indianológus” raises certain issues and proper terminology is still to be introduced in the field. 1986 was the first time, as president Sergio Perosa of the University of Venice declared, that EAAS convened in a socialist country which did not have its own American Studies Association (“Amerikanisták Budapesten”). In the history of AIW and American Indian Studies, 1986 saw the first move to a city beyond the Iron Curtain. 

	Thirty-seven years later, the Museum of Ethnography and ELTE again hosted the American Indian Workshop in 2023. It was a prestigious event and a symbolic landmark of how Hungarian Indigenous Studies and American Studies have evolved to be a cardinal presence in the international scene. Since its establishment in 1980, AIW has grown to be the most acknowledged European association of scholars working in diverse fields, as the mission statement declares, its  

	 

	[goal] is to provide a platform for established academics and young scholars to share their expertise and experiences as well as to benefit from one another’s critical engagement . . . in such diverse disciplines as history, literature, anthropology, ethnology, art history, gender studies, museology, ethnomusicology, religion, law, linguistics, political science, cultural studies, philosophy, Canadian and American Studies, Native American Studies, Métis and Inuit Studies, . . . performance studies, . . . communication and media studies. (American Indian Workshop)

	 

	3. Good and Bad Dreams 

	Up until 2002, American Studies’ and AIW’s history are interwoven, as for twenty-two years, the Workshop had always assembled under the egis of an EAAS convention. In the 1980s, EAAS had a rather mixed reputation among Indigenous Studies scholars, whose marginalization led to perceiving the organization to be “a post-war/cold war US-financed tool of cultural imperialism largely dominated by what some considered to be mostly bookish academics with . . . only a fleeting regard for America’s indigenous peoples” (Feest 2004, 31). Wilcomb Washburn, the Smithsonian American Studies scholar on board, however, radically altered this reputation. Washburn’s initiative to establish a network of European researchers in the Native American field first struck root at the 1980 Amsterdam EAAS meeting. Very few in numbers, scholars on both sides of the Iron Curtain had little awareness of one another’s work; in Feest’s recollection: “I was the only anthropologist in the group and had hardly expected to find on this side of the Atlantic a room full of people who had read Scott Momaday and Leslie Silko or who (along with seventeen million Soviet citizens, not present in Amsterdam) supported the struggle of the jailed AIM activist Leonard Peltier” (32).

	The ten workshops of the 1986 four-day Budapest event included themes, such as schools and literacy in the early republic, how English became the vessel to express the new culture, the emergence of the myth of the South, the US from a European perspective, and vice versa, Europe as seen from America, ethnic literatures, and the role of American Indians in US history. Perosa expressed his wish that moving beyond the Iron Curtain would open the opportunity to start more cooperation with Eastern European scholars and that fellow academics in free Europe would be more informed about the position of American Studies in Eastern Europe (“Amerikanisták Budapesten”). As regards to Indigenous Studies, owing to the work and network of László Borsányi, the AIW Newsletter found a publisher, the largest at the time in Hungary, “owned by the Trade Unions” (Feest 38) and evolved into the European Review of Native American Studies (38). 

	Many attendees were intrigued by the fact that “. . . the Hungarian working class [would] be interested in publishing a journal exclusively devoted to the Red Man” (Feest 38), and given the general interest in stories about the American Indian—even if stereotypical and fictional, and massively rooted in Karl May’s and James Fenimore Cooper’s novels—I had assumed that contemporary newspapers would cover, if not the prestigious convention of American Studies scholars, but the panel addressing “the Red Men’s” place in US history. Extensive research in Arcanum produced very little information, apart from some gems reflective of the 1980s’ public perception of America’s Indigenous peoples. In 1986, the daily Kelet-Magyarország (Eastern Hungary) reported in two different issues on how the Endre Ady socialist brigade of the Nyíregyháza cooperative of cottage industries gifted books to the young pioneers of the Indian troop on occasion of the Yuletide festivities. Apparently, the “working class” was less than dedicated to the American Indian cause as the newsletter saw only a few issues published and those with great difficulties; working class offsprings, however, knowingly or unknowingly, participated in an adapted/ appropriated segment of Indigenous cultures. 

	When choosing their name, the “Indian pioneer troop”—however ironic the English translations sound—must have been equally inspired by East German Westerns and Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales. Although both fall short of serving as accurate messengers of and from Indian Country, the 1960s Hungarian translation of the latter further corrupted its originally defective content as regards to Native representation. To be more suitable for a young readership and to propagate the “pioneer” ideology, not only were the novels shortened but also heavily edited. The most recent, 2019 translation by Gy. Horváth László includes, for example, two bloody scenes committed by Chingachgook and by Hawkeye, respectively. John McWilliams’s afterword proclaims, however, that The Last of the Mohicans is today’s readers’ evening news, retrospectively covering early 19th-century novel conventions and frontier clashes. Such a declaration asserts historical fabulation and expounds the symptomatic reliance on the Cooper/ May traditions in public discourse.  

	 

	4. Intricate Relations

	Budapest has remained the sole post-socialist capital to have hosted the American Indian Workshop twice—both Poland and the Czech Republic served as convention sites twice, but the events were held in different cities—nonetheless, by 2023, the wheels have only somewhat turned; Indigenous Studies and American Studies seemed to have reached yet another critical point in their relation. Following a misunderstanding between the AIW organizing team and some of the Indigenous participants, an emergency meeting was summoned to smooth tensions. Having listened to self-deprecating and deeply apologetic responses to accusations of discrimination, racism, and (cultural) appropriation, an Indigenous scholar made the following remark: “We—that is Indigenous and non-Indigenous academics and non-academics in the US—have no idea how difficult a career path it is for Europeans to devote themselves to Indigenous Studies. At best, they are marginalized, at worst, it is career suicide.” 

	Many scholars working in the field of American Indian Studies are familiar with the difficulties of “belonging.” Higher education curriculum survey courses both at the BA and the MA level can afford very limited time to the discussion of Indigenous histories, cultures, and literatures, and specialized classes reach only a small fraction of the student body. A survey conducted on Native American subjects/ classes/ courses at respondents’ home institutions among members of the Hungarian Society for the Study of English indicated American Studies programs in Hungary make attempts at a fair representation of Indigenous Studies—to cite but a few examples: Pázmány Péter Catholic University, Institute of English and American Studies: American Film (Representation of Native Americans); ELTE SEAS: North American Indian History and Culture; University of Szeged: US History Survey, Current Approaches to North-American Studies, Thomas Jefferson Seminar; University of Debrecen, North American Department: Native America: American Indian Cultural Diversity, AlterNative: Cinematic Representations of the Milestones in Indian Policy, American Indian Humor, Cowboys and Indians; Department of Ethnography: Nations and Cultures (North America—in Hungarian). I doubt that the answers cover the full map of Indian Country in Hungarian higher education but I hold with Duane Champagne that Indigenous Studies offers “alternative views” and “can challenge and augment the work of mainstream disciplines by engaging debate and providing alternative interpretations for students and scholars” (80). 

	A search in DEA, the electronic archives of the University of Debrecen, indicates 619 documents on American Indian, Native American, and Indigenous topics. Directly or indirectly, the impressive number emanates from the work of two outstanding American historians. Robert E. Bieder, assistant, then associate director of the D’Arcy McNickle Center for American Indian and Indigenous Studies in the Newberry Library, Chicago (1973-1975) was visiting professor in Debrecen between 1990 and 1993. Davis D. Joyce, Arkansas-born Howard Zinn disciple also contributed to the extensive inclusion of Native American cultures in all his classes. Not only were their students, including myself, inspired by them but we attempt at continuing the legacy in Native American Studies. 

	 

	5. (Mis)Appropriation/Political Discourse 

	Although ELTE’s own newsletter is the single press source on the 1986 AIW convention, the broader scope of American Studies did reach a wider audience. Nagyvilág printed Iván Boldizsár’s keynote address titled Finding America: A Century of Our Image of America. The esteemed writer and journalist published a modern travel diary on the US which, together with his editorial position at the New Hungarian Quarterly, earned him the right to deliver the opening lecture. Boldizsár informed the 600 EAAS attendees that “finding America” in Hungarian is euphemism for striking a fortune and, up to the early-20th century, Amerikázni, “to America” meant pretending, for example, hard work, getting away with it, and even being successful in it (1986, 1222-23). This rendering of the US neglected the value of hard work and projected the image of the land of rather effortless opportunities and wealth, obviously not from the Native American perspective. Such image defies the compassion that early travel writers expressed for the Indigenous population. Boldizsár’s football analogy of EAAS being the FIFA in American Studies relegates Indigenous Studies to the position of Beach Soccer Worldwide—at best, not even earning a mention in the 10-page keynote. This might serve as an explanation to that likewise the dream catcher, Indigenous cultures have ever since been (mis)appropriated in and for public imagination. 

	Within three years of the first Budapest convention the Iron Curtain fell, Indigenous Studies/ AIW had acquired an independent status by the early 2000s, yet, the exploitation and misapplication of Indigeneity remained intact even in the first decade of the 21st century. The connotation of “to America” faded into the past, nevertheless the 1990s and the 2000s revived the old cry of the settler in distress: “The Indians are coming.” It was recalled both as laudatory announcement of the release of Black Robe (1991) and as a slogan in a cobweb of corruption, money laundry, espionage, and rival political sentiments. Black Robe received favorable reviews, one even declared Dances with Wolves (1990) to be a dumb fairy tale compared to it, and most highlighted how Indigenous representation is much more balanced than ever before in a Hollywood production. Cinema dedicated several pages to feature films of Indigenous themes under the title “Producers took to fiery water” (54). While disseminating information on Black Robe, Thunderheart (1992), Clearcut (1991), Return to Aztlan (1990), and Cabeza de Vaca (1990) is praiseworthy, hardly can the perpetuation of stereotypes be read in a likewise benevolent manner. But in 2023, balance is restored through the central hole: Áron Gauder’s 2023 Four Souls of Coyote won the grand prize, the award for best European feature, and the audience awards at the most prestigious Kecskemét Animation Film festival. Coyote is the outcome of eight years of field work, research and preparation, a creation-based story addressing environmental issues—explicit representation of, for example the Dakota Access Pipeline protests. Four Souls of Coyote testifies to how American Indian Studies may be integrated in both public and academic relevance of Indigenous Studies.

	The political tone of the second “The Indians are coming” cry illustrates how Indigenous cultural references still struck root in public imagination. The majority of Hungarians first learnt about Indian casinos in the year 2000, when a Swiss entrepreneur filed suit in the US for the loss of revenue, and the defendants included the Hungarian National Bank and its president. From the very complicated business network, which involved Great Western Casinos, Inc., Hungarian imagination quickly filtered out references to the Seminole nation and its shares in Hard Rock Cafe. Several articles attempted at an explanation of American Indian sovereignty and Native politics as practiced via gambling rights, but since their majority, especially after 2008, appeared in the economics section, their efficacy in educating Hungary about Indigenous self-determination is rather arguable. One publication sarcastically remarked that the poor redskin was thrown morsels as compensation by the US government for the past wrongs by allowing gambling . . . and look what an empire they [American Indian tribes] have built (Szatmári 2009, 18). Academic discussion to explicate on the special relations between tribes and states and the federal government was overshadowed by the eight gambling sites planned and an array of political clashes. The casino case is but one illustration to how, on diverse occasions, public and political discourse have capitalized on and (mis)appropriated American Indian historical and cultural phenomena. Prime Minister Orbán’s Dakota proverbs, such as, “if your horse drops dead, get off it” (“Négy Dakota”) “were summoned to lighten the mood” at times of political tensions (Case 2023). Mustering the century-old public “knowledge” of American Indian cultures—deriving from May’s novels and East German Westerns—the Dakota wisdoms were favorably received and never criticized for their degrading tone or cultural inappropriateness.   

	 

	6. Intricate Relations 

	Playing off stereotypes and pretendians, however, are not the sole threads lacing American and Indigenous Studies together. Significant scholarly interests in the cultures of America’s Indigenous populations outside the field of American Studies coalesces academic and lay, American and Hungarian, American and Indigenous components in an intricate net, just like the dream catcher. Zoltán Jánosi’s article is an outstanding example and served as an inspiration for the title of this present article. Two examples of “Indians coming” to Hungary have been discussed above; Jánosi’s “312 Indians” follows the classical travel literature route: Hungarian Indians emigrating to the US. Two years prior to the Titanic’s catastrophe, in 1910, the second largest accident of twentieth-century Europe demanded 312 lives in Ököritófülpös, Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg County, Hungary, a tiny Northeastern Hungarian town. During an Easter Sunday ball held in a barn for the primarily peasant population of the village, a pig bladder lamp was knocked over in the heat of the dance, the dry plank and hey immediately caught fire and, since organizers nailed the doors and windows in to obstruct sneak-ins, with no escape out, 312 lost their lives and 99 were scarred for life. Jánosi draws a parallel between the fate of the victims and American Indians and enlists the causes of both physical and cultural tragedies, rendering them as crimes against humanity (2022, 22). His choice of the Indigenous perspective, he explains, lies in it being the most demonstrative, most embedded in public knowledge—due to its frequent appearance both in literary and historical sources (Jánosi 2022, 23). The greedy spirit of colonization, euphemized as modernization and democratization, annihilated lifestyles, ecosystems and cultures (ibid) sound all too familiar both in Northeast Hungary and on Turtle Island. Despite the 7000-kilometer distance between Ököritó and the eastern shore, the two populations experienced the same fate: in Hungary it was inhabitants of the Ecsed-marshland, while in the US, nations from east coast to west.  

	Jánosi’s Hungarian Indians witnessed the destruction of their homelands by draining, likewise their New World fellow “tribesmen”—even the historical periods correspond with that of treaty making and the obliteration of Indigenous sovereignty. Parallels with the Subarctic marshlands, the Navajo Long Walk and Kit Carson, allotment, the impact of the railroad, Sitting Bull’s similarly accidental death to the Ököritó 312 are cited to illustrate the common fate Hungarian peasantry and Native American nations share. Capitalist interests and land hunger in the Ecsed marshland are compared to the massacres at Washita, Sand Creek, and Wounded Knee, eventually resulting in both populace being confined to a restricted place, reservations in the US and the poverty-stricken badlands in Hungary, afflicted by the same pains and trauma (32). The deeply ingrained romanticized Native American image leaves only one remark to be made to Jánosi’s very convincing points of analogy: when explaining how emigration to the United States remained the only viable option for the underprivileged Hungarians and resulted in the loss of their identity cherished since the times of Árpád of the 9th century, Jánosi fails to explicitly state that those Hungarians deprived of their national identity moved to lands stolen and taken by force from people equally underprivileged. “Shared fate with the red man” (Jánosi 2022, 36) might have been acceptable in the early 20th century but it is time that we attempt at a more nuanced discourse, and refrain from 19th-century travel literature and May terminology. Another eye-opening fact revealed by the article is how the author, who does not speak English, had to rely on rather meager sources available in Hungarian on Indigenous cultures—Wikipedia, Dee Brown’s Bury my Heart at Wounded Knee, and a 2001 history book by Walter Pedrotti, titled Indian Wars.

	 

	7. Conclusion

	I cited Justice’s Why Indigenous Literatures Matter in my introduction, and to close the circle, I conclude with literature. In 2021, the Petőfi Museum of Literature published an impressive anthology of prose and poetry titled Az utolsó indián könyv (the Last Indian Book). The collection was inspired by the Museum’s exhibit on “playing” Indian in Hungary and contributing authors were commissioned to reflect on what it meant and what it means to be “Indian” in Hungary. I strongly believe that through the healing power of the dream catcher, the book is not the last, rather the latest and a forerunner of more, accurately reflecting Indigeneity for the Hungarian public. To cite László Borsányi, it is indeed essential that the values of American [and American Indian] culture[s] be authentically presented to the Hungarian public (11). The above stories prove the ever-existing interets in American Indian cultures and demonstrate how deeply-rooted stereotypical Native imagery is in both academic and public discourse. Higher education and academia are both platforms to initiate a more Indigenized, realistic understanding of Indigenous people.

	 

	 

	Works Cited

	American Indian Workshop. https://www.american-indian-workshop.org/about.html

	(https://www.american-indian-workshop.org)

	“Amerikanisták Budapesten: 100 éves az ELTE Angol Tanszéke.” 1986. Egyetemi Lapok - Az Eötvös Loránd Tudományegyetem lapja. April. 11.  

	Boldizsár, Iván. 1986. “Megtalálni Amerikát? Amerika-képünk egy évszázada.” Nagyvilág. 8: 1222-32.

	Borsányi László. 1996. “Magyar indián.” Élet és Irodalom. June 21. 40.25: 11.

	Bölöni Farkas, Sándor. 2018. Útazás Észak-Amerikában. Kolozsvár, 1834. Facsimile edition, Magyar Unitárius Egyház. 

	Case, Holy. 2023. “Hungary’s Real Indians.” TR@nsitonline, www.iwm.at/transit-online/hungarys-real-indians.  

	Champagne, Duane. 1996. “American Indian Studies is for Everyone.” Writing about (Writing about) American Indians, special issue of American Indian Quarterly. 20. 1: 77-82.

	Deloria, Philip. 2022. Playing Indian.New Haven: Yale University Press. 

	Feest, Christian. 2004. “The American Indian Workshop Origin Myth and Allied Relations.” In The Challenges of Native American Studies: Essays in Celebration of the 25th American Indian Workshop. Ed. Barbara Saunders and Lea Zuyderhoudt. Leuven: Leuven Uinversity Press, 3-41. 

	“Fenyőünnep az iskolákban.” 1986. Kelet-Magyarország. January 2: 7.

	Glant, Tibor. 2010. “Travel Writing as a Substitute for American Studies.” Hungarian Journal of English and American Studies. 16. 1-2: 171-184. 

	Jánosi, Zoltán. 2022. “Háromszáztizenkét indián: Az ököritói tűzvész Móricz Zsigmond tekintetében.” Szabolcs-Szatmár-Beregi Szemle. 57. 3: 22-40.

	“Jönnek az indiánok: A producerek rákaptak a tüzes vízre.” 1993. Cinema,. July 1 : 54-55.

	Justice, Daniel Heath. 2018. Why Indigenous Literatures Matter? Indigenous Studies Series. Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press. 

	King, Thomas. 2012. The Inconvenient Indian: A Curious Account of Native People in North America. New York: Doubleday.

	Kovach, Margaret. 2021. Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations, and Contexts. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

	Miklós, Tamás P. 2007. “A Magyar Cserkészfiúk Szövetsége és az úttörőmozgalom ‘egyesülése’ 1948-ban.” Pedagógiai Szemle. 9. www.folyoiratok.oh.gov.hu/uj-pedagogiai-szemle/a-magyar-cserkeszfiuk-szovetsege-es-az-uttoromozgalom-egyesulese-1948-ban. 

	“Négy dakota közmondás, melyeket ma már nem vállalna be Orbán Viktor.” 2023. https://szeka.blog.hu/2015/03/28/negy_dakota_kozmondas_melyeket_ma_mar_nem_vallalna_be_orban_viktor. 

	“Ojibwe Dream Catcher Legend.” 2023. 

	https://www.wernative.org/articles/ojibwe-dreamcatcher-legend). 

	Sz. Kristóf, Ildikó. 2012. “Tárgyak, szövegek és a "bennszülöttek nézőpontja(i)": kulturális ideológiák és/vagy posztkoloniális újraértelmezések az amerikai indiánok - és kutatóik- körében.” In Modernizáció, Kulturális Beidegződések és Ideológiák. Ed. Sárkány Mihály. Budapest: MTA Bölcsészettudományi Kutatóközpont, 137-162.

	Szatmári, Jenő István. 2009. “Diplomás sakáloktól indián kaszinókig.” Kapu. October 22: 16-19. 

	Virágos, Zsolt Kálmán and Pálffy István. 2014. A Debreceni Angol Tanszék Története (1938-2014). Debrecen: Debreceni Egyetemi Kiadó.

	 

	
 

	For The Sake Of Activism: Lady Gaga’s Affirmative Mantra Of Empowerment In “Born This Way”

	 

	Sumyat Swezin

	 

	 

	 

	1. Introduction

	Amidst accelerating various social and economic problems in the contemporary world, which is striving to revive the lost potential of the ideals of liberal democracy of the 20th century, the boundaries between art and sociopolitical activism are less pronounced, while popular culture and political milieu form a symbiotic connection. Art activists infuse their creative expressions with political themes on the platform of pop culture to achieve far-reaching messages on social issues such as human rights or protests about social inequalities. The process has become more effortless these days with the advancement of media and technology, culminating in a culture of hashtags, social movements, or protests. Considering the artistic expressions laden with social commentaries, the core tension frequently hinges on the question of whether the impact of commercialization diminishes the critical functions of such art activism, either politically or artistically. While diverging from the formalistic approach since the 1960s, artists addressed the diverse issues in society, emphasized unrealized ideals of freedom in both artistic endeavors and real-life events, and aimed to shift from an individual-centered perspective to a more collaborative one. Activists within the postmodernist discourse interrogate entrenched power structures while undergoing the process of deconstructing and then reconstructing hegemonic social and cultural narratives. Activism in the arts is more than just involvement in the socio-political realm as it is often aimed at proving that social structure is variable in nature and at influencing decision-making and political action. 

	According to Mark Fisher, phenomena that appear to deviate from or challenge mainstream culture are still its segments (Fisher 2009, 9). Henceforth, the artists’ radical demands for social and cultural reform, challenging and questioning, have become a significant element of pop culture; and even though they may seem antithetical on the surface they are integral part of the very same culture and society. Lady Gaga, who has moved beyond traditional musicians and is known for her outspokenness and protests, is the evidence of this idea. Her political resistance is impactful and well-designed – as it is expressed through her camp fashion, dance music style, lyrical compositions and performances, as well as her fan culture, and simultaneously, they are all commodified in the mainstream entertainment industry. She builds her star image on supporting the aspirations of American liberal ideology and individualism, philanthropy, advocacy, and LGBTQ+; her artistic expressions and performances often draw attention to issues such as mental health, sexual abuse, social rights, and marginalization. Because of these factors and her pop art-inspired aesthetics, Gaga appears to be different from other mainstream pop icons of the 21st century and has become a subversive figure that sets a path to exploring more diverse identities, ideologies, and possibilities against the dominant system. She even expressed a remarkable sentiment by asserting that she creates her public persona as a mode of escapism and inspiration for her fans, and she stands for the rationale to embark upon a journey exploring one’s identity (Van Meter 2011).

	On January 20, 2021, Gaga performed the National Anthem at President Joe Biden’s inauguration because of their prolonged partnership for the White House’s initiative to combat sexual assault in campus areas. Prior to the #MeToo movement, she increased public consciousness regarding sexual abuse with her documentary music video “Till It Happens to You,” and performed this song with the survivors on stage at the Oscar’s Academy Awards Ceremony in 2016. She often addresses her past victimhood and trauma through her career journey, which biographical fact gives “Till It Happens to You” even more weight, also setting up her persona as a “celebrity political campaigner.” In April 2023, Lady Gaga became a member of the President’s Committee on the Arts and the Humanities, an organization committed to fostering constructive transformation in the realms of culture and the arts. Furthermore, she actively took part in persuading the public to vote for President Biden in the 2020 election, opposing Trumpism boldly and transparently while strengthening the democratic symbolic image with progressive views.

	One of the biggest milestones of her artistic career, the music video “Born This Way,” epitomizes a paradigm poised for global cultural transformation; the capacity to articulate the narratives of others within the artistic realm serves as both a cornerstone of Gaga’s artistic expression and an intrinsic element of her overarching political endeavor (Gray 2003, 79). As a form of identification, fans fully embrace Gaga’s “Born This Way” song and develop a common visual language by shaping their fingers into a monster claw. Juliet Williams expresses that the success of “Born This Way” established Gaga’s image as a prominent icon in the pop music industry, who supports and speaks up for individuals marginalized by society’s dominant power structure (Williams 2014, 31). The videography and the lyrics depict the celebration of embracing a politics of universalism without erasing the idea of “otherness”, albeit acknowledging it as an essential network of non-unitary “wholeness” akin to Indra’s net. Rosi Braidotti asserts that individuals belonging to historically abandoned or forgotten groups are gaining prominence in contemporary society as a result of sociopolitical movements within a postmodernist framework; she additionally contends that rather than perceiving these disadvantaged individuals as “alterity” or “alienated,” they should be recognized as positive and diverse contributors to the community (Braidotti 2008, 8). Therefore, in order to discuss the political concerns of Gaga’s artistic performance and its role in the crossover between activism and artistic creativity, this current paper brings about the following question: How does the music video “Born This Way” by Lady Gaga contribute to the affirmation of multiple subjectivities, diverse identities, and the groupings of “others”? In doing so, the current analysis tackles her subversive strategies of the negative connotations imposed by dominant cultural systems and repurposing these elements into strengths through recognition, as well as her metaphorical portrayals that emphasize the fluid nature of subject and identity.

	 

	2. From the Stages to the Street: The Dual Roles of Artistic Works and Activism

	Since the 1970s, neoliberal doctrines have had a profound impact on the political and artistic spheres, causing widespread economic instability and social disintegration, consequently, this scenario triggered dwindling sociopolitical possibilities and commoditizing cultural and artistic pursuits (Steinbock, Ieven, and Valck 2020, 1–2). In addition to this, artists questioned the crucial role of civil liberties and rights, while these rebellious activities have given rise to a new tradition by rupturing modernist ideas. “Art activism” is challenging to pin down; according to Paula Serafini, artists who use their craft as a weapon for activism and non-artist activists who use creative tactics are two main types of individuals who use artistic endeavors to bring about social change (Serafini 2018, 2–3). As a result, the roles of the artists and the activists become indistinguishable, and political activism itself transforms into a commodity in the market.

	Political artistic performances aim not only to criticize or raise awareness of established sociopolitical issues but also to aspire for specific policy change and provoke collective participation. It is noteworthy to highlight that, according to Lucy Lippard, an artistic expression or performance can remain politically charged if the artist actively incorporates sociopolitical consciousness into his or her practice, even if the work itself does not directly address any political issues (Lippard 1984, 33). Regardless of the work’s plain thematic impact, the artist’s mission is to create political relevance and efficacy, catalyzing a politico-conscious ethos. In addition, artistic performances meant for activism, as pointed out by Bernice J. Reagon, transcend beyond being mere creative manifestations and foster the growth of solidarity and resilience among activist groups (Reagan 2006, 599-624).

	John Dewey believes that instead of focusing only on traditional ideas of beauty and aesthetics, the core value of artistic expression is engaging with it as an experience (Serafini 2018, 6). Through this approach, individuals can reach a deeper and more meaningful engagement with artistic expressions, while socially engaged art encapsulates the notion of art as a lived experience, addressing societal issues through participatory artistic endeavors. Tucker additionally underscores how aesthetics within social movements can disrupt norms, easing new political and social possibilities that challenge capitalist structures and advocate for systemic change (Tucker 2010, 7).

	Kevin McDonald contends that contemporary sociopolitical activism emphasizes the reliance on embodied communication, where activists use their corporeal expressions to articulate their ideological goals (McDonald 2004, 486). This aligns with Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s perspective that bodies function not solely as passive subjects of perceptual engagement but as an active ontological foundation, facilitating the embodiment and apprehension of subjective experiences. In other words, activists’ employment of their bodies transcends mere instrumentalism and is essential to their lived experiences and the effectiveness of their activism. According to Serafini, bodily performances within political movements serve as a mode of resistance against societal alienation and hegemonic control, enabling the assertion of agency while contesting the prevalent objectification in contemporary power dynamics (12). Judith Butler also states that there is a political space in the interactions and relationships between bodies (Butler 2011, 3); Serafini expands this idea by emphasizing how the activists’ corporeally mediated encounters reconfigure space semiotically, therefore changing the interpretation of space itself (13).

	Serafini also highlights that activists utilize a range of embodied performance modalities, such as choreography and musical performance, to accentuate communal engagement, corporeal communication, and audience interaction (17). When taking performance-based activism into account, music is a site where resistance against sociopolitical norms can take place, and even the popular musical genre could be indicative of the tangible effects of politics that assign social values and ideologies (Street 1997, 29). Employing popular culture as a mode of resistance challenges the prevailing practices and triggers public sentiments of concern or compassion. Music, as a medium of political expression, is contingent upon a multifaceted nexus of determinants and circumstances (Street 2013, 61); the modality and temporality of its deployment are subject to a complex array of factors, over which musicians may wield only partial agency.

	 

	3. Turning the Tables: What is the Affirmative Force?

	According to Braidotti, affirmative politics is the process of alchemizing the devastating effects of traumatic experiences and subjugation into constructive actions and desirable outcomes, utilizing a transformative ethos (2015, 51). Affirmative ethics emphasizes socio-political mobilization by fostering confidence and resilience within society and achieving metamorphosis, even in non-anthropocentric dimensions (ibid). Braidotti’s affirmative ideas break the limitations imposed by miserable conditions and highlight that suffering from adversity encourages resistance and transgression, seeking a proactive solution. By doing so, the affirmative force exhibits a process whereby the action of empowerment transforms negativity into positivity, concurrently fostering in-depth levels of consciousness and interpersonal bonds, culminating in a quest for liberation.

	Braidotti’s affirmative ethics is in line with “agonism,” which aims to turn confrontation into constructive debate; in this sense, Emma Murphy defines agonism as “post-agreement peace,” wherein conflict and disharmony appear as indispensable catalysts for transcendence instead of phenomena of impediments (Murphy 2024, 7). Both methodologies espouse activism and resistance against hegemonic structures, foregrounding power struggles while incorporating wider socio-ethical considerations. According to Murphy, agonism stands for an analytical framework directed towards the identification and comprehension of the multifaceted modalities of societal control and oppression, akin to illuminating the manifold manifestations of hegemonic dominance (10). A major tenet of her perspective was the idea that power is complex and multi-faceted, with countless manifestations that serve to oppress and marginalize particular social groups. Consequently, while recognizing the necessity of incorporating diverse perspectives, particularly along gender lines, within agonistic peace frameworks, it is imperative for such institutions to adhere to a higher standard of inclusion that fosters multiplicity and challenges across all operational tiers, thereby facilitating constructive dialogue and critique along intersecting interests.

	Instead of solely challenging or opposing current systems, affirmative politics looks to engage in meaningful activism and cultivate stronger social connections. It is clear when Braidotti advocates to oppose dualism, like we vs. you, us vs. them, and to see multiple groups as interconnected instead of putting them into rigid classification (2011, 267–269). Furthermore, Braidotti postulates that through the embracement of desire and the deliberate cultivation of imagination, individuals can effectively transcend extant constraints and cogitate upon prospective scenarios divergent from prevailing paradigms (2011, 286). At the same time, she underscores that the path to genuine freedom begins with a profound understanding and acceptance of the constraints that shape existence rather than just escaping from them (Braidotti 2011, 269). She also conceptualizes the idea of the “nomadic subject,” which refers to individuals who live beyond the established norms and institutions of mainstream society but represent hope for affirmation and change (Braidotti 2011, 41). Nomadic subjects motivated by a profound desire for self-reinvention reject the confines of nomadic identities and dichotomous delineations (Braidotti 2011, 41). In her philosophical discourse, Braidotti endeavors to delineate the dynamic interstices between inter-identity, thereby elucidating inventive trajectories of escape that transcend categorical boundaries in favor of a multiplicitous and interconnected ontological framework. In this way, nomadic ideology advocates anti-essentialism, promoting the cultivation of adaptive or fluid subjectivity within the context of contemporary sociopolitical landscapes.

	 

	4. Lady Gaga’s Affirmative Empowerment in “Born This Way”

	The artistic trajectory of Gaga serves as a paradigm for psychological transmutation and manifests a recurrent motif of self-discovery and rejuvenation. Gaga assimilated a distinctive public persona with her single “Born This Way,” released in 2011, and she strongly encouraged social liberation, transcending the generic pop star identity. At the beginning of her career, Gaga assumed an active role in championing LGBTQAI+ rights and gender equality, and she has since expanded her activism to engage a broader spectrum of socio-political concerns pertinent to the youth demographic, including sexual assault, mental health, and social justice. “The Monster Ball,” Gaga’s 2009 tour that went with her album “The Fame Monster,” stands out by fusing electro-pop elements with theatrical flourishes and her unique persona to create an enthralling and utterly enjoyable spectacle that is a radical departure from the norms of conventional musicals. Katrin Horn highlighted that “The Monster Ball” is straightforward in proving a nexus with Gaga's activism, thereby accentuating the intricate interplay between artistic manifestation and political involvement (Horn 2017, 236). During the live performance, Gaga assumed the role of a maternal figure to her Little Monsters through the conveyance of inspirational and empowering messages and delineated her underlying ideological convictions like freedom and self-acceptance. Doris Leibetseder claims that Gaga fervently champions equal rights, mirroring Madonna’s rapport with the LGBTQ+ community through strategic deployment of her platform for political advocacy, cultivating a communal ethos of activism within her Little Monsters (Leibetseder 2016, 117).

	The visual ambiance of “Born This Way,” characterized by a dark grey color palette, vivid graphics, and surreal features, evokes memories of Madonna’s “Express Yourself,” a prominent feminist song from the 1980s. Besides, in the concluding scene of the video, the diastema in Gaga’s teeth serves as another testament to her Madonna-inspired performance. In the opening and closing scenes of “Born This Way,” the pink triangle and the imagery of a unicorn symbolise LGBTQ+ resilience and power, uncovering the ultimate thematic context Gaga intends to convey. The pink triangle was historically a disgraceful token employed at Nazi concentration camps during the Holocaust, and Gaga’s employment of this sign, which is associated with past traumatic memories, solidifies its reimagination of affirmative meaning.  Besides, the sonic aesthetic of the video, not only stylized in a celebratory and energetic design but also characterized by rhythmic percussion and elements of electronic pop, highlights its resilience and subversive critique.

	In the opening scenes of the music video “Born This Way,” Gaga portrays the Mother Monster entity, who declares, “This is the manifesto of Mother Monster,” providing the thematic trajectory for the upcoming sequences. Gaga has employed the motif of “monster” as her iconic representation in her second album, and it serves as a metaphorical lens to elucidate contemporary existential anxieties, including mortality, traumatic encounters, addictions, and emotional conflicts. Throughout her career, Gaga persistently engaged with this thematic continuum, leveraging it as an essential component in the construction of her artistic persona and marketability; notably, the opus “Born This Way” accentuates her aesthetic of monstrosity and secures her position as the progenitor of her fandom, the “Little Monsters.” Gaga’s integration of monstrous aesthetics, such as the portrayal of a two-faced otherworldly mother figure (0:12–0:21) and her skeleton makeup (4:12–4:15), aligns with the idea of aesthetic politics, which suggests that political activities and ideas are constructed through the emotive resonance, visual paradigms, and symbolic representations inherent in artistic expressions, as elucidated by Tucker (Tucker 2010, 5). Gaga’s deployment of monstrous or grotesque imagery elicits affective responses from her audience, particularly those identifying as outsiders, thereby deliberately destabilizing entrenched notions of conventional norms and desirability. This acknowledgment of individuals who feel like “others” simultaneously serves as a mode of activism, adopting transformation from adversity and vulnerability to the expression of agency as a means of affirmative performance.

	The maternal body, historically connected with the concept of “abjection,” denotes something horrifying that disrupts the constructs of identity, systemic coherence, and hierarchical order, demolishing the boundaries and normativities and embodying its susceptibility to peril (Kristeva 1982, 4–9). Gaga’s abject female body as a godly entity, prominently displayed in the scene of giving birth, strategically undermines traditional gender constructs and societal norms by embracing elements commonly assumed as disgusting or cultural taboo, including mucus, tattoos, and corporeal fragmentation. However, Gaga’s towering wig and the role of creator additionally support the process of her transmutation of these negative elements into empowerment and affirmation. In her depiction of the abject maternal body, she constructs a discursive space wherein her identity found as liminality engenders themes of metamorphosis and subject construction. Particularly, the vignette portraying the maternal figure metamorphosing into double entities between extreme oppositions allegorizes the inherent dialectics embedded within human existence, symbolizing the perpetual quest for balance in the landscape of societal conventions. In addition, the symbolic body split of Mother Monster serves as a divergence from egocentric paradigms of identity, manifesting as a fragmentation of the self into manifold entities, thereby accentuating the concept of “plurality.” This fragmentation epitomizes the nomadic subject and the uninhabitability of identity, it also signifies a disclosure of diverse possibilities, and assumes an affirmative form. Motivated by a profound desire for self-reinvention, these “nomadic subjects” live beyond established norms and institutions, yet they embody hope for affirmation and change (Braidotti 2011, 41).

	According to Žaneta Skalošová, monsters like Frankenstein’s creation are born knowing nothing about good or evil, but their goodness and badness can be shaped according to their social setting (Skalošová 2015, 20). Juliet Williams highlights that the lyrical content of “I was born this way” places the idea of a rigid, biologically predetermined identity in stark contrast to the anti-essentialist paradigm commonly attributed to the oeuvre of Gaga (31). Therefore, these contrary concepts open the door to discussion, yet Gaga’s main message accentuates the capacity to resist the negative effects of being marginalized or being monstrous, and her lyrical assertion “I must be myself” evinces a situation wherein the individual asserts their subjectivity and agency in the process of self-determination. Additionally, the idea of being “born this way” may appear biological, yet the controversy surrounding Gaga’s supposed advocacy for essentialism compels a reexamination. The notion of birth literally encapsulates the genesis of corporeality, which echoes the Butlerian concept of the body as a product of social regulations (Butler 2004, 21), and accordingly, the idea of “being born” allegorizes “discursive-becoming.” Her portrayal of a crystal and metallic uterus like a factorial artifact further justifies the agentic performance on the “organic” as “constructed” that wipes out the primordial structure, symbolizing a tool of parody. Furthermore, within an agonistic paradigm, as described by Murphy, feminist endeavors transcend mere anti-essentialism, constituting a process aimed at the deconstruction and subversion of essentialist ontologies (Murphy 2024, 4). Agonistic feminism aims to mobilize diverse groups for collective action rather than to restrict itself to defining identity. Thus, the discourse surrounding Gaga’s “Born This Way” encapsulates larger dialogues within feminist discourse regarding the dimensions of identity and activism.

	Gaga subverts the male gaze exerting dominance, concurrently relegating the male counterpart to a subordinate role, thereby employing her sexuality as an affirmative force. The cinematography captures the rapid-changing sequences, serving as a reminder of disrupted sociocultural rigidity. The camera’s focal point revolves around Gaga, with an array of dance sequences featuring a cohort embodying diverse bodily morphologies and identities, thereby elucidating the spectacle of uninhibited freedom (6:24–6:36). The dance embodies both inclusivity and resilience, fostering a space that encourages active participation and self-expression for all individuals. Jeffrey S. Juris asserts that activists convey their identity and emotions not only through verbal expression but also through their physical movements and the aesthetics they employ (Juris 2008, 89). Examining the corporeal manifestations and expressions of individuals is indispensable for a nuanced understanding of contemporary activism. For example, the unstructured choreography of participants hugging each other in a circle shape in the video surpasses mere symbolism expressing a profound sense of affinity both towards the sociopolitical goals and fellow networks.

	The visual narrative of “Born This Way” incorporates macabre motifs, exemplified by the several head clones of Gaga emerging from a womb-like structure, thereby imbuing the aesthetic with a profound gothic sensibility. Gaga approaches the monstrosity to facilitate a more profound process of dis-identification; this process ties in with Gaga’s recognition of societal aberrations, notably entrenched systemic biases including sexism, racism, and multifarious forms of discrimination predicated upon identity markers (James 2015, 115–116). Robin James argues that by utilizing “goth damage” like the concept of monstrosity, Gaga epitomizes the deleterious repercussions inflicted by heteropatriarchal systems upon alterity, highlighting existential struggles about gender identity, corporeal representation, and the pervasive consequences of homophobia and transphobia (James 2015, 111). Additionally, Michael Du Pleiss suggests that the goth subculture provides a means for individuals to embrace and empower their perceived otherness or nonconformity, reclaiming agency over their state of being monstrous (Pleiss 2007, 166). In this regard, Gaga’s reconfiguration of degrading conceptions associated with monstrosity into affirmative manifestations of individuality and self-acceptance corresponds with Braidotti’s concept of “becoming-minoritarian.” Gaga’s adoption of nonconformist and marginalized facets of identity epitomizes Braidotti's contention that individuals must undergo a substantial shift of perspective to embrace a minoritarian stance in a desirable way or a flourishing light; this metamorphosis necessitates disengagement from entrenched paradigms, mobilization of emotions, and confrontation with a sense of dislocation as familiar ideals are relinquished (Braidotti 2006, 7). Additionally, in Braidotti’s work, “nomadic subjects” destabilize the “encoding” process, which involves eradicating deviations and independence to conform to societal values and norms surrounding identity (qdt. in Basturk 2018, 40). By repurposing the monster as an emblem of uniqueness and empowerment, Gaga challenges the idea that the monster stands for the encoded identity of society’s threatening and othering and navigates up new avenues for freedom of expression.

	In a scene, Gaga is situated within a hollow glass structure amidst head clones of herself, devoid of corporeal form, while embodying an androgynous figure. Gaga’s representation of corporeal presence and identity exploration constitutes a subversion of normative paradigms, expressing an assertive sense of self, while the hollow glass structure can symbolize both limitations and vulnerability. As described by Braidotti, genuine liberation is reached through the comprehension of emotions and desires, which expose constraints and potential in the world (2006, 6). Lady Gaga’s affirmative spatial occupation serves as evidence of the transformative force of self-awareness and desire amidst the constraints of societal norms and expectations. Besides, the portrayal of the newborn heads of her doppelgängers to her left and right implies the idea proposed by Debra Walker King, which highlights the persistent influence of societal hegemonies on the becoming of individual identity, with specific emphasis on age, race, and gender modalities. King contends that the normative paradigms concerning identity exert power over inherent individuality while perpetuating relentless stereotypes, thereby assuming a significant role across several domains of human existence (qtd. in Vardoulakis 2010, 2–3). Gaga’s newborn doppelgängers in undeveloped bodies arranged in a row and her body’s entrapment allegorize the process of “becoming” among the constrictions enforced by prevailing societal norms and curate her fragmented identity in a controlled manner by transforming the transparent box into a spectacle.

	Moreover, the representation of doppelgängers implies a notion wherein individuality belies a deeper interconnectedness, underscoring the universal bond within the human condition. As claimed by Dimitris Vardoulakis, the doppelgänger serves as a mirroring mechanism that mediates the interplay between subjective identity and subjectivity itself (3). Gaga’s incorporation of doppelgängers in her music video may be an echo of a similar idea, which is that the subject sees itself reflected in the wider spectrum of humanity and recognizes commonalities of existence. At the same time, transcending mere duplication, Gaga’s use of doppelgängers signifies a departure from the unitary subject towards a Braidottian framework, thereby augmenting its potential and highlighting the idea of collective assemblage. In addition, Gaga’s figure and her several macabre faces wearing makeup and wigs, repeatedly reflected in the mirrored chamber, illustrate the inconsistent, fragmented, and constructed nature of identity; and her androgynous body in a form-fitting suit with dark markings on the chest also reflects Judith Butler’s concept of identity as “non-preexistent” and constituted through performative acts, challenging traditional gender expectations (Butler 2002, 180).

	In “Born This Way,” Gaga encapsulates a spectrum of multifaceted nature of identity, and in one of the final scenes, she employs the silhouette figure to allegorically manifest the concept of loss or incompleteness. By employing light and shadow, she endeavors to disidentify and invites the audience to reimagine the idea of identity. While Braidottian theory describes the unstable or incomplete structure of individual identity because of the body’s possibility (qtd. in Basturk 2018, 30), Gaga’s ambiguous silhouette figure explores the body’s openness to transformation and its potential for resistance. Besides, detaching oneself from established identities and embracing autonomy is a complex process that involves both personal growth and pain, and it is essential for authentically expressing the individuality (Braidotti 2006, 8). In the sequence, Gaga’s tearful descent with her androgynous crop and Madonna-esque diastema, depicts a profound emotional turmoil denoting pain and vulnerability of becoming oneself. Additionally, this poignant moment of Gaga’s performance draws inspiration from The Passion of Joan of Arc (1928), a film that encapsulates the tragic aspects of history, female subjective experiences, and willful sacrifices. Gaga reminisces about the character of Joan in the film and confronts the existing power and cultural hierarchy, promoting the concept of liberation. 

	 

	5. Conclusion 

	Lady Gaga underscores the transformative capacity of artistic performance and political engagement, forging connections between social discourse and aesthetics, as well as blurring the boundaries between life and art. Her representations of gender and self-expression mirror the concept of fluctuating desires, drawing attention to the idea of fragmented and unstable identity. Gaga’s thematic activism in “Born This Way” embodies intersectional awareness, recognizing a multitude of subjectivities beyond gender, race, and socioeconomic status, and it extends to include disability, neurodiversity, diasporic backgrounds, and the experiences of trauma survivors, thus promoting a broader and more inclusive ontological narrative. Additionally, representing these marginalized identities or non-conformists by incorporating the LGBTQ+ crews and queer bodies within her audiovisual narrative, she tactically integrates the motif of monstrosity or abject into her mythologizing of a “new race” and redefines it as a group of “chosen ones.” At this point, the depiction of her deliberate rebellious and explosive choreography, as if she were in pain or rage, bolsters a confrontational movement with systemic ills encroaching upon an individual’s life, including power differentials, traumatic events, gender inequity, and the exploitative ramifications of capitalist structures. Meanwhile, rather than evading these deleterious aspects of societal systems, she embraces them with a constructive outlook and explores possibilities, endeavoring to catalyze transformative activist aims. In this way, Gaga integrates sociopolitical activism within a feminist reconstruction of memories, seeking refuge in the lost utopian aspects of American society and acknowledging the conflicts and contradictions of the past as well as the present while hoping for a better future.
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	1. Introduction

	Throughout history, technological advancements and culture have had a complementary relationship. New innovations revolutionize the ways we tell stories, and the stories we engage with reflect our changing lives. However, as digital platforms have increased the speed of information dissemination, they have also accelerated the spread of misinformation. In the digital age, fake news, conspiracy theories, and misinformation can have significant consequences on society. Multimedia political campaigns have contributed to unprecedented divisions between voters of different political parties. Online content creators and influencers share false information about health and fitness through YouTube and TikTok to millions daily. AI-generated content, deepfakes, and other technologies have further distorted our sense of what is real and what is not. These factors have led to a fragmented perception of reality, where the philosophical question of objective truth becomes highly relevant again. We find ourselves in the middle of an information crisis, where the ability to filter false information becomes essential.

	Similarly, popular culture and storytelling have also become fragmented. Forums, fan fiction sites, and social media have enabled fans and audiences to create their own interpretations of popular narratives. Transmedia franchises like Star Wars and Marvel have released content that reboots or reinterprets their core narratives through ‘What If?’ stories, LEGO media, interactive theme parks, parodies, and reboots of older movies with new actors. The concept of the multiverse, a storytelling device that integrates different alternate incarnations of the same character in one narrative, has become a widespread and popular phenomenon in many media franchises. 

	In this chapter, I aim to explore this new form of storytelling from the perspective of crisis. I will discuss how various historical crises have shaped popular culture, and how the multiverse fits into this pattern. I argue that the information crisis is one of the main driving factors behind the popularity of multiverse narratives. The way in which we engage with the real world through media has shaped our way of interacting with fictional worlds, and vice versa. After discussing the socio-cultural and historical background of this phenomenon, I will analyze Spider-Man: No Way Home (2021) as an example of this interplay between Hollywood movies and online fandom.

	 

	2. Transmedia Storytelling and Crisis

	Movie franchises, such as Star Wars and the Marvel Cinematic Universe, use transmedia storytelling to expand their narrative storyworld across multiple forms of media (Jenkins 2006a, 95-96). We interact with the storyworld, its characters, and other narrative elements through various media entries. Mark J. P. Wolf refers to transmedia storytelling practices as “multiple windows on the same world” (Wolf 2018, 142). He argues that the development of this form of storytelling runs parallel with real-life history. Historical events, such as World War II or the Vietnam War, were broadcast to Americans across multiple forms of media, including radio, newspaper, and later, television. All these media entries open windows to the real world in this analogy. They help us witness world events from a wide variety of perspectives. Synchronously with these developments, the entertainment industry also expanded its horizons significantly in the 20th century. Wolf cites the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries as the point where fictional worlds started moving beyond the boundaries of novels. In his view, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900) by L. Frank Baum is the first modern transmedia project, as it involves the close cooperation of text and image in forming this fictional world (Wolf 2018, 141-142). The characters of the Land of Oz were adapted to film, comics, stage plays, games and merchandise. Then, by the 1970s, Hollywood also adapted this practice with blockbuster movie franchises such as The Godfather (1972) and Star Wars (1977).

	The institutionalization of the comic book medium in the early to mid-20th century is an important pillar in the development of transmedia storytelling. In his discussion with Sam Ford about superhero comics, Henry Jenkins refers to the comic book medium as the testing grounds on which new ideas are experimented with before being adapted to Hollywood productions (Ford and Jenkins 2009, 304-305). This is particularly true regarding the construction of shared universes. The logic upon which modern cinematic universes operate has its roots in the superhero genre. In the 1960s, Marvel Comics created a shared universe that gives home to its characters whose stories can be followed in various comic book series. Using the same logic, Marvel Studios launched the Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) in 2008 with Iron Man. Since then, the MCU has expanded significantly, and has incorporated live-action and animated series as well. After acquiring the rights to important characters from other studios, such as Spider-Man from Sony and the X-Men from 20th Century Fox, they used the multiverse to explain the existence of these different cinematic universes. As Anne Besson argues, the multiverse is a form of meta-textuality that serves as a narrative motor in these kinds of narratives (Besson 2023, 2). It enables characters from various franchises to cross over, treating these franchises as alternate universes. I argue that the popularity of this concept signals a crisis of information, where there is no collectively accepted perspective of reality.

	The roots of the superhero genre can be traced back to a time of a different crisis in America. The first ever comic about Superman was released on the pages of Action Comics #1, a comic anthology, in 1938. Creators Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster gave American society a mythical figure during a difficult historical period.

	 

	As a relatively new society, America created monomythic heroes that best personified the way Americans wished to see themselves – youthful, physically vigorous, morally upright, a people capable of existing in the melting pot of American technological society without sacrificing an individual sense of value. (Lang and Trimble 1988, 159)

	 

	The Great Depression cast a shadow on the ideal of the American dream. The earliest hero figures of the American nation were statesmen like George Washington and scientists like Henry Ford. However, the Great Depression shattered this ideal (Lang and Trimble 1988, 159). The new socio-cultural environment led to the development of a new type of hero, the American monomythic superhero.

	Many mythical stories and folktales around the world align with Joseph Campbell’s concept of the monomyth or the Hero’s Journey (Campbell 1949, 3). Following the release of Campbell’s seminal work, The Hero with the Thousand Faces, it became the basis for many scientific works attempting to find the underlying structure behind all these stories. Furthermore, many writers and film directors (most notably, George Lucas) have drawn inspiration from the book. However, as decades passed, and scientific research on archetypes and the psychoanalytical aspects of storytelling progressed, several scholars started criticizing Campbell’s work for its generalizing approach. For example, it was written from an overwhelmingly male-centric viewpoint and fails to address female heroes adequately (Nicholson 2011, 189). It became apparent that it was not sufficient for gaining deeper understanding of how narratives around the world are structured and  how many important factors were ignored.

	One of the issues with Campbell’s theory is its failure to address American heroes. While it is true that the structure of the monomyth can be applied to many stories around the world, American heroes are radically different. Traditional American heroes, such as the hard-boiled detective and the western hero, are usually outsiders who save a community and then disappear. While Campbell’s monomyth focuses on the heroes’ call to adventure and their eventual reintegration into society, American heroes are not interested in this reintegration. As a result, Robert Jewett and John Shelton Lawrence came up with the idea of the American monomyth to improve Campbell’s theory. 

	 

	A community in harmonious paradise is threatened by evil; normal institutions fail to content with this threat; a selfless superhero emerges to renounce temptations and carry out the redemptive task; aided by fate, his decisive victory restores the community to its paradisical condition; the superhero then recedes into obscurity. (Lawrence and Jewett 2002, 6)

	 

	Superheroes, such as Batman and Superman, usually hide their real identity. Although there are many stories where their villains or loved ones find it out, it is generally kept in secret. For example, the average citizen of Gotham city does not know that Batman and the enigmatic young millionaire Bruce Wayne are one and the same. When he saves a person from criminals, he disappears swiftly without any form of reward or compensation. It is not different in the case of Superman either. As Lang and Trimble argue, “he does not represent the American legal system, but a secularized version of New Testament justice. He personalizes the values of the Puritan work ethic in its most virtuous form” (Lang and Trimble 1988, 160). Superman’s and Batman’s first enemies were not villains. Instead, they were robber barons, corrupt politicians, and businessmen. They represented the everyday person’s struggle against the system that led to the economic difficulties between the two World Wars.

	However, as times changed, the superhero genre adapted to reflect societal changes. The first turning point came in the 1950s, when the Comics Code Authority was implemented in response to Fredric Wertham’s book The Seduction of Innocent (1954). In his book, Wertham criticized comics for their violent content, and argued that they had a bad influence on children. This led to strict censorship in the medium, which resulted in a huge drop in the sales of comic books. It was not until the start of the 1960s that the superhero genre found its lane among the changing circumstances. Stan Lee, Jack Kirby, and Steve Ditko authored a new line of superheroes at Marvel Comics, which resurrected the interest toward the genre. They decided to create stories where the human side of the heroes is more emphasized and publish them in a soap opera-like style.  Robert Genter discusses the historical and socio-cultural roots of four of these publications: The Fantastic Four, The Incredible Hulk, The Invincible Iron Man, and The Amazing Spider-Man. All these series launched in the 1960s, after a long period of draught in American comic publishing. Many scholars, including Genter, and comic fans alike argue that these series heralded the second major period in the history of American superhero comics, “The Silver Age” (Genter 2007, 953).

	The Fantastic Four (1960) is usually credited with launching the modern, shared universe of Marvel characters. Although characters such as Captain America and Namor had already existed in the 1940s, it was not until the 1960s when Marvel truly started focusing on developing a shared storyworld where all the characters from their various titles exist simultaneously. According to Genter, the main characters in The Fantastic Four represent the transition from multiple generations living together to the nuclear family in American society. Reed Richards/Mr. Fantastic serves as the head of the family; Sue Storm/The Invisible Woman is the “mother”; and Sue’s teenage brother Johnny Storm/The Human Torch is the “adolescent”. With his brutish features and pair of blue underwear as his only clothes, Ben Grimm/The Thing represents the “infant” of the family (Genter 2007, 957). This brutish side also takes a prominent role in the stories of Bruce Banner/The Hulk, the main character of The Incredible Hulk series. Genter argues that the Hulk represents two crises in Cold War-era American society: the fear of a full-scale nuclear war against the Soviet Union and a crisis of American masculinity (Genter 2007, 960). His origin story involves an accident during a gamma ray experiment, during which the scientist Bruce Banner gains his uncontrollable alter ego.

	The final character discussed by Genter in his paper is Peter Parker/Spider-Man, the main protagonist of The Amazing Spider-Man. Unlike the protagonists of other superhero series, Peter is a teenage boy. He gains spider-like superpowers after being bitten by a radioactive spider. Besides his battles against supervillains, he also must deal with everyday teenage problems, such as school, bullying, social life, finding a job, and family issues. Genter explains the enormous popularity of the character with the rise of a new social group in the postwar period, the “teenager” (Genter 2007, 970). 

	From this overview, we can conclude that while superheroes show a lot of similarities with the traditional hero figure from folk tales and mythological stories, they also have some radical differences. These differences have their roots both in the periodical nature of superhero comics and the general self-image of American society. Both factors contributed to the popularity of the genre in the United States. Another interesting factor in this context is the ambiguous relationship of the genre towards nationalism and power. On the one hand, we can argue that characters such as Superman and Captain America are representations of American nationalism and exceptionalism. On the other hand, some of the most significant superhero stories and characters were heavily inspired by crises in American society and feature a strong critical attitude towards the political establishment. Furthermore, while the comic book itself can be considered a democratic and inclusive medium, in the case of corporations like Marvel and DC Comics, it would be naïve to ignore their highly industrialized, profit oriented nature. As Ezra Claverie argues, the narratives of comic books and their film adaptations are often shaped by the Marvel-DC duopoly’s internal mode of production (Claverie 2024, 5-6). Villains in these stories often threaten the heroes by copying their powers, which reflects the two main publishers’ concerns about copyright infringement. When analyzing these narratives, it is essential to account for their legal and economic environments, as well as for studio politics. 

	As we can see, the evolution of transmedia storytelling is closely tied to both historical and technological developments. The superhero genre, which has been essential to transmedia storytelling, is rooted in historical crisis. New superheroes have often been created during times of turmoil, when American society needed heroic figures. Older, more well-known characters have also changed a lot over the decades, with these changes often being attributed to historical circumstances. 

	 

	3. The Multiverse and the Information Crisis

	In the 21st century, we have faced new crises, such as the 9/11 terror attacks, the 2008 economic crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the rise of far-right politicians across Europe and America. These events have brought a sense of distrust towards traditional institutions. Furthermore, the early 2020s have seen rapid advancement in artificial intelligence (AI) and deepfake technologies. These technologies are now easily accessible to the public as well. We can observe that digital technologies have a central role in these developments.

	The September 11, 2001 terror attacks caused significant trauma in American society, which also left its mark on American culture. The attacks happened in one of the largest and most diverse cities in the world and had full media coverage (Joyner et al 2016, 325). General paranoia and the declined trust in national institutions led to the rise of conspiracy theories (Stempel et al 2007, 353). Many of these theories accused the American government of involvement in the attacks. As Christine Muller argues, these concerns and dilemmas drive the plot of The Dark Knight (2008), the second installment in Christopher Nolan’s Batman trilogy (Muller 2011, 47). She points out that even the promotional campaign of the movie featured heavy allusions to the attacks, such as the “bat-shaped fiery crash zone penetrating the upper floors of a skyscraper’s façade” (Muller 2011, 47). The movie is filled with references to the post-911 American experience, such as the Joker’s role as a terrorist, the camera angles throughout the action scenes, and the skyscrapers that serve as locations to these action scenes (Muller 2011, 50-51).

	During the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, preventive measures were implemented by authorities worldwide to slow down the spread of the virus. The virus spread rapidly through airborne transmission and had a high mortality rate, especially in the case of elderly people and people with pre-existing health conditions. Even in younger and healthier populations, the outcome of infection was difficult to predict, and had the potential to cause long-term damage in the heart, brain, and other organs. Hospitals in countries with high case numbers had difficulties keeping up with the number of patients admitted to intensive care, which led to situations where triage became necessary. Meanwhile, several different vaccines against the SARS-CoV-2 virus were in development, with the first patient getting her injection with the Pfizer vaccine in December 2020. All these factors made it necessary for governments to implement measures, such as lockdowns, curfews, school closures, banning of public events, and requiring the use of face masks at stores, workplaces, and other public facilities. While these policies did indeed slow the spread of the virus, they had severe negative effects on the world economy and on the physical and mental health of millions of people worldwide.

	Due to the sudden and severe changes in daily life, people started creating theories about the origins of the virus. The rise of conspiracy theories was further exacerbated by American president Donald Trump. During the initial phase of the pandemic, he purposefully downplayed the threat posed by the virus and refused to take action against the spread. However, after several months, when SARS-CoV-2 became widespread in the United States, he proposed treatments such as taking a rheumatic arthritis drug called hydroxychloroquine and injecting disinfectant.

	Conspiracy theories have been cited as a new type of social myth (Chlup 2023, 219). Myths and mythologies often helped societies give explanations to phenomena they did not understand. In Ancient Greece, storms and earthquakes were attributed to the anger of Poseidon, the god of the sea. This is not different from how people in postmodern societies attempt to understand the world through conspiracies. The complex factors behind phenomena such as economic recession and a global pandemic can be difficult to understand for laymen. At the same time, they impact their lives heavily, so they often demand explanation. Conspiracy theorists prey on people in hopeless situations and offer simplistic and sensationalist answers to their problems. Movements, such as the anti-vaccination groups during the pandemic and the far-right QAnon construct their own mythology through blogs, videos, social media posts, and real-life performances. In this sense, we can find similarities between these groups and media fandom. 

	 

	Works such as Star Wars and Lord of the Rings, as well as numerous computer games, are directly inspired by ancient mythologies. However, to function as a myth, a fictional narrative need not contain traditional mythical motifs at all. From my perspective, what matters is that it is capable of capturing the minds and souls of the audience, of expressing their deep concerns, anxieties, and desires, of formulating an ethos, and of doing this in a manner that makes all of this seem “uniquely realistic”. (Chlup 2023, 224)

	 

	Therefore, while there is currently a strong resurgence of popular media inspired by mythological stories, conspiracy theories serve as a different kind of mythology that aims to explain complex processes in the world. Similarly to fantasy and science fiction fandom, there is a participatory culture around conspiracy theories (Grusauskaite et al 2022, 2). In a participatory culture, “new tools and technologies enable consumers to archive, annotate, appropriate, and recirculate media content” (Jenkins 2006b, 135-136). There is also a huge emphasis on Do-It-Yourself (DIY) media production, with consumers using these new technologies to create their own content. Grassroots production of media content enables fans to create new interpretations of media franchises. Kamile Grusauskaite, Jaron Harambam, and Stef Aupers argue that conspiracy theories are “oppositional readings” of hegemonic truths in the digital age (Grusauskaite et al 2022, 2). The nonhierarchical structure of the internet gives agency to media users. Participatory culture encourages audiences and fans of media products to produce content. In the digital age, a blog post written by a layman about a health crisis can potentially reach several times more people than one written by a certified professional about the same issue.

	During the pandemic, misinformation and conspiracy theories were generated on both grassroots and institutional levels. Right-wing American television channel Fox News has often been accused of spreading fake news. In 2019, journalist David Roth introduced the term “Fox News Cinematic Universe” as an ironic metaphor to describe how Republican politicians and associated media fabricate an alternate reality, much like fictional universes (Roth 2019). Throughout the presidential election campaigns, the character of Donald Trump was built up as a heroic figure who would “drain the swamp” in US politics and remove the old political elite from power. As someone with decades of media experience, whether it is reality television or cameo appearances in movies like Home Alone 2: Lost in New York (1992), it was not difficult for him to embrace this role.

	The next important common element of conspiracy theories and multimedia franchises is their spreadability. The amount of content and information we are bombarded with daily makes it impossible to pinpoint one media product that can describe an entire phenomenon (Manovich et al 2011, 2-3). Millions of videos, tweets, Instagram posts, and TikTok reels are produced daily, yet only a few of them become popular enough to set trends on social media. As Jenkins argues, if media does not spread, it is dead (Jenkins et al 2013, 188). This means that in the digital age, content is disseminated by users. It needs to be able to be embedded and shared easily to become “viral”. The distinction between consumer and producer is blurred within this context, as regular users become the creators of multimedia content that spreads misinformation (Grusauskaite et al 2022, 3). Meanwhile, social media algorithms ensure that the content that reaches users aligns with their worldview. This creates isolated groups of users with no interaction between the various spheres. As we spend more and more time on social media, the content we encounter reinforces and affirms our worldview, and makes it difficult to interact with people with different opinions. Traditional transmedia coverage of world events provided multiple windows on the same world (Wolf 2018, 142). Hence, I argue that Web 2.0 opens multiple windows on multiple realities. 

	However, both in the case of social media content and transmedia franchises, the amount of content poses a significant challenge to those who attempt to analyze these phenomena. Lev Manovich, Jeremy Douglass, and Tara Zepel criticize scholars who only focus on a small number of artifacts in a certain field. They argue that the current methodology is insufficient to keep up with the amount of content distributed by media producers and fans (Manovich et al 2011, 2-3). They claim that before the age of digital media, it was much easier for scholars to generate theories from small datasets about phenomena such as the Italian Renaissance or classical Hollywood cinema. They contrast this with websites like IMDb (www.imdb.com), where reviews have been written about more than a million TV episodes and films. This, as they argue, calls forth a change in the methodologies of humanities.

	In their essay, they use Japanese manga as a practical example for their argumentation. They argue that a small number of images is not sufficient to draw conclusions about the style of the comics and the authors (Manovich et al 6-8). Utilizing an experimentative method, they use scans of thousands of pages from Naruto and One Piece in montages to illustrate the evolution of manga. Through this example, they highlight that the close reading of just one page from each is not enough basis for comparison, as it cannot be known whether these characteristics persist throughout the many thousands of pages published. The same is true about multiverse narratives. When analyzing a franchise as complex as Marvel for example, one must account for more than 30.000 comic book issues, along with more than one hundred movies, as well as countless animated series and live-action series. These works are in an interactive relationship with each other, regardless of media format. Whatever happens on the pages of a comic book could affect the narrative of a high-budget movie and vice versa. A pop-cultural phenomenon on the scale of Marvel merits scholarly attention, but its analysis requires the development of a framework that reflects the amount of content available. 

	Anna Kérchy and Björn Sundmark explain that multimedia literacy is the “foundation of transmedia storytelling” (Kérchy and Sundmark 2020, 1).  They argue that transmedia storytelling and translation are similar processes as they both involve a “transition between semiotic systems” (Kérchy and Sundmark 2020, 2). Both are participatory cultural practices of fan communities, involving rereading and rewriting texts. This is particularly important in the case of vast multimedia franchises. If one aims to be a devout follower of Marvel content, they must be able to navigate the increasingly complex web of cross-references and be up to date with information regarding which series or movie they should watch next. Although Marvel movies still try to follow Stan Lee’s and Jack Kirby’s philosophy of making sure that even a first-time viewer can understand their new content, it is getting increasingly difficult with the constant cross-referencing throughout content. This is one of the main contributing factors to the “superhero fatigue” of the early 2020s, with newer superhero movies getting less and less critical and commercial success in comparison to those released in the 2010s. 

	The situation regarding the oversaturation of the internet with information is further complicated by the emergence of AI and deepfake technologies. In its current state, it is still relatively easy to distinguish between AI-generated and human-made content. For example, in the case of images, AI image-generators often fail at replicating human hands. Text can require more familiarity to detect, but certain sentence structures and patterns of word use can be telling signs. AI-generated text is viewed at schools and in academia as a new form of plagiarism. However, it can be much more dangerous when it is used to spread misinformation to susceptible audiences. Deepfake refers to the digital reproduction of a person’s identity in sound files, pictures, or videos. In some instances, it can be relatively harmless. Internet users have produced a lot of content with this technology, such AI-generated videos of Donald Trump singing Camila Cabello’s song “Havana”. However, deepfake has also been used to damage the reputation of real-life people. With the advancement of this technology, it is going to be more difficult to tell if a video of a famous person is real or computer-generated. It is reasonable to assume that this is going to be used in the future to conduct smear campaigns against people.

	On the bright side, AI has also been used to enhance the creativity of media fans. As Martine Mussies argues, “the emergence of AI has further democratized the process of creating visual representations of fandoms, allowing fans to produce their own interpretations of characters beyond the boundaries of the show’s official canon” (Mussies 2023, 2). This means that thanks to AI image-generating software, fans with little to no experience in graphic design are now capable of creating high-quality fan art. However, Mussies draws attention to the fact that there must be a clear distinction between digital art and AI-generated art, as the latter involves little human input, raising ethical questions regarding human creativity (Mussies 2023, 3).

	Media producers have also used AI and deepfake technologies in filmmaking. Some of the most famous examples can be found in the Star Wars saga. The 2016 movie Rogue One: A Star Wars Story, which serves as a direct prequel to the original 1977 Star Wars film, features some of the characters from the latter. Grand Moff Tarkin, who is one of the main villains of Star Wars (1977), has a significant role. However, unlike Darth Vader, who could be played by almost anyone under the helmet, the character of Tarkin is tied to the face of famous British actor Peter Cushing. Cushing passed away in 1994, more than 20 years before the release of Rogue One. With a long history of pioneering special effects and CGI, Industrial Light & Magic (ILM), Lucasfilm’s visual effects division chose to bring Cushing back to life through CGI. While this solved the challenge of featuring Tarkin in the movie, it raised some serious ethical and moral questions. In 2024, Cushing’s oldest son filed a lawsuit against Disney. 

	To summarize this section, social media algorithms, misinformation, AI, and deepfake create a world where everyone is stuck within their own bubbles and hardly interact with different opinions and worldviews. This leads to a crisis of information where we cannot be sure about what is real and what is not. Media in the 20th century provided multiple windows on the same world (Wolf 2018, 142), which also influenced the development of transmedia storytelling in popular media franchises. However, in the digital age, these “windows” do not necessarily let us see the same world. Instead, we experience our own personalized reality in this post-truth world, influenced heavily by algorithms. In the same way, the multiverse has become a massive phenomenon in popular culture, with huge emphasis on alternate realities, different incarnations of the same character, and fluid interpretations of canonicity. Every fan has their own canon and continuity. Media literacy is a crucial skill both in navigating through fake news (Martínez-Ávila et al 2019, 145) and transmedia fiction (Kérchy and Sundmark 2020, 1). Considering all of this, I argue that we should not view the development of the entertainment industry as a phenomenon isolated from history. Fiction and reality have a profound impact on each other, both back and forth. In the following part, I am going to discuss the movie Spider-Man: No Way Home (2021) to explore how online communication and transmedia strategies in multiverse narratives intersect. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	4. Fan Theories, Digital Culture, and the Multiverse in Spider-Man: No Way Home (2021)

	In this section, I will discuss Spider-Man: No Way Home (2021). I argue that both its narrative and marketing campaign are products of the post-truth information crisis. Released in December 2021, it was one of the first major cinematic events of the post-COVID era. Although Marvel Studios had already released Black Widow (2021), Shang-Chi: The Legend of the Ten Rings (2021), and Eternals (2021) previously, none of these movies achieved the financial and critical success expected by the studio. Spider-Man: No Way Home relies heavily on nostalgia and character cameos from other franchises. The development of the movie was shaped by online meme culture, fan theories, and leaks from the very beginning. The COVID crisis also cast a shadow on its release, with many people still being hesitant whether they should go the cinema and potentially endanger themselves with the virus. As such, I argue that this movie is intertwined with the crises I discussed in the previous sections. 

	The history of Spider-Man movie adaptations in the 21st century has been quite hectic. The first trilogy, directed by Sam Raimi, included Spider-Man (2002), Spider-Man 2 (2004), and Spider-Man 3 (2007). This series starred Tobey Maguire as Peter Parker/Spider-Man and served as the introduction to the character for millions of viewers worldwide. As such, despite its shortcomings, it has a strong nostalgic value in fandom. The second series, directed by Mark Webb, featured Andrew Garfield as the main character in The Amazing Spider-Man (2012) and The Amazing Spider-Man 2 (2014). These movies told a reimagined version of the character’s origin story. After the commercial and critical failure of the second movie, Sony Studios signed an agreement with Marvel Studios which allowed the latter to use Spider-Man in the Marvel Cinematic Universe. The character was recast again, with Tom Holland taking up the mantle. The movies starring Holland, Spider-Man: Homecoming (2017) and Spider-Man: Far From Home (2019) were integrated into the Marvel Cinematic Universe, with Holland’s character also appearing in other movies, such as Captain America: Civil War (2016), Avengers: Infinity War (2018), and Avengers: Endgame (2019). Right after the release of Spider-Man: Far From Home, Sony and Marvel started developing the third installment in the series.

	Despite the success of Tom Holland’s Spider-Man movies, a strong nostalgic wave in the late 2010s brought Tobey Maguire’s portrayal of the character back to the forefront. In 2017, the Reddit forum “r/raimimemes” was created, where fans could share memes about Maguire’s movies. This coincided with other similar sites like “r/prequelmemes” and “r/lotrmemes”, which featured memes about the Star Wars prequel trilogy and The Lord of the Rings trilogy, respectively. Overall, this period saw a nostalgic resurgence of early 2000s millennial movie franchises. Many of the memes about the Spider-Man movies focused on the often-clunky dialogue in the series, particularly in the third installment, where the previously awkward Peter gains newfound confidence after putting on the black symbiote costume. This eventually led to the creation of the “Bully Maguire” memes, where fans edited Peter into scenes from other movies where he “bullies” other characters. Bully Maguire was not a series or a campaign, but rather an umbrella term for memes involving Maguire’s Spider-Man, to which any fan could contribute. The grassroots production and circulation of these videos exemplify participatory culture (Jenkins 2006b, 135-136). They reimagine the character, create an over-exaggerated, parodistic interpretation, and insert it into other texts. The sudden resurgence of the popularity of Maguire’s character led the studios to scrap their ideas for the next Spider-Man sequel and explore other options.

	On October 1, 2020, it was reported by The Hollywood Reporter that Jamie Foxx would reprise his role as the villain Electro in the new, then-unnamed Spider-Man movie in development (Kit 2020). Then, two months later, the same was reported about Alfred Molina’s Doctor Octopus (Couch and Kit 2020). These announcements shocked fans because these characters had originally appeared in Spider-Man franchises that were unrelated to the Marvel Cinematic Universe. Molina’s Doctor Octopus first appeared in Spider-Man 2 (2004) as the main villain to Tobey Maguire’s incarnation of Spider-Man, while Foxx portrayed Electro in The Amazing Spider-Man 2 (2014) as Andrew Garfield’s nemesis. Meanwhile, the movie in development was the third installment to Tom Holland’s Spider-Man series, which is part of the Marvel Cinematic Universe. The three Spider-Man franchises are set in completely different universes, created by different teams, and feature entirely separate casts. Furthermore, both Molina’s and Foxx’s characters died at the end of their respective movies.

	The movie’s promotional campaign focused heavily on the villains. The first trailer, released in August 2021, hinted at their presence: a lightning bolt striking into the middle of a sandstorm, foreshadowing the fight between Electro and Sandman; Tom Holland’s Peter Parker leaping away from a shadowy creature, implied to be the Lizard; and a pumpkin bomb rolling on the ground, signaling the return of the Green Goblin. The trailer concludes with the dramatic reveal of Alfred Molina’s Doctor Octopus, greeting Peter with his iconic line “Hello, Peter”.

	Following the release of the trailer, fans started speculating about the elephant in the room: the absence of Tobey Maguire and Andrew Garfield, the two previous Spider-Men. While Maguire stayed out of public eye and avoided questions from fans, Garfield was in the middle of a promotional tour for his other movie, Tick, Tick… Boom! (2021). Furthermore, in September 2021, a three-second clip leaked, showing Garfield in Spider-Man costume on the No Way Home set. However, at the time, many fans believed the footage was fake. Nevertheless, Garfield’s promo run for Tick, Tick… Boom was overshadowed by interviewers constantly posing questions about his possible cameo in No Way Home. In an online interview with Josh Horowitz on the podcast Happy Sad Confused, he famously likened the situation to the party game Werewolf where players must guess who the murderer is while the murderer attempts to deceive them (Horowitz 2019). 

	The second trailer of the movie, released on November 17. The 3-minute-long montage of scenes from the movie confirmed all the returning villains from the other Spider-Man franchises. Fans got their first glimpses of both Willem Dafoe’s Green Goblin and Jamie Foxx’s Electro. However, Maguire and Garfield were still nowhere to be seen. A final, dramatic moment in the trailer shows a scene where Tom Holland’s Spider-Man jumps towards Sandman, Electro, and Lizard in slow motion. In the Brazilian trailer of the movie, this scene is one second longer than in the international version. This one second shows the Lizard being punched by an invisible object flying towards him, as if something had been edited out of the sequence. This was immediately noticed by online fandom, further fueling the theories about the involvement of the other two Spider-Man actors.

	Garfield’s denial of his involvement in No Way Home became subject to meme culture, with fans creating video compilations of the interviews in question and fan art portraying him as a werewolf. This, along with the leaked video in circulation, created a participatory environment like that of conspiracy theories (Grusauskaite et al 2022, 2). Fans could never be sure if the leaks were real or not. Furthermore, there were conspiracy theories about the studio leaking the footage on purpose to generate hype and get more people talking about the upcoming movie. In this case, the studio could have been capitalizing on the viral aspect of fandom, relying on the spreadability of such content (Jenkins et al 2013, 188). It was not until the theatrical release of the movie that the theories about the cameos were confirmed. Video-sharing websites were flooded with recordings of fans giving standing ovations in cinemas worldwide during the scenes where different incarnations of Peter Parker, played by Andrew Garfield and Tobey Maguire first step through a portal. Using the multiverse as a narrative device, each adaptation becomes a separate alternate universe. The lines between the franchises are blurred, and all the different, previously contradictory, incarnations of the character become part of the same continuity. The multiverse rewrites what is considered canon, which reflects the current cultural fascination with alternate histories. In the diegesis of the movie, portals serve as a gateway which allows us to cross the boundaries between series, making meta-seriality the central motor of the narrative (Besson 2023, 2). This format had previously been tested in the 2014 comic book crossover publishing initiative titled “Spider-Verse” and the 2018 animated movie Into the Spider-Verse, to great success in both cases. This shows us another case in which cinema incorporates a plot element that was previously tried in comics (Ford and Jenkins 2009, 304-305). 

	Even though neither the Bully Maguire videos nor the theories about Andrew Garfield were official part of the movie or its marketing campaign, they still had a profound impact on both. As Mussies argues, “the labor of the fans is devoted to the thinking through and building of the noncanonical worlds for their fandom. In that sense, it does not matter how a work was literally created; the contribution to fandom is about the mental envisioning of the fan(s) involved” (Mussies 2023, 7). Here, we can see fan labor influencing the production of the actual canonical text in a direct way. It also shows how studios now utilize the multimedia literacy of online fan communities. Whether the leaks were intentional or not, it required fans to be active in various online communities to pick up the hints, and fully experience the suspense during the rollout period. It did not take long for the memes and leaks to become widespread in the participatory sphere of fandom, which led to theories about the movie that are similar to conspiracy theories (Grusauskaite et al 2022, 2).

	These examples demonstrate how the movie’s marketing campaign consciously utilized the digital landscape of the post-truth information crisis. Theories about the possible cameos and leaks, such as the video featuring Andrew Garfield in Spider-Man suit, were not part of the official rollout of the movies. The studios capitalized on the spreadability of such content (Jenkins et al 2013, 188) and used it to generate even more media coverage and hype for the movie. The inclusion of the multiverse was teased from the very beginning, with posters featuring unnaturally swirling, upside-down urban landscapes and Doctor Strange mentioning it in the trailer. Anything can happen in the multiverse, which gives fertile soil to fan speculations about the endless possibilities in the movie. However, it also shows that studio politics and financial factors continue to shape the narrative of these movies (Claverie 2024, 5-6).

	 

	5. Conclusion

	To conclude, I argue that the concept of the multiverse, and the movies that utilize it, are inseparably tied to the digital landscape of the 21st century. Spider-Man: No Way Home (2021) is a prime example, with both its development and promotional campaign heavily relying on the spreadability and participatory nature of online media. The information crisis, which gives an unprecedented opportunity for fake news, conspiracy theories, and alternate facts to spread, created a fractured sense of reality where everyone has their own private beliefs. The existence of multiverse narratives, which utilize alternate canons and continuities consciously, is one of the markers of this crisis. Popular culture often reflects our current concerns and anxieties in real life.

	Nostalgia is another important factor. Multiverse movies utilize this plot element to bring back characters from older franchises. They enable discontinued storylines and franchises as alternate universes, which are traversable by characters. Current series target audiences who were children or teenagers in the early 2000s by bringing back characters like Tobey Maguire’s Spider-Man and Hugh Jackman’s Wolverine in Deadpool & Wolverine (2024). This generation also has a stronger online presence than previous ones, which enables studios to capitalize on the new marketing and storytelling methods offered by digital media.
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	1. Introduction

	In this paper, my aim is to discuss the fighter heroines of Disney/Pixar. The fighter heroines are those lead female characters who are less feminine in appearance, being endowed with androgenous traits either physically and/or behaviorally, while being physically strong, agile as well as athletic. These lead female characters are also intelligent, inquisitive, independent, assertive, courageous and defiant. These specific heroines proactively set goals – which is not to find a male partner – and pursue them while they often behave in nonconformist, sometimes even confrontational and violent ways (albeit for a greater good), which occasionally result in getting involved in literal fights and combat while wielding weapons with great skill. Their importance cannot be underestimated because their contribution is momentous to changing general views and representations of girls and women. They are great role models to emulate and positive points of identification while they are endowed with complex personalities and are situated within complicated sets of relationships which are more human-like and realistic as opposed to the previous marble or China dolls of earlier productions, whose only aim was to be perfect, good, innocent and beautiful while their raison-d’être was generally reduced to getting married to a prince. To present a female protagonist in a positive light who is not submissive, obedient, subservient, silent, fragile and apparently dim-witted while passively waiting to be rescued – in the meantime either sleeping or cleaning on tiptoes while singing or talking to animals – in a mainstream cultural product sends the message that this is the norm and girls can and will identify with that. The Disney/Pixar female characters that I am going to interpret as fighter heroines are Ariel, Mulan, Rapunzel, Merida, Anna and Elsa, Moana and Raya primarily while some other minor characters will be mentioned likewise. The point to be made is that these Disney/Pixar Princesses recalibrate the parameters of what it means to be a princess i.e. an ideal woman due to countering the traditionally preconceived notions of perfect femininity without agency by acting and speaking in unconventional ways and more like a powerful male character would. 

	 

	2. New representations and possibilities of identification

	Offering new avenues of identification through new role models with the help of altered representation is a significant step because it can lead to liberation for girls and women from the traditional constraints of femininity. According to Mary Eagleton, while female academics were trying to excavate heroic female voices among literary examples as first steps in the direction to find different representations from the usually distorted ones created by male authors, they managed to find “many women who can think, act, love or exert power” [emphasis in the original] (2007, 110). Although these fighter Disney/Pixar Princesses are not literary examples (where the research started out) but they do the same within the realm of visual culture by offering heroic female role models who exert power while critiquing not literary history but cinematic history. The reason why literary and cinematic representations of women constitute a site of debate is because “the creation, expression and maintenance” of dominance, oppression and marginalization is reproduced and normalized through them (Eagleton 106). However, as Nancy Armstrong suggested, novels can write history, fiction has an actual impact on our lives due to the power of the words/images they communicate, so they can contribute to the construction of history (2006, 107). As a result, films and filmic representations can also create history and shape the world around us. Thus, Disney/Pixar animated films and the leading female characters form our world views. Consequently, the fighter heroines fundamentally alter our views of who or what a woman can be. 

	Traditionally, a woman is supposed and expected to be feminine. Disney Princesses are generally viewed as the quintessential ideals of femininity, hence, to offer some examples of fighter heroines and warrior women among their circle signals that there might be other ways to be woman. Armstrong defines femininity as “lack of masculinity,” which also implies “a lack of wealth and position” as well as a lack of “voice” and “agency” (107-108). Jane Gallop ascertains that one of the factors that define a man is power, hence, if a woman has power she is “just like a man” (2001, 26). Calvin Thomas also opines that “what it means to be a man” is “domination” and it is tied to “power, prestige [and] privilege” (2007, 187). Thomas also adds that male dominance is reproduced through “linguistic, semiotic, textual and representational” means [emphasis in the original], hence representations are about meaning, and the debate is about who controls the meanings (188) as well as how new representations that generate new meanings can be inserted into the web of meanings that also have historical continuity (195). He states that social reality is constructed through a “system of meanings” (Thomas 188), thus the world is made to mean through words and images, hence the power of representations. In addition, if the literary and cultural works are readable, then, they are also rewritable, and consequently, the world as a social text becomes rewritable likewise (Thomas 189). Armstrong also claims that we are all novels, and we can write ourselves the way we want, and since novels influence people and life (108) all representations influence life. As “word-making” is “world-making” (Thomas 203), so is image-making/representation world-making. Thus, the fighter heroines rewrite our social realities with their power and dominance, they introduce new meanings into our semiotic system, which potentially leads to equality in the wider world as well.  As Ellen Rooney also suggests, if “varied modes of the feminine” are offered in society, then, “counter narratives” are created that resituate women, and the ““rewriting” of femininity or femininities” leads to “new “femininity,” consequently new definitions for women (2006, 73). If we manage to reveal that femininity is “ideology” then we expose the naturalization of the construction of women (Rooney 74). Rooney insists that representations form and affect our reality and make many differences “real” (88), they produce the sexual differences and not only reflect them (89). Hence, the fighter heroines contribute to this denaturalization and exposing the patriarchal ideology of how a woman should appear and behave while by changing various aspects of sexual difference by acting in traditionally masculine ways they make these changes real.   

	Thus, these fighter heroines have a major role in forming our cultures because they offer alternative points of identification, and in the long run, those identities remain in circulation that reflect our life conditions more and the girls can relate to them more, while at the same time, these alternative images and representations alter the general perceptions in society at large likewise. Robyn Muir revealed concerning the statistics of Disney merchandise – that serve to prolong identificatory processes – that the most popular Disney female protagonists are the fifth wave ones (the majority of the fighter heroines also belong here), as Muir calls them, thus the latest Princesses, especially Anna and Elsa (2023, 176). This also implies that the latest female protagonists – who are typically great fighters likewise – are the most relatable ones, and with whom these young women and girls want to identify. However, it is also revealed in the statistics that these are not specifically Mulan, Merida or Moana who would be the top choices (Muir 175). Yet, it is also added that these characters are not placed in the forefront of the marketing strategies either and that princesses of color or different cultural backgrounds are generally not heavily promoted or paid attention to by the company (Muir 178, 181; Reilly 2016, 55). Muir closes her argument by stating that Disney Princesses are actually political, and the role models they offer have a significant impact on the identities of children, especially girls and young women (222). Cassandra Stover also stresses that the Walt Disney Corporation produces gendered expectations and stereotypes to identify with and “shape the ideals of femininity” globally (2013, 2). Stover also calls into question whether there is a real change because while acknowledging that the princesses became different, still, she wonders if the situation improved in significant ways; and even if the princesses generally became more feminist and autonomous, the post-feminist as well as anti-feminist backlash endangers any real change in her opinion (4). Cole Reilly also examines the effect of the Disney Princess franchise and argues that the Disney Princesses went through a major evolution in recent years and that they represent “increasingly empowered femininities” – he terms all this as a “meaningful progress” although he also adds that this process took too much time and it might be too late, yet, he acknowledges that it is still progress (51-52). Karen E. Wohlwend especially researched the impact of these princesses on how children identify with them and who they pick for identification through play by using Disney Princess dolls. Yet, the relived play versions were often rewritten ones of the original. The results were quite remarkable as children, even as young as kindergarten-age, managed to rewrite the stories in a way to suit their desires better even if they liked the original princesses (for example by turning them into superheroes and saviors); additionally, they were very active and critical in this involvement. Wohlwend concluded that “children are neither cultural dupes […] nor cultural geniuses,” but Disney obviously produces “identity texts” on a global scale, which means that millions of young women are affected and it is not an innocent game (2009, 79). Dawn Elizabeth England et al. also declared that the Disney Princess line was especially invented to “encourage […] children to personally identify with the characters” (2011, 555) even more and enhance as well as prolong the effect they have on viewers; so, this elongated engagement enhances their identification more. They also concluded that there have been changes taking place, and for example, the princesses incorporated more and more masculinity while there were “non-stereotypical gender role portrayals,” but they still thought that not much changed over all (565-566).    

	 

	3. From negative portrayals of strong women to positive representations of fighter heroines

	Hence, I intend to highlight the importance of the strong female characters, the warrior women, in the Disney oeuvre – who fight back or defend themselves and others – as positive role models for young girls/women because, at the beginning of Disney history, the strong women were always villainesses and witches who were ostracized, punished and mostly killed off to send the message that only docile females were acceptable. Later, the fighter heroines replaced the previous femme fatale characters concerning the roles they had played within the narratives. For example, it greatly changed what actions they can perform (running, canoeing, jumping, horse riding, fighting with weapons etc.) or what they can utter (openly expressing criticism, offering solutions to problems or calling into question a decision by a male figure etc.) thus influencing the outcome of the narrative in impactful ways. They also initiate many actions, and they do not wait for events to come their way. They carry out their plans, they overcome hardships mostly alone (or with some help from a sidekick character) and they often defy expectations. Elizabeth Bell also opined that, for the most part of the twentieth century, only the “wicked women” had power and agency as female figures in Disney animated films but even if their power was tremendous the cinematic conventions did not allow for positive representation as only the femme fatale was a representational possibility, yet they stood for “unchecked femininity” whose power was viewed as “incomprehensible” (1995, 121). This presupposes that powerful feminine agency was considered to be an impossibility, and something that could not be cognitively processed. So, even if Disney indirectly acknowledged that such women existed in society, girls and women were discouraged from identifying with them and they were not held up as role models. That is why, it is exceptionally important that the fighter heroines of our current times do have intelligence, wit, courage, strength and perseverance to carry out what these earlier fighting women were not allowed to do. With the help of the female fighter protagonists or warrior women the representational conventions were changed and such images of and for girls and women are not incomprehensible anymore. 

	 

	4. Androgyny

	Such a representational and behavioral change also involves a certain level of androgyny. Being strong, active, effective, resourceful and powerful are traditionally associated with masculinity, hence, the strong and powerful female characters evidently display such characteristics that are generally viewed as masculine. Wilde also cites Stewart et al. (2003) claiming that “control, dominance and skill” are all masculine traits that masculinize the heroines such as Merida (2014, 140). That is why these fighter heroines are also androgynous because they blend masculine as well as feminine traits. It is also a recent development that this is considered to be something positive as previously, not being absolutely feminine in appearance and behavior as a biological female was also evaluated as offensive and usually the bad women were depicted this way in these stories. The women who ruled, gave commands, made decisions and directed the lives of others, were all already rather androgynous in the sense that they were usually depicted as rather feminine in appearance, but their way of talking, behavior and mannerism were often masculine hence the gender-blending because the above-mentioned actions are also traditionally associated with masculinity. For example, Sheila Ruzycki O’Brien suggests in connection with the stepmother in Cinderella that her “implicit gender bending associated with […] male/female merging, […] contrasts with Cinderella’s clear femininity” (1994, 67) – evidently suggesting that the ideal woman is not androgynous but stands firmly on the other side of a clear-cut demarcation line that opposes masculinity while the evil woman is not clearly defined as ‘only’ feminine thus her androgyny is not viewed as a positive trait. Ruzycki O’Brien also added that “female power and anger yield isolation” (75) in addition to that “the good woman, Cinderella, is innocent of direct aggression,” thus these powerful women usually were also lonely and excluded from society exactly because of these androgynous (because of the additional masculinity) features. Even if Plato theorized that androgyny is perfection, wholeness and totality due to merging femininity as well as masculinity (1993, 15-17), societies generally did/do not view it as such. Societal expectations generally prefer clear feminine or masculine performances because they involve the supposition that these performative markers of one’s gender are related to obvious biological femaleness and maleness while biological reproduction is secured. However, it is not always the case and biological reproduction is endangered from the point of view of society because what they need are the future generations of humans to reproduce society. So androgyny, which is otherwise beyond clear categories of either sex or gender, is the wholeness uniting both aspects of reproduction, yet, exactly because of this, the androgyne is not able to take part in the reproductive game because s/he is already perfect onto his/herself.

	The change to consider androgyny as something positive started with the Disney heroines taking the place of the femme fatale characters and starting to embody their characteristics likewise. The fighter heroines especially started to display more and more masculinity in either appearance like wearing male clothes (for example trousers) such as Mulan or Raya but more typically in behavior, ways of talking and mannerisms while still basically keeping a relative feminine appearance such as Merida, Anna, Elsa or Moana exactly because they started to carry out such activities which were originally coded as masculine and were only allowed to boys and men before such as ruling a kingdom, negotiating between clans, delivering public speeches, hitting others with magic or certain (potentially harmful) objects such as a frying pan, using weapons such as swords with expertise, shooting with bow and arrow (especially while riding a horse), riding horses with legs apart, driving a carriage, climbing mountains, jumping and swinging above abysses like Tarzan, navigating and piloting ships, fighting and defeating natural and supernatural enemies etc. So they became masculinized exactly because of their association with supposedly male activities (while not waiting passively for a man to do the job) and ways of behavior, especially expressing aggression in direct ways, which is usually not allowed to women. So, one of the clear indicators of their masculinity was the use of direct violence, however this was usually legitimized by the use of this violence in defense of themselves, somebody else or their people but there were also instances when the fighter heroine’s rage was individualistic such as Merida’s cutting the tapestry because of her anger towards her family especially her mother or Raya literally fighting Namaari because she had to get even with her etc. The other typical trait that makes these fighter heroines masculine is their individualism as women are expected to place others and others’ needs always before theirs as well as themselves and to suppress their individualism while serving others and the community. However these heroines, even if usually serving their people and trying to do their duty towards their community because they are generally leaders-in-training, often have big personalities as well as individualistic goals and dreams such as Raya trying to get her father back at all costs as she is not primarily trying to save the whole world – even if that was her original plan and ironically the end result. 

	Hence displaying their egos, having unique personalities and pursuing individualistic goals all make these fighter heroines masculine. Nevertheless, despite the performances of masculinity, these fighter heroines are biological females according to the stories, and they are still usually drawn relatively feminine by the creators of the animated films. The features that serve to code these princesses as feminine are, for example, that they have voluptuous long hair, they are clad in long dresses and often even ball gowns, they have tiny waists and delicate facial features with large eyes and batting eyelashes etc. They are also trained to do certain feminine activities such as playing a musical instrument such as the harp, singing, dancing elegantly, painting, making baskets, sewing etc. Some of the greatest androgynous moments are when such a feminine appearance is matched with masculine behavior such as Merida’s big/wide stride-type of walking while still dressed as a princess or tearing her beautiful dress during the shooting contest fighting for her own hand as the first born in her family or when she manages to solve the final riddle by a dual masculine/feminine activity like riding the horse while mending/sewing the tapestry or defending her mother/bear with a sword while also covering her with the tapestry and hugging her crying verbalizing her love towards her etc. As another example, there are several instances of successful female leadership in Raya or Sisu herself starts to embody all of the traits of the male and female sibling as they manage to rebuild the dragon stone etc. With much probability Mulan could be called the first androgynous heroine, who was also the first female fighter figure presented in a positive light, so right from the beginning the fighter heroines were already connected to androgyny as they encompassed both femininity and masculinity. Mulan is also full of androgynous instances and games of gender-blending as well as -bending either by her performing masculinity or the men performing femininity or Mushu himself performing femininity. Even if this animated film closes very traditionally it is still one of the most radical and subversive films about gender performativity and androgyny. Hence, by making these fighter heroines perform more and more tasks and carry out more and more actions that are traditionally associated with men turned them more masculine, yet they are/were still usually drawn with certain levels of femininity also performing tasks associated with women, hence, they are/were rather androgynous.  

	 

	5. The turning point of the representation

	That is why the turning point signaling that the Disney heroines and female protagonists started to take the place, even if not literally, of the femme fatale characters and the female antagonists is paramount as they were originally androgynous while this still meant something negative. With the fighter heroines especially, this androgyny became a positive trait. According to Rebecca-Anne C. Do Rozario, Ursula can be credited with this major event in The Little Mermaid (1989) who initiated Ariel into the “femme fatale’s trade” opening up a period of transition within the world of representation for socially acceptable femininity (2004, 44-45) that differs from the previous concepts. The Disney/Pixar heroines, female protagonists and Princesses started to absorb many aspects of these previously vilified female characters turning many femme fatale traits into positive ones. Amy M. Davis was also of the opinion that Ariel “clearly [was] differentiated from earlier Disney princesses” (2012, 177) and she initiated a new tradition of heroines. Even if Ariel herself is not a fighter heroine per se, she has to be included here because she started this major representational transformation and she was the first ‘spunky’ princess who talked back to authority and had a distinct personality while exhibiting individualism. Ariel immersed herself in adventures while her big dream was to discover the land, she wanted to learn new things like walking (that was not natural to her species), she was eager to read and study (she wanted to know what is in the books she found), she fought sharks and literally fought her father, she saved Eric and tried to help Eric to defeat. Additionally, she is drawn with some unique facial expressions and not just some benign smile on her face while she is also shown from special angles like from under the carriage, which is not ladylike. Davis also highlighted in connection with these new heroines that “when the chips are down, they go out and do what they must, and do not sit and wait to be rescued”, sometimes doing the rescuing likewise, and all this started with Ariel, who was/is the first intelligent and active female protagonist (2012, 225). 

	Davis, similarly to Do Rozario, also placed this major representational change concerning Disney female protagonists into mostly the 1990s while highlighting how the older fighter females (who were previously vilified) left an indelible mark on the imagery of these more recent heroines. Robyn Muir is also of the opinion that this major transitional time was the 1980s and 1990s when we encountered more and more assertive and active women who were often also leaders in these tales and many Princesses started to rebel (2023, 55). Hence, without the evil female characters of the previous decades all this could not have been achieved. According to Davis, this trend became more and more pronounced in both animated as well as live action films between 1989-2005: “[i]t is not just the ways the stories are told in these films, however, but also that the stories themselves, containing as they all do strong, independent, intelligent female characters, are potentially indicative of just how much feminist ideology had entered into mainstream American middle-class values.” (Davis 2012, 175, emphases added) Here, Davis points it out what an important role feminism played in all this process because she mentions that feminist ideology became part of the standard way of thinking in general. And even if Davis does not name it, yet Muir goes into detail about all of the achievements of the feminist movement during and after the second wave and into the 1990s as well as the various laws that protected and helped women during these decades (2023, 52-55, 82). However, it is to be highlighted that the first fighter heroines – who were strong, intelligent and independent – were created during the third wave of feminism and during the time of Girl Power.    

	If we have a look at the first fighting females (who were the femme fatale figures) in the Disney oeuvre, it is apparent that they are all beautiful, clever, educated and capable, mature women with a fine figure while their representation (such as the drawing itself with the color scheme) is very elaborate and nuanced. All this might suggest that Walt Disney actually preferred them to the innocent princesses and rooted for them because they have agency and power while these earlier stories are much rather their stories. These early stories are all the result of these violent women’s agency and desire as everything happens because they want something and act upon it with knowledge, skill and perseverance. Even if apparently the princess heroines are at the center, in fact, they are not because they mostly sleep, clean, dance and sing while passively waiting to be rescued by a desired male, so they do not actively contribute to the development of the narrative as the events only happen to them. Robyn Muir also identified the most typical traits of the earliest princesses as: domesticity, passivity, victimhood, desiring romantic relationships; being helpless, naïve as well as gentle; that is why, she labeled them as “‘Passive Dreamers’” (2023, 32-51). Sarah Wilde also claims that the “females always [had to be] subordinate, or else undesirable and wicked” (2014, 136) and that the princesses were always “perfect princesses” (2014, 133), nothing less. As opposed to all this, the Evil Queen in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), Lady Tremaine in Cinderella (1950) or Maleficent in Sleeping Beauty (1959) are all depicted as described above – with very stark colors (such as gold, purple, red and black) as well as much visual detail (elaborate patterns on clothes or objects belonging to them), and the story basically happens the way it does because these women make it happen through their agency and power that drives the narrative forward. Evidently due to the Production Code conjoined with the ever-lasting virgin-whore dichotomy within Hollywood visual conventions these women were not allowed to be victorious. However it is not evident that Disney himself agreed with these dictates as these strong fighting women were granted more prominence within his stories than as it would have been justifiable if we consider that they had been only supposedly minor characters and antagonists. 

	Jack Zipes also addressed this question by highlighting how the drawing of these older fighter female figures (according their roles: wicked women) was more significant than that of the first heroines claiming that the animators preferred to draw the Wicked Queen to Snow White: “[a]s is well known, the animators of the Disney film preferred to draw the evil queen because she was more real and complex as a woman, more erotic, and driven to desperate acts by her magic mirror” (2011, 115). Do Rozario, in agreement with this also quoting M. Warner, adds that “the animators ‘concentrate[ed] with exuberant glee on the towering, taloned, raven-haired wicked stepmother; all Disney’s powers of invention failed to save the princess from featureless banality and his heroines from saccharin sentimentality’” (Warner 207 quoted in Do Rozario 2004, 44). This all implies that the ‘evil’ women, who were fighting for their goals and not waiting for things to happen to them as the princesses usually did, were drawn and situated within the narrative in more exuberant ways thus rendering them more important narratively as well as more outstanding artistically while appearing more real as characters than the princesses or the heroines themselves. Thus, Disney himself may have secretly wanted these wicked and powerful female characters to win as he was not so demure about controversial or delicate issues and sexual matters after all as it first seems. As Sean Griffin also pointed out, Disney was ‘forced’ to invent the Disney Mystique of asexuality and wholesome family entertainment in order to be able stay in business during the Production Code (2000, 3-30). 

	That is why, the fighter heroines constitute major steps in the representational realm because they apparently have legitimacy to do (almost) the same things the femme fatale figures did, yet they are not punished for it sending the message to young females that these are legitimate role models and behavioral patterns that can be followed. As these earlier violent female characters were intentionally depicted as appealing and attractive, which evidently indicates a positive representation inviting praise and support, by creating such fighter female protagonists and some side characters who emulate all this reflects that a major change occurred within the world of representation, and consequently concerning points of identification on offer. The early violent female characters all had striking personalities, clear-cut aims, and fought for their goals with all their might while, as it has been suggested, the princesses were often coated in faceless banality and sweetened sentimentality while they did not have anything outstanding about them except for their unrealistic beauty and irrational levels of goodness. So, the first heroines who started to fight back and showed some complexity of character sent some relief to girls and women that they do not have to be porcelain dolls. 

	Even if the significant change started within the period between 1989-2005, as defined by Davis and Do Rozario as well as Robyn Muir, and most of the heroines became more autonomous and independent characters pursuing goals beyond getting married – additionally Mulan as one of the actual fighter heroines was also created during this time – still the stories generally ended with marriage and the princesses and female protagonists giving up dreams of professional achievements and adventures for the sake of family. That is why, the real change occurred around the 2010s especially with Brave (2012) and Frozen (2013), in which the Princess character really became a “Tough Gal,” as Davis put it (2012, 175), and whose adventures included an actual and thorough character development while focusing on achieving professional fulfilment or individualistic goals while disregarding matrimonial imperatives and the demands of a family. Davis also opines that all this can be viewed as a “radical departure” (2012, 175) and could not have been realized without the representational precedents during the 1990s which signaled the transformations. Do Rozario calls these new heroines ‘Team Disney Princesses’ (all created after the death of Walt Disney and the classical period) claiming that they are sportswomen (2004, 46) while “[h]eroism, egalitarianism and autonomy” were added to their representation (2004, 47). Evidently heroism, autonomy and being a sportsperson (suggesting strength, perseverance and competitiveness) are traditionally associated with boys and men thus making these new heroines more androgynous. According to Do Rozario, these new Disney female protagonists also started to behave like the old femme fatale characters in the sense that they themselves attacked patriarchy with their demands, aims and new ideas that pointed “beyond the father’s rule” (2004, 50-51), yet, what they were/are doing could/is still labeled as “progressively proactive” (2004, 57) by Do Rozario, so they were/are not destructive over all as the femmes fatales were previously but they want/ed to reformulate the frameworks. 

	 

	6. The fighter heroines

	Ariel in The Little Mermaid (1989) is the first female protagonist to be mentioned among the fighter heroines even if she is not an actual warrior and she is never shown in real combat/fight scenes or with a weapon in hand, let alone using one. Yet, she has to be listed here because of this new trend discussed by Do Rozario that she initiated by transforming the Disney Princess and Disney/Pixar female protagonist characters into more femme fatalish characters. It also has to be added that Ursula is not specifically a typical femme fatale either but much rather a travesty of one, yet she hands the staff officially to Ariel. Still, even if Ariel belongs to the transitional period, she constitutes a major step on the way to the actual fighter heroines. Already at the beginning of the animated film, she is missing from the concert where she is supposed to be a lead singer. Instead she is investigating a ship, collecting items and doing research like an archeologist or an anthropologist also escaping from a shark attack with dexterity. She is adventurous, curious and intelligent, she is keen on gaining knowledge and she is not intimidated by challenges or dangerous situations; her dream is to see more of the world. She even fights her father about all this and saves a human male from drowning. Then, she negotiates with Ursula and trades her voice for legs that she thinks are the key to her happiness. Reilly also calls her a “doer” and a “daredevil” (2016, 53-54, his emphasis). On land, however, she seems to lose all of her initiative and turns into a young woman in love who cares only about her prince as if losing her voice also led to her losing her integrity. However, when she has to save her father and defend herself as well as Eric in the sea (when she turns back into a mermaid) she joins in the fight with the female antagonist even if eventually Eric impales Ursula with a giant phallic object. However, the end is being rewarded with legs and getting married to her prince. So, Ariel as one of the first instances is shown in more action also being active in dangerous situations and she is involved even in some fighting.

	Pocahontas is also to be mentioned briefly because even if she is not a fighter heroine and we never see her actually fighting anybody in Pocahontas (1995) she belongs to this transitional period. She is also a leader-in-training, and at the end of the film, it is suggested that she will be the next leader of her tribe. She is much rather a diplomatic kind of person who always prefers negotiation and keeping peace while avoiding violence and fighting. Yet, she protects John Smith in the iconic scene when her father supposedly wants to hurt him, which was probably not true as a real life event as we know that the whole animated film was historically inaccurate distorting Powhatan culture doing much harm to Native American peoples in general (Edwards 1999, 160, 147-162; Reilly 2016, 54). Yet, she is often shown in strenuous physical activity such as canoeing, jumping off cliffs, swimming, climbing, running etc. while she is intelligent, inquisitive and she wants to learn and teach because she values education on all sides. 

	Mulan (1998) is the next animated film to be highlighted where the first actual fighter heroine appears. This rendering of the story is based on a mythical warrior woman and military leader named Fa Mulan (originally Hua Mulan), whose legend is an integral part of Chinese culture. Muir also discusses Mulan as an “‘Active Leader’” and a “Transgressive Princess” (2023, 82) pointing out her most striking characteristics. Both Mulan and Pocahontas are described by Muir as courageous, assertive, athletic, rebellious, as leaders and warriors while their aim is not a romantic relationship etc. (2023, 83). Mulan is the first Disney female protagonist who is shown training and going through real hardships. She is shown at war and in combat, and she is in many fighting scenes either dressed as a man or as a woman. She is the first Disney Princess dressed in trousers and wearing a man’s hairstyle while most of the jokes of the film are based on (re)interpretations and performances of masculinity and femininity. She is performing all kinds of physical activities, and she is a real fighter although the ending is still quite traditional as she turns down a place in the emperor’s council and goes back home with the final hint that she will marry Shang. So, despite her expertise at fighting and defeating the Hun army as well as saving the emperor together with her country she just gives up everything and returns home. Despite this, she performs some of the most iconic fighting scenes in Disney history as well as gender subversion.

	Here, I also would like to add briefly Atlantis: The Lost Empire (2001) because of Kida, who is also a dominant female character in a leadership role as well as a fighter, yet she is not an official Disney Princess and female protagonist. The Incredibles (2004) and Big Hero 6 (2014) are also to be listed here as these animated films are about superheroes, and we see these superhero female characters fighting several times even though they are not precisely positioned as protagonists or heroines. Go Go, Honey Lemon, Helen Parr/Elastigirl as well as Violet are all expert and adept fighters and they greatly contribute to the victorious outcome of the stories.  

	Rapunzel is the next female protagonist on the list from Tangled (2010). Reilly calls the princesses from Rapunzel on “mighty maidens,” “formidable females” and all of them “kick ass” (2016, 55-56, his emphasis) while their stories serve as “pointed critiques of outdated princess archetypes” (2016, 56). He also adds that “[a]ll of the fourth-generation princesses” (as he calls them) and their films pass “the Bechdel (1985) and the Mako Mori (Romano, 2013)” tests, and this makes them and these narratives “noteworthy” (2016, 57). Even if Rapunzel is not a fighter heroine specifically, she is shown in several rather athletic and physically strenuous scenes where she has to escape as an example, and she gets involved in fights. Reilly even opines that she is “stronger” than Flynn Rider (2016, 57) as she forces him to do what she wants. She can swing on anything with the help of her hair (as if being a female Tarzan) and can jump over big depths with the help of it. Even if it is slightly comic, she also uses a frying pan with great expertise when she is forced to defend herself, and this cooking object turns into a fighting weapon several times. She also fights her stepmother when it becomes necessary in the story while Mother Gothel is presented as a classical femme fatale character – yet according to tradition she is killed off at the end of the story soon after her stabbing a man in full view in a Disney movie. Thus, even if Rapunzel is not primarily the most outstanding fighter female character she is shown in a lot of action and sometimes that requires special abilities. Muir also highlights assertiveness and determination as major factors in her case (2023, 111, 116-118, 121-123). In addition, another important and unique ability is also highlighted by Wilde in the case of Rapunzel: her joking and her use of humor as a weapon (2014, 139). Rapunzel is also remarkable because she is one of the first Disney heroines/female protagonists to produce humor forming the first comic couple with Rider in the Disney oeuvre.

	The next outstanding Disney/Pixar fighter heroine to be discussed is Merida from Brave (2012). Muir calls the era from this time on “The Progressive Era of Princesses,” who are “Innovative Leaders” (2023, 131), who are assertive (2023, 134-138) as well as having leader abilities (2023, 138-144). Muir also opined that despite the post-feminist milieu, Disney still produced such female protagonists who apparently could have it all (2023, 132). Sarah Wilde is also of the opinion that this period is a post-feminist one (2014, 132) even if it is also already suggested that we are rather in the fourth wave of feminism (2014, 133, 148). It is also pointed out that several of the latest princesses, especially Merida, “surpass many traditional notions of gender” while they have become “empowered and autonomous” (Wilde 2014, 132). According to Wilde, Merida is “the bravest princess” while also being “headstrong” (2014, 140) and “free” (2014, 141-142). Reilly also emphasizes that the latest heroines broke free and highlights their freedom (2016, 55). Freedom is also important to emphasize because earlier heroines were not typically free in any sense, yet Merida and the latest heroines are definitely granted much freedom of action and speech. I agree with the previously mentioned scholars that Merida represents the real and actual change and paradigm shift in the representation of Disney/Pixar female characters as well as what and who a girl/woman can be. Muir also describes Merida as an archer, a warrior, a leader who is assertive and quick-thinking (2023, 132) – words that are not traditionally used to describe a girl/woman, yet, she is all that and many more... In my opinion, Merida is also rather androgynous as she combines feminine as well as masculine elements in appearance and behavior as well as concerning activities. Based on Shiftman and Lemish (2010), Wilde also asserts that she “incorporates both masculine and feminine traits” (2014, 142), which is androgyny embodied even if she does not name it so. Merida is also remarkable because she is a firstborn and she is treated as one, she is not pushed aside just because she is a biological female having three younger brothers. In addition, she literally fights for and wins her own hand to stay single in the famous shooting scene, so whether to get married and to whom or when are her decisions, it is her choice to stay single at that point. Additionally, according to Reilly (based on hooks) “choice is undoubtedly a feminist ideal” (2016, 58). She is happiest when she is outdoors and she has good survival skills. We mostly see her in activities that are physically demanding as well as require special skills such as climbing mountains, riding a horse, shooting with bow and arrow (also while riding a horse), using a sword etc. Not accidentally, she is not escorted by a cute, tiny, fluffy sidekick but an impressive, giant brown bear. She is shown fighting her mother as well as her father either verbally or with a weapon, and even Mor’du although that proves to be much for her and only Mother Bear can defeat him with the help of a monumental stone. Still, Merida is the milestone concerning the representation of fighting women as she is a courageous person who is also multiply skilled and resourceful, and who manages to solve all kinds of problems with physical strength as well as mental acumen. Wilde also states that Merida offered something absolutely different from the norm physically while also declaring that “Merida is a positive role model for children” (2014, 143).     

	Frozen (2013) followed with two fighter heroines. According to Reilly, this animated film presents “feminist familial bonds” (2016, 58). The actual female protagonist of the story is Anna – Wilde calls her “the hero of the tale” (2014, 146), which is undoubtedly true – while it is also in line with the original Andersen fairy tale entitled The Snow Queen because that story is not about the Snow Queen but it is Gerda’s quest to save her friend and to overcome various hardships. Gerda is the protagonist, it is her story, and she solves all kinds of problems successfully. Anna does the same, she is the one who sets out to find Elsa in order to save her and the kingdom from the ice. She fights her way through various obstacles and hardships or confrontations with other characters (or with wolves or the Ice Golem). She solves all of the problems, and as a final gesture, she even turns against Hans to defend her sister, yet her turning into an ice statue out of love protecting her sister defeats him likewise. Wilde also highlights that Anna “balances both feminine and masculine traits” (2014, 145), which can be interpreted as androgyny even if she does not call it so. Wilde also suggests that in this animated film “post-feminist humor” is often employed (2014, 145), which is a relevant remark as Anna is also a major Disney female protagonist who uses humor, makes jokes or turns into a butt of joke herself, all of which signal a milestone concerning changes within female representation. Elsa is also to be mentioned as she uses ice magic to fight on many occasions. She is a powerful person and the rightful leader of her kingdom while she can perform almost anything with her magical abilities – her initial problem is that she is not in full control of these abilities. However when she comes to terms with herself and also practices her magic instead of suppressing her abilities she can do wonders. While she can use her ice magic for creative purposes too (for example, ‘birthing’ Olaf) the whole story is basically the result of her destructive use or mishandling of her power – although unintentionally. She is also shown in many conflicts fighting with the help of ice, what is more, she almost even kills her sister twice. This animated film provided us with two great fighter heroines, one who causes the trouble (unintentionally) and the other who helps to solve the trouble but their sisterly love is the one that actually leads to the final victory and the manage to close the fights. Muir also opines that female support is a central feature of these most recent Disney films (2023, 144-157).     

	Moana (2016) is next in line as a great example of a fighter heroine even if Zootopia (2016) also has to be briefly mentioned chronologically as Judy Hopps (an animal protagonist) is a great fighter too despite being a bunny. Still, she fights her way through the police academy despite all doubts on all sides, and she becomes a successful policeperson as well as detective. We see her in several fight scenes and she comes out of all of them victorious. In the meantime, Bellwether is also a remarkable female fighter character even if on the negative side but her abilities/skills/expertise as well as acumen have to be acknowledged. Yet, Moana is our next female fighter protagonist to be highlighted. She is the future leader of her tribe and is actually more competent concerning the future of her people than her father as she has more courage, perseverance, intelligence and actual strength (despite her father’s size) to conquer all obstacles and win all of her fights be that internal or external. We see her in many fights verbal as well as physical and she uses both her mental capacity as well as her body to overcome the enemy. She does not literally use weapons but her outrigger canoe for outwitting the lava monster, Te Kā or the kakamoras, so her navigating skills become a weapon in a sense. In the final fighting scene between her and Te Kā, she faces the raging monster woman alone and eventually but she ‘defeats’ – actually heals – the lava monster with her words also turning Te Kā back into Te Fiti by inserting her heart into its place. So, Moana never gives up even if she does not really get support from anyone except her granny and she has to fight with even Maui throughout who is supposedly there to help. Muir also adds that next to female support as major assets of these animated films the “lack of romantic relationships” is also central aspects of these stories (2023, 157-163) as the female protagonists generally do not even consider getting married and their goal is never to find a (male) partner. In the case of Merida, it is exactly to avoid it.      

	Raya and the Last Dragon (2021) is the last example in this paper because it is full of great fighters, men and women alike, while our protagonist, Raya is the exemplary warrior woman and a capable future leader of her people. The film shows several outstanding leading female figures (although we have both positive ones such as Virana as well as negative ones such as Dang Hu) who manage their lands with expertise and try to improve the lives of their people. Evidently, they also count as warriors, fighters and violent women because often they literally have to fight for themselves and the interests of their tribe. Namaari is also a leader-in-training who is an adept fighter and warrior. There are several fight scenes (verbal and physical) between women and girls, which is not a catfight over shoes/dresses or men but about real problems (such as the future of their tribes or providing for their people) and higher goals. The animated film also shows very complex relationships between women such as realistic mother-daughter or child-parent relationships or how two female friends try to manage their relations – at the centre of which is not the fight for the attentions of a male character but how two human beings can trust each other, overcome hurt and cooperate. We have several female characters who wear trousers(-of-a-certain-kind) and short hair throughout the film and even when dresses are shown those are also functional and the point is not beauty but practicality. This animated film offers absolutely new images of femininties, new role models and behavioral patterns as well as alternative interpretations of relationships between women. Raya is shown in several fight scenes and she uses her brains and her physical strength as well as martial arts skills to fight. Some of the most remarkable scenes are when she is fighting Namaari. Sisu also has to be mentioned as the female dragon of the story and even if she usually tries to avoid conflict and is peaceful, we also see her in some fight scenes especially with Namaari. I also agree with Dirk Libbey especially because we see mostly female fighters too that “this is the first Disney film we could call a martial arts movie. […] the martial arts on display are accurate to Southeast Asian cultures and […] if there’s a downside to the action, it’s simply that you wish there was more.” (2021) What is more, Raya is the epitome of the fighter heroine as she fights all kinds of fights with expertise and excellence using both her intellect and her strength/skills and she wins even the greatest fight against herself and her inability to trust others, which is the key to the destruction of the common enemy, the Druun, and leads to saving everybody.         

	 

	7. Conclusion

	All in all, the fighter female characters of Disney have always played a central role in the stories, however, during the early decades these were typically the female antagonists and the negative female characters, who were relegated into this role. Additionally, they were usually destroyed at the end because of the cinematic conventions and Production Code regulation that bad characters always had to be punished. Nevertheless, based on the structure of the narratives and the depiction of these early fighting female characters, who were typically represented as femmes fatales, it seems as if Disney himself celebrated these women and they had to be erased because of the Production Code. The major representational change arrived with Ariel and the new era for Disney Princesses during the 1990s. From this time on, most of the female protagonists became more active and appropriated most of the characteristics of the earlier femme fatale characters. Yet, the real change occurred with Merida in the second decade of the new millennium, from which point on several of the female protagonists became fighter heroines. The apotheosis of all this development to date is Raya as her animated film includes the most diverse and versatile representations of warrior women and capable female leaders, including Raya herself.
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Megjegyzések

		[←1]
	 U.S. President Herbert Hoover first used the term “good neighbor” to describe Latin American countries, implying that American nations should rely on each other in times of need, but his successor, Franklin D. Roosevelt, made this approach an integral part of government policy.



		[←2]
	 The Platt Amendment, added to the Cuban Constitution in 1901, allowed the United States to intervene in Cuba if it judged that the Caribbean country’s independence was threatened by external or internal threats, or if U.S. economic interests there were being harmed. Washington established a military base in the country (the Guantánamo base that still exists today) and carried out several interventions.



		[←3]
	 At the end of the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), the left-wing Republican government, defeated by General Franco’s right-wing rebels, was welcomed by Mexico, along with more than 20,000 Republican refugees.



		[←4]
	 Argentina had already received Jews in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, usually fleeing persecution in Russia. They and their descendants sought to help the newcomers while engaging in social and political struggles with the anti-Jewish German communities that had also settled there. As a result of the arrival of Jewish groups in several waves, Argentina today has one of the largest and most diverse Jewish communities in South America (Sarramone 2011).
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